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FOREWORD

Th is book is part of a larger project, entitled “Setting the Agenda for a 
Long-term World Migration History”, initiated by Ulbe Bosma, David 
Feldman, Nancy Green, Gijs Kessler and the fi rst two editors of this 
book. Th e project starts from the premise that a long time frame and 
a global perspective are crucial in order to fully understand the causes 
and eff ects of migration and settlement processes in today’s globalis-
ing world. In its current form, the fi eld of historical migration study 
focuses primarily on the European and Atlantic worlds. Th e initia-
tors of this project aim to broaden the perspective to include the full 
migration experience in the non-Western world while proposing both 
a short and long-term series of studies to further this goal. Th e short 
term series entails three conferences and the publication of their pro-
ceedings. Th e fi rst conference took place on 16 and 17 December 2005 
at the Netherlands Institute of Advanced Studies (NIAS) in Wassenaar. 
Th e fi rst part of the conference was devoted to a discussion of papers 
on periodization by Patrick Manning and Dick Hoerder, on geographi-
cal horizons by Adam McKeown and Prabhu Mohapatra, and on the 
categories “migration” and “diaspora” by Donna Gabaccia. Th e second 
part of the conference was given over to contributions that the sciences 
(historical linguistics, archaeo-linguistics, physical anthropology and 
population genetics) might bring to the fi eld.

Th is book off ers an introduction to the development of migration 
history over the last decades. It is based partially on the fi rst part of 
the conference, as well as revised versions of the papers (by Christo-
pher Ehret, Shomarka Keita, Patrick McConvell, and Andrew Pawley) 
of the second part of the conference, supplemented by work from other 
authors (Jon Erlandson, Peter de Knijff , and Jan Kok). In the introduc-
tion we will also discuss the added value of these contributions to what 
one might call “traditional” migration history.

Th e second conference was devoted to settlement processes and 
membership regimes worldwide since 3000 BCE and was held in 
Minneapolis on 17–19 April 2008. Th e third conference on migration 
movements worldwide, will take place in Taipé in 2010.



Finally, we would like to express our gratitude for the support given 
to this project by the Netherlands Institute of Advanced Studies, the 
N. W. Posthumus Institute, Sephis, the Unger van Brerofonds and the 
Immigration History Research Center (IHRC) of the University of 
Minnesota.

Amsterdam/Leiden/Pittsburgh, May 2009
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PART I

HISTORICAL APPROACHES





MIGRATION HISTORY: MULTIDISCIPLINARY APPROACHES

Jan Lucassen, Leo Lucassen and Patrick Manning

Migration is the talk of the town. It is diffi  cult to read a newspaper with-
out stumbling upon the ubiquitous phenomenon of human geographical 
mobility, its consequences and the reactions it provokes: boat refugees 
from Africa, dead bodies washed up on Mediterranean shores, Chinese 
peasants in Shanghai and other booming towns, Filipino servants and 
nannies in Rome and Dubai, Mexicans illegally crossing the border 
of the United States, Polish and Romanian workers all over Western 
Europe and Chinese mainland brides in Taiwan, to mention just a few 
examples.1 On the whole, the current situation is seen as resulting from 
unique political upheavals (the fall of the Iron Curtain, the wars in Iraq 
and Sudan, etc.). Others point to the process of globalisation, which 
is regarded as unprecedented and characterised by increasing cultural, 
social, political and economic global interaction and interpenetration 
since the 1980s or so.2 Contemporary predictions about migration and 
its eff ects have oft en been proved wrong, largely due to an insuffi  cient 
understanding of the past. Th ink of the forecasts at the beginning of 
the 1990s that 25 million Russians would leave the Soviet Union and 
of a massive stream of labour migrants from other Eastern European 
countries aft er the fall of the Iron Curtain.3 Moreover, such a-historical 
interpretations are not particularly helpful in understanding the nature 
of the migration experience. Quite the reverse, recent studies show, for 
example, that the current global migration is more diverse, but that its 
scale is strikingly similar to a century ago,4 whereas more long rang-
ing observations show that migration has been a structural aspect of 
human life since the very beginnings.5 So far, however, the work by 

1 Piper and Roces 2003; Palriwala and Uberoi 2005; Lu 2008.
2 Held et al. 1999; Sassen 2006. For diff erent periodizations, see Strikwerda 1999; 

O’Rourke and Williamson 2002 and Manning 2005.
3 Th ränhardt 1996.
4 Gozzini 2006. 
5 Hoerder 2002 and Manning 2005. 
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migration historians has not really infl uenced the current debate.6 As 
a result, the discussions on the problems caused by global migration 
do not profi t from the long-term insight developed within the fi eld of 
migration history.

Why Do Migration Studies Matter?

Optimism or pessimism has oft en dominated the public discourse in 
an irrational way. Scholars, policy makers and the media alike tend to 
ignore relevant historical analogies and interpret current developments 
as unprecedented. For example, in January 2007, Bernard Lewis, the 
world-renowned Middle Eastern and Islamic scholar, voiced his belief 
that Europe would become Islamic by the end of the century and that 
Muslims are on the verge of taking over this part of the world, fueling 
fears that migrants from Muslim countries are a sort of fi ft h column 
and that they will remain an alien body and a threat to Western values.7 
Others predict that the internal migration of 345 million people within 
China in the next 25 years will destabilize or even disrupt society.

Such moral panic is nothing new. Th e economic historian William 
Cunningham prophesied in 1897 that the (then) recent Russian Jewish 
immigrants to London—in contrast to earlier waves of migrants to the 
UK—would be unfi t for assimilation, as were Southern Europeans in the 
eyes of many American commentators and politicians circa 1900.8 Similar 
developments in the 19th century are the widespread concerns about 
Catholic Irish immigrants in Protestant England and the United States, 
whose massive presence would wreck society and who, in the eyes of the 
majority, could never assimilate because their religion was at odds with 
democracy and individualism. Or in the words of Aristide Zolberg:

Th e confrontation between a sanctimonious mid-19th-century Anglo-
American Protestantism and a demonized Roman Catholicism strikingly 
evokes the late twentieth century construct of a “clash of civilizations” 

6 With the notable exception of the work by the historian Klaus Bade, who has been 
very infl uential, especially in the German speaking world, in linking historical knowledge 
on the last two centuries to the political debate on migration and integration: Bade 
1995; Bade 2000 and Bade 2003. 

7 Interviews with Bernhard Lewis in Die Welt (July 28, 2004) and Th e Jerusalem Post 
(January 29, 2007). See also Tibi 2002; Very diff erent opinions were voiced by: Roy 
2004; Klausen 2005 and Laurence and Vaisse 2006. 

8 Cunningham 1897; Foner 2000; Gerstle and Mollenkopf 2001; Zolberg 2006. 
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between the West and Islam, and more particularly European reactions 
to Muslim immigrants.9

Th e same holds true for the moral panic that accompanied the massive 
internal migrations in Western Europe during the Industrial Revolu-
tion,10 and the fear for unskilled and defective pauper immigrants in the 
United States before World War I, leading to a surge of eugenic ideas, 
both from the right and the (progressive) left .11 Re-reading the histori-
cal record can provide an important temporal comparison for our own 
times, and thus put in perspective the recurring moral panic.12 Historians 
have a particular role in the contemporary debate on migration and 
settlement issues. Being able to analyse continuity and change, they can 
not only correct widespread misconceptions, but also help understand 
general conditions under which migration processes occur and the fac-
tors that infl uence the ensuing acculturation processes.

In short, we argue that the basis of contemporary optimism or pes-
simism regarding migration movements and settlement processes has 
been built on a weak understanding of the past, and thereby of the 
nature of these phenomena. Th is is explained by the fact that—as histo-
rians tend to stress—much of their research is neglected by the general 
public and policy makers, but also by a lack of systematic historical 
knowledge on global connections and processes as such. A concerted 
eff ort is therefore necessary to redefi ne the fi eld of migration history 
and to formulate new and promising questions that move away from the 
national focus centered on European and Atlantic regions and towards 
a more global perspective.

Why Does Global Migration Matter for History Writing?

If historians can be useful for contemporary debates about global migra-
tion, then it follows that global migration should also be of concern to 
most nation-based historians. Except for states that explicitly defi ned 
themselves as immigration countries, such as the United States, Canada, 
New Zealand and Australia,13 until recently most national  histories 

 9 Zolberg 2006: 434.
10 As described in Chevalier 1973 and Jones 1971. 
11 Leonard 2005; Zolberg 2006; Stromquist 2006; Fahrmeir 2007: 156–162.
12 As argued in Lucassen 2005 and Lucassen, Feldman and Oltmer 2006. 
13 As well as Caribbean and South American countries and South Africa.
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seemed to have had no need to incorporate migration into their narra-
tives. In Europe, migration history was the fi eld of a handful of specialists 
largely providing footnotes to economic and social histories. In other 
parts of the world the available knowledge was spread among manifold 
specialists in the arts and the humanities and also in the social sciences 
who pre dominantly addressed academic audiences in their own areas 
but failed to build a bridge to specialists in migration history, thus 
deepening the splendid isolation of migration history.14

Meanwhile, the lack of attention by historians to migration is chang-
ing quickly and increasingly shows how fundamental and structural 
this phenomenon is for human civilizations. First, the importance of 
migration in the political and social debate worldwide has also aroused 
interest in its historical aspects in countries outside of the white settler 
colonies.15 Th is concerns especially Western and Northern European 
countries which were once the source of massive emigration to the 
Americas and other parts of the world. Many of these, however, have 
experienced signifi cant immigration, as well as massive internal migra-
tions, both in the early modern and modern period,16 long before the 
well known post World War II colonial, labor and refugee migrations. 
Secondly, the spectacular growth of World History has given rise to 
comparisons and approaches that go well beyond Atlantic perspectives. 
Th is applies not only to the 1846–1940 period17 but also to the history 
of the slave trade in early modern history, which has largely ignored 
massive slave migrations in Asia, also before the advent of Europeans.18 
Th irdly, many scholars, especially in the sub-fi eld of family history, 
have argued that only detailed and local studies in a global comparative 
framework can explain why and how people migrate.19 In this book we 
argue that global migration history needs to link all of these levels, from 
the local to the regional, national and global perspectives.

14 As argued by Morawska already in 1990.
15 Good examples are: on the national level Noiriel 1988; Lucassen and Penninx 

1997; N.L. Green 2002 and Bade 1992. On the European level, see: Bade 2003; Moch 
2003a; Lucassen 2005 and Bade et al. 2007. 

16 Moch 1983; Lucassen 1987; Pooley and Turnbull 1998; Hochstadt 1999; Moch 
2003a. 

17 McKeown 2004; Bosma 2007; Mohapatra 2007.
18 McKeown 2004; Vink 2007; Vink 2003. For an earlier attempt at linking migration 

in Asia to global history, see Gungwu 1997 and 2000.
19 Van Poppel et al. 2004; Engelen and Wolf 2005; Ying-Chang and Wolf 2006; and 

Moch 2007. See also the chapter by Jan Kok in this volume.
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The State of the Art

In the 1990s it seemed appropriate to take stock of the achievements 
of migration history.20 On the one hand, it was clear that this fi eld 
had grown from a narrow Atlantic focus, strongly based in the United 
States, the self-professed immigration country par excellence, into a 
sub- discipline of history in other parts of the world. Th e large-scale 
immigration of guest-workers and the arrival of millions of colonial 
migrants in Western Europe certainly contributed to that continent 
beginning to appreciate its migration roots. Th is awareness was to extend 
far beyond the well known westbound emigration past when in the 19th 
century tens of millions of Europeans crossed the ocean to the Ameri-
cas.21 A fi rst summary, and major achievement, was provided by Leslie 
Page Moch in 1992, in her analysis of both internal and international 
migrations within Western Europe since the middle of the 17th century. 
Moch successfully bridged the fi elds of local and temporary mobility 
and (international) migration, making use of insights in the fi elds of 
historical demography and family history.22 In the same year Pieter 
Emmer and Magnus Mörner published their systematic overview—cov-
ering the period 1500–1970—of both Europeans moving to other parts 
of the world and the role of Europeans (Dutch, Portuguese, English) in 
the (forced and indentured) migration of Asians and Africans to other 
continents, especially South America and the Caribbean.23A few years 
later the volume edited by Nicholas Canny enlarged and deepened the 
intra-European picture by adding the emigration of Europeans both 
within Europe (Scots to Poland) and to other parts of the world (pre-
dominantly in the Americas), both as free and indentured migrants in 
the early modern period.24

Attempts to go beyond Europe and the Atlantic are scarce.25 Th e fi rst 
serious attempt was the volume Human Migration edited by the founder 

20 Lucassen and Lucassen 1997a. Th is book was the result of a workshop held at the 
Netherlands Institute of Advanced Studies (NIAS) in Wassenaar in 1993.

21 Nugent 1992; Williamson and Hatton 1994; Hoerder 2002. 
22 Lucassen 1987 (on seasonal migrations in Europe); Moch 2003 (on permanent 

migration), which conceptually built on insights developed by Tilly 1978. See also Kok’s 
chapter in this book. 

23 Emmer and Mörner 1992.
24 Canny 1994. See also Curtin 1989; Steinfeld 1991; Northrup 1995; Wokeck 

1999.
25 With the exception of Treadgold (1957) who pointed out that some 10 million 

Europeans went eastbound to Siberia. See also Hoerder 2002.
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of world history, William McNeill, who in 1978, together with Ruth 
Adams, published an interesting collection of essays which explicitly 
tried to off er a global overview and to link the past with the present. 
Notwithstanding historical chapters by Charles Tilly (on Europe) and 
James Lee (on China), the bulk of the book was devoted to the pres-
ent.26 Th is attempt at a global approach was followed by Lydia Potts’ 
and Robin Cohen’s overviews of the world’s labor market, which had a 
clear eye for the historical dimension, but which were largely restricted 
to unfree and indentured labor migrations in the last two centuries.27

Nevertheless, the fi eld of migration history is still far from unifi ed, 
due to the tendency to make fundamental distinctions between diff erent 
types of migration, which transcends a purely typological functionality. 
Th e most important is the diff erence between free versus unfree migra-
tion. Some, like Potts, focus on forms of unfree migration, especially 
when it concerns non-Europeans transported by Europeans;28 others 
exclude unfree or involuntary migrations from their defi nition, like the 
transportation of slaves, convicts or prisoners of war. Th ose who do 
include these kinds of forced migrations are oft en very selective. Forced 
migrations under Hitler are nearly always present in their narratives, 
under Stalin sometimes present and under Mao the millions of forced 
migrants have attracted almost no attention from migration scholars.29 
Scholars working on Asia and Africa, on the other hand, seem to focus 
solely on forced moves, depicting migration chiefl y in terms of forced 
recruitment, chattel slavery, coolie labor and state promoted relocations, 
especially in Russia and China.

Historians working on slavery, however, are so preoccupied with 
their topic, that their speciality has become isolated from mainstream 
migration history. Th e problem resulting from this academic balkanisa-
tion is that the continuum from chattel slavery via serfdom and debt 
peonage to free labor is given up, although it has become clear that a 
priori distinctions between free and unfree migration are untenable.30 
Th e same holds true for the policy driven and more recent distinction 
between ‘legal’ and ‘illegal’ or ‘irregular’ migrants, in which the latter, 

26 Tilly 1978.
27 Potts 1986 and 1990. See also Cohen 1987. 
28 For a criticism see McKeown 2004. 
29 Potts (1990), but also Hoerder devote little attention to forced migrations in Com-

munist China. See for Russia Polian 2004 and Hellie 2007.
30 Steinfeld 1991; Gabaccia 1997; and Eltis 1997. 
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especially women, are oft en depicted as unfree, as victims of smugglers 
and traffi  ckers. As many scholars have shown, however, this dichotomy 
masks the complexities of the situation migrants fi nd themselves in, 
oft en denies their agency and oversimplifi es the separation of voluntary 
and involuntary processes of migration.31

A similar problem arises with respect to the opposition labor migrants 
versus refugees. As the causes for migration are diff erent, many argue 
that treating both groups as migrants is not very helpful and only 
complicates the analysis. At fi rst sight this may seem a truism. When 
applied to the unruly reality, however, such an approach very soon leads 
to massive analytical headaches. To start with, the term refugee is not 
neutral, but determined and socially constructed by states, which oft en 
have their own ideological agenda. A good example are the ‘Aussiedler’ 
in Germany, millions of whom have migrated from Eastern Europe 
since the 1950s (but the bulk aft er 1989) and who are defi ned by the 
German state as refugees. In fact, many of them mainly utilise this 
ethnic defi nition in order to settle in a rich Western European country, 
whereas many have no or only remote genealogical and cultural links 
with erstwhile German settlers in Eastern Europe. From the mid 1980s 
onwards this migration basically resulted from economic motives rather 
than from persecution.32 Nevertheless they are defi ned as (a sort of) 
refugees. For many Jews who were able to leave the USSR aft er the 
mid 1970s the same holds true. Th eir major incentive was not ethnic 
discrimination but the prospect of building a better existence in the 
United States or Israel.33

Looking at the early modern period, the label refugee poses histori-
ans with even greater problems. Although during the religious wars in 
the 16th and 17th centuries many people chose to move to states that 
guaranteed their freedom of religion (Protestants, Catholics, Jews and 
Muslims), most of them also had clear economic motives and chose 
destinations where they could market their skills and human capital, as 
is illustrated by textile workers from the Southern Netherlands who fl ed 
to the Protestant Dutch Republic and England.34 A more general obser-
vation pertaining to refugees is that these migrants tend to be highly 
selective not only with respect to the choice of destination, but also in 

31 Schrover et al. 2008; Augustins 2007; and Davies 2007. 
32 Dietz 2006; See also Bade 1997; and Joppke 2005: 182–188. 
33 Zaslavsky and Brym 1983. 
34 Lucassen and De Vries 2001; Vigne and Littleton 2001; and Esser 2007.
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who leaves. Mostly it is the young, able and better educated, showing 
that economic motivations clearly play an important role as well. Just 
like labor migrants, refugees base their decision on expectations and 
information about work and opportunities from their respective net-
works. In fact, all refugees combine political with economic motives.35 
We therefore fully endorse the statement of Anthony Richmond that 
all movement is restrained.36

Surveying the fi eld in 2008 a lot of progress can be recorded, due to 
the following three developments within the historical discipline: To 
start with, the breakthrough of world, or global history, institutionalised 
by two quality journals,37 has opened up the Europe-centered Atlantic 
world and shown the profi ts to be gained from comparing migration 
patterns in what we will loosely call ‘Th e Atlantic’ and the rest of the 
world, especially bordering the Indian Ocean and the Pacifi c.38 Secondly, 
(historical) gender studies in a global context have enriched the fi eld 
considerably, showing not only that migration patterns of men and 
women oft en diff er, but also by laying bare the gendered mechanisms 
at the micro-level within the household, which determines who is to 
leave and who is to stay. Th is is oft en institutionalised and backed up 
by wider societal stakeholders, including the state.39 Finally, we mention 
the development of global labor history, which explicitly uses a global, 
or transnational, comparative framework in order to understand the 
infl uence of specifi c state and societal structures on citizenship, political 
mobilization and labor recruitment, including migration.40

Th e infl uence of this progress can be illustrated by a number of recent 
studies in the fi eld of migration history. David Eltis has tried to overcome 
the unproductive free-unfree dichotomy in the collaborative volume 
on coerced and free migration,41 stating—as Richmond did—that most 
migration has both voluntary and coercive elements, which are diffi  cult 
if not impossible to disentangle. Th is does not imply that typologies and 
distinctions are useless, quite the contrary. As Eltis explains, it does make 

35 Lucassen and Lucassen 1997b: 16.
36 Richmond 1988: 17. 
37 Th e Journal of World History (1989–) and the Journal of Global History (2006–).
38 Key works in this breakthrough are: Wong 2000; Pomeranz 2001). For a good 

overview of the fi eld, including migration studies, see Patrick Manning 2003. 
39 Brettell 1986; Moch 1992; Parrenas 2001; Sharpe 2001; Reeder 2003; Moya 2007; 

and Schrover et al. 2008. For the micro level see the overview by Moch (2007). 
40 Hanagan 2004; Lucassen 2006. 
41 Eltis 2002.
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a diff erence whether one has no choice to leave, for ecological, political 
or social reasons, or whether one has the option to stay. It also matters 
whether one is compelled to move against one’s own interest (slaves) or 
whether migrants have some sort of choice over the decision, as was the 
case with indentured labor.42 Such typologies only become unproductive 
when they develop into exclusive dichotomies, in which such distinc-
tions are treated as sui generis, that makes comparisons irrelevant, thus 
obstructing the tracing of possible similarities, as well as uncovering 
what is indeed diff erent.43 Th e book edited by Eltis is therefore a major 
step forward, because it truly compares the whole range of migrations 
on the continuum free-unfree. Nevertheless most chapters still deal 
with the Atlantic world, with the exceptions of two, highly interesting, 
contributions on Russia from the Middle Ages onwards.44

Th e jump to a truly global approach was made by Dirk Hoerder who 
published his magnum opus Cultures in Contact in the same year as Eltis’ 
collection. Hoerder’s book has a much wider scope, looking at the past 
1000 years and covering the entire globe. Never before had such a rigor-
ous attempt been made at global migration history with a clear gendered 
angle. Moreover, Hoerder explicitly aimed at getting away from a Euro-
centered, or Atlanto-centered perspective by focusing on migrations 
(and the contact between migrants and the people they encountered) 
within and between other parts of the world. Apparently, however, it 
was very diffi  cult to reach these goals. Given the Europe-centeredness 
of most studies on non-West migration, treating the moves of Asians 
and Africans mainly as a consequence of European expansion since 
the 15th century, Cultures in Contact could not entirely live up to the 
author’s high global ambitions.45 One of the missing links in Hoerder’s 
study is the rich harvest produced in the fi eld of world history, most 
of which probably arrived too late on the market to be digested.46 Had 
this perspective been included, the emphasis on Europe and migrations 
provoked by Europeans would have been pruned considerably.

Apart from the attempt to off er a more balanced and less Euro-
 centered account of migration history by McNeill and Adams, mentioned 

42 Eltis 2002: 5–6.
43 As argued in Lucassen and Lucassen 1997a. 
44 Hellie 2002; Moon 2002. 
45 Hoerder 2002. For a critique see Manning 2004 and Lucassen 2004.
46 Recall that Wong (2000) and Pomeranz (2001) published their books only one 

and two years before Cultures in Contact.
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earlier, not much happened until specialists on Chinese history, such as 
Bin Wong and Pomeranz, also known as ‘the California School’, entered 
the scene, with a serious attempt to redress the, in their eyes, one-sided 
interpretation of the ‘Rise of the West’, stressing that China until 1800 
did not lag behind Western Europe and that the ‘Great Divergence’, as 
Pomeranz called it, started around that time. Only thanks to ‘coal and 
colonies’ was England, and in its wake other European nations, able 
to take the lead.47 It is not the purpose of this introduction to take a 
position in this debate, but for our argument it is highly relevant that 
the work by the ‘California School’ once again showed the magnitude 
of internal Chinese migrations, from a very early time onwards, with 
an important role of the Chinese state.48

Th e great escape from the Euro-centered deadlock in migration 
history in the modern period came recently with the publication of 
an article by Adam McKeown, in which he argued that in the period 
1850–1940 apart from the well known Atlantic migration system, involv-
ing some 60 million people, at least two other systems had emerged 
in Asia, absorbing similar numbers (45 to 50 million) of migrants: one 
in North Asia (Manchuria, Siberia, Central Asia, Japan) and one in 
Southeast Asia (Indian Ocean Rim, South Pacifi c).49 McKeown criticises 
Potts and Hoerder for only having eyes for forced labor migration in 
Asia (coolies, indentured labour), predominantly triggered by European 
colonial and imperial interventions. In fact, he argues, these were only 
a small minority of the total migration volume within Asia. Th e bulk 
were more or less free migrants who moved to the two centers of capital 
concentration mentioned above, very similar to the Atlantic core in the 
Western part of the globe. Th is new interpretation of global migration 
patterns in the recent past has redressed the balance considerably. 
Nevertheless it has not remained unchallenged.

Although he broadly supports McKeown’s paradigm, the Indian 
labor historian Prabhu Mohapatra stresses that most of the 30 million 

47 Wong 2000; Pomeranz 2001. Th eir work has sparked much debate. See for example: 
Vries 2001; and Broadberry and Gupta 2006. 

48 Poo 2005; Crossley et al. 2006; Isett 2007. Th e early migrations, starting at least as 
early as 700 BCE and increasing dramatically during the 13th to 15th centuries were 
already mentioned by Lee 1978: 24. For the millions of internal migrants in the 17th 
and 18th centuries, see Pomeranz 2001: 84.

49 McKeown 2004. For critical reactions see the discussion dossier in the Interna-
tional Review of Social History, no. 1, 2007. Similar conclusions were drawn by Huff  
and Caggiano (2007) for South East Asia. 
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Indian migrants who went to the plantations in Burma, Malaysia and 
Sri Lanka were circular migrants (whereas the majority in the Atlantic 
stayed at destination) and that although formally free, they were sub-
jected to harsh and coercive conditions once they started working at 
the plantations.50 Moreover, most of these plantations in the Southeast 
were within the European colonial sphere of infl uence. Equally interest-
ing and important is Leslie Moch’s critique pertaining to the Northern 
Asian system, based on her reading of recent comparative micro-level 
studies on Chinese migration,51 stressing the diff erences with Western 
Europe with respect to family and inheritance systems (a topic covered 
in this volume by Jan Kok), with far reaching gendered consequences 
for who could migrate and under what conditions. To give only one 
example: in Western Europe already from the late Middle Ages onwards 
children were relatively independent from their parents due to the 
early spread of wage labor52 and in North Western Europe a woman 
traditionally did not get a dowry upon marriage but inherited aft er her 
parents died. Th is gave considerable freedom to women, and explains 
the high mobility of women before marriage.53 In China women were 
subjected to the Confucian principle of lineage, which became especially 
strong aft er the Song dynasty (960–1279), when the Mongolians made 
the household the basis for taxation. As the men were held responsible 
for the household, it became vital to have enough potential male suc-
cessors, lest the household would run out. Th is principle was enforced 
by the Ming dynasty (1368–1644), which made the position of women 
even weaker. With respect to migration this meant that aft er—and 
sometimes even before—marriage women automatically moved to the 
household of her parents-in-law and had very few opportunities to 
engage in wage labor.54

Th e Eurasian comparative literature in the fi eld of family history that 
has emerged since James Lee and Wang Feng’s seminal One Quarter of 
Humanity,55 has so far only scarcely been picked up in the mainstream 
migration history fi eld, yet it is crucial to understanding the diverse 

50 Mohapatra 2007.
51 Among others: Ying-Chang and Wolf 2006; Lee and Wang Feng 1999; Van Poppel, 

Oris and Lee 2004; and Waltner and Maynes 2001. Other important contributions are: 
Birge 2003. And Eastman 1988.

52 Van Bavel and Van Zanden 2004; and Van Bavel 2006. 
53 Th erborn 2004; see also Goody 1976. 
54 Lee and Feng 1999; Th erborn 2004; Moch 2007.
55 Lee and Feng 1999.
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migration regimes around the globe and their developments through 
time. Especially the role of institutions, both at the macro (state) level, 
the meso (civil society) and at the micro (family) level is now emerging 
as a key to explaining the systemic diff erences in time and space.

Notwithstanding the growing interest in global migration history, 
there are fi ve major impediments on the road to an integrated fi eld of 
study: 1) Many historians still tend to focus on one country (nation 
state), with systematic comparisons being the exception; 2) Th e rela-
tively few spatial comparisons available tend to be restricted to Western 
Europe, the Atlantic world or, eventually, the white settler colonies;56 
3) Th e very few attempts at global comparisons, such as the pioneering 
work of Dirk Hoerder, still pay much more attention to European or 
European-induced migrations (colonial migration, slave trade, inden-
tured labor) than to equally important migration movements within 
other continents, as McKeown has shown. As a result, especially Asia, 
Africa, China and the non-European pre-colonial world are greatly 
understudied.57 4) Area specialists of Africa, the Pacifi c, Asia and South 
America who study migration and acculturation are oft en not on the 
radar screen of European and Atlantic migration history specialists 
and vice-versa; and 5) the period under study is seldom longer than 
500 years, which to a large extent explains the gap between historians 
and scientists working on migration issues on a much longer time 
scale, which prevents the accumulation of conceptual and theoretical 
knowledge.

Th ese obstacles have systematically been identifi ed by Patrick Man-
ning in his book Migration in World History, an attempt at capturing 
human migrations in the last 80 millennia, which for the moment can 
be considered the linchpin of the exciting recent developments within 
the field of migration history.58 The book argues that although all 
species migrate, only humans migrate to other communities, because 
diff erent groups of humans, distinguished by their unique language 
capacity, developed cultures of their own. Th is cultural proliferation 
(from technology to value systems) explains the advance of civilizations 
and clarifi es why it was profi table for people, unlike animals, to migrate 
to other groups. Manning divides these ‘cross community’ migrants 

56 See for example Richards 2004. 
57 Manning 2004; Lucassen 2004. 
58 Manning 2005.
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into four basic types: settlers, sojourners, itinerants and invaders.59 A 
second strand in the book is that from very early on, migration is of 
utmost importance in connecting the various parts of the world, with 
the exception of the Americas who were largely isolated from the rest 
of the world until, in October 1492, Cristoforo Columbus stumbled 
upon an island he named San Salvador, part of what became known 
as the Bahamas.60

Manning’s stress on ‘connections’, however, is not shared by everyone, 
as the discussion among economic historians on the starting point of 
the globalisation process and the role of migration therein shows. In 
the discussion on the impact of global migration patterns two diff er-
ent defi nitions of globalization, with their own periodization, are en 
vogue.61 Th e restricted one is applied by economic historians, like Jeff rey 
Williamson,62 who defi ne globalization in terms of market integration 
and price convergence, and therefore consider the period 1820–1914, 
also the era of intercontinental mass migrations, as the fi rst phase of 
globalization. World historians, like Manning, stressing the importance 
of economic, social and cultural connections between various parts of 
the world, argue that globalization started much earlier—at least with 
the ‘Columbian exchange’ at the end of the 16th century, when migrants 
(traders, priests, soldiers and workers) established a world wide web.63 
By lack of quantifi cation such a broad defi nition of globalization, how-
ever, lends itself badly to a formal test, whereas the market oriented 
approach of economic historians is rather one-dimensional. A way out 
is off ered by the diff erentiated globalization approach of Held cum suis, 
who distinguish between intensity, extensity, impact and velocity.64

When we apply these criteria to the last six centuries, the period of 
‘early globalization’65 (1400–1820) stands out as one of thin globalization. 
Migrations link all parts of the world, but are at most extensive, whereas 
the impact on some continents, especially the America’s (the dramatic 

59 Ibid: 8–9. See also Manning 2006a and Manning 2006b.
60 Th eories of pre-Columbian contact are quite popular, but so far have produced 

mostly unconvincing if not pretty wild theories. Menzies (2003), for example claimed 
that the Chinese admiral Zheng He arrived in America in 1421. His ideas were severely 
criticized by Finlay (2004). 

61 On periodization see also McKeown 2007. 
62 O’Rourke and Williamson 2002. 
63 Manning 2005: 112. Flynn and Giráldez 2004. See also McNeil and McNeill 

2003.
64 Held, McGrew and Perraton 1999. 
65 For a recent discussion see: McKeown 2007: 221–223.
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mortality among the native population, exposed to European diseases), 
was huge from a demographic perspective. Th e scale of intercontinental 
migrations, however, was rather modest in the early modern period. Th at 
changed from the 19th century onwards, when the transport revolution 
(from sail to steam and the role of railroads) dramatically increased the 
intensity and velocity.66 Th e big impact, however, applies especially to 
the contacts between Europe and the Americas, as well as Oceania, but 
much less to intercontinental migrations to and from Asia and Africa. 
Due to the exclusion of Asian migrants from the powerful Atlantic and 
white settler colonies like Australia, from 1870 onwards Chinese and 
Indians basically remained within Asia,67 whereas the end of the slave 
transports from Africa rather decreased the overall extensity worldwide. 
Th is changed aft er World War II, fi rst of all due to decolonization which 
brought considerable numbers of migrants to Western Europe.68 More 
important, however, is the lift ing, in 1965, of the American quota act of 
1921 and the Johnson-Reed immigration act of 1924, which sparked a 
truly global migration stream to North America. Compared to the fi rst 
round of globalization in the 19th century, the poorest countries were 
now drawn into this global migration network too.69

Notwithstanding the rather undiff erentiated use of ‘connections’ as 
a concept, the added value of Manning’s study, apart from giving a 
balanced global overview building on the advances in world history, is 
that it opens up the traditional fi eld of migration history and off ers a 
much more structural and universal migration typology. It is the fi rst 
overview that engages with sciences, which are very remote to main-
stream migration scholars: population genetics, paleo-archaeology and 
historical linguistics: all working in the ‘deep past’, long before written 
records appear. Th is book aims to continue along this interdisciplinary 
frontier, not only by mapping these foreign and largely unknown lands, 
but also by explaining what insights into the sciences have to off er to 
mainstream migration historians who work on more recent periods and 
thus to our understanding of migratory processes in the present. It is 
our intention too to develop a research agenda for further explorations 
and continuous interdisciplinary collaboration.

66 Keeling 1999; Lee 2005; Keeling 2005; Cohn 2005.
67 McKeown 2004. See also: McKeown 2008. 
68 Including European settlers and their descendants: Cross and Entzinger 1988; 

Smith 2003; Joppke 2005; Bosma 2007. 
69 Gozzini 2006: 321–322. 
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We do acknowledge that the universalizing approach put forward 
in this book is not the only way of reaching a more interdisciplinary 
approach in migration history. In the last decades huge literatures have 
been developed within cultural studies, ethnic and regional studies, 
gender and post-colonial studies.70 Th ese, collectively, constitute an 
equally interdisciplinary alternative approach which shares several of 
the goals of this volume. As this alternative approach does not address 
the long term developments that are central in this book, we decided 
not to include these in our discussion.

Disciplinary Approaches to Migration

In this book we distinguish three areas which, until now, have dominated 
migration studies, each with their distinctive time periods, territories, 
subfi elds, and questions: Sociological approaches analyze migration in 
the contemporary era through the disciplinary optics of sociology, eco-
nomics, demography and policy-oriented studies. Historical approaches 
provide narratives of migration in literate societies, as recently as the 
early 20th century and as far back as classical antiquity. Anthropologi-
cal approaches to migration center on early and non-literate societies 
with multidisciplinary tools—including ethnology, physical and cultural 
anthropology, archaeology, and linguistics—increasingly cooperating 
with and dependent on such natural-science approaches as genetics and 
climatology. Of course all three of these arenas of migration studies are 
social-scientifi c in the most general sense. In theoretical and empirical 
terms, however, these three bodies of literature have maintained con-
siderable distance from each other.

Th e foremost perspective of this book is to improve communication 
between the historical and anthropological segments of migration stud-
ies, by introducing to historians the approaches of linguistics, archae-
ology, cultural anthropology, and human biology, especially genetics.71 
Th e exploration of this range of “anthropological” disciplines has led 
us to treat the scope of “human migration history” as including the full 
range of human experience, rather than limit the study to periods and 

70 See for example Stoler 2002; Brettell 2003 and Gabaccia 2006.
71 We have left  for a later stage in our project ‘Setting the agenda for a long-term world 

migration history’ the communication of historical and sociological approaches.
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places for which we have written documents. Of course, the patterns of 
migration have changed along with modifi cations in technology, social 
organization, and ideology. Yet historical analysis should permit the 
reconstruction of migration as the underlying human impulse to move 
is modifi ed by each of these changes. Put diff erently, our presumption 
is that migration in diff erent social situations can be interpreted more 
clearly through a framework encompassing a long time period, wide 
geographical range, and a variety of disciplinary outlooks.

Th e development of historical studies over the past half century helps 
to explain why historians should increasingly be reaching beyond the 
limits of their own training to learn about the approaches of neighbor-
ing disciplines to migration.72 Within European history, the interest 
in Viking, German, and classical-era migration sparked off  interest 
among archaeologists and population geneticists. Historical area-studies, 
that developed in the years of decolonization following World War II, 
stimulated the interest in the displacement of Amerindian populations, 
the Atlantic slave trade, the early migration and settlement of African 
populations, the oceanic migrations in Southeast Asia and the Pacifi c, 
and the continuing controversy about Aryan migrations into North 
India. In each of these instances, historians delved increasingly into the 
methods we have labeled as “anthropological.”

As historians expanded their studies of migration, however, they did 
so in a segmented fashion. Historical studies of migration have devel-
oped as a series of distinct literatures separated by regional, temporal, 
and topical frontiers. Th e possibility of an encompassing discussion of 
past human migration is widely understood, but in practice what we 
have seen are only occasional links of sub-fi elds in migration history. 
Th e largest sub-fi eld has addressed Atlantic migrations of Europeans 
(c. 1840–1940), with domestic or continental migration in Europe and 
North America following as signifi cant sub-fi elds. Additional sub-fi elds 
address the Atlantic slave trade (17th to 19th centuries) and early 
modern European migrations (16th to 18th centuries). Still smaller 
historical literatures address Asian migrations of the 19th and early 
20th centuries and earlier migrations, usually European-linked. A dis-
tinct social-science literature, centered in sociology, demography, and 

72 Again, here we are primarily interested in interdisciplinarity which bridges dif-
ferent historical periods. 



 migration history: multidisciplinary approaches 19

economics, is devoted to migration since 1950, notably European and 
North American instances.

Our purpose in this volume is to display and explicate the “anthro-
pological” disciplines that have analyzed migration and on which 
migration historians have drawn, both to encourage wider application 
of these valuable methods and to overcome the segmentation of the 
literatures on migration history. As the chapters in this volume dem-
onstrate, these disciplines can add new data, new analytical questions, 
and new interpretations to our understanding of migration. Attention 
to these and other general principles will help migration historians to 
incorporate and debate the results and methods of other scholars, and 
join in the multidisciplinary interpretation of migration.73

The authors of the chapters in this book introduce their disci-
plines—genetics, chemistry, historical linguistics, archaeology, and 
anthropology—and show how they identify central issues linked to 
migration, gather and analyze data, and interpret migratory patterns. 
Each discipline has its defi ned subject matter; the basic questions it 
seeks to answer; its analytical framework, assumptions, and theory; the 
data on which it relies; its analytical procedures; and the interpretations 
that result from the analysis.

How is the migration historian to approach the presentation of these 
disciplines? Historians have thrived as generalists, drawing together 
evidence from many fi elds of study without becoming too deeply drawn 
into the specifi cs of one discipline or another. In short, historians have 
tended to accept the interpretations of other disciplines—without much 
investigation of their data, framework, or analytical procedures—and 
integrate them into historical narratives and syntheses. Th e interdis-
ciplinary approach to migration history, as presented in this volume, 
challenges that tradition, yet makes no attempt to renounce it. Instead, 
we call for an adjustment of the balance between historical generality 
and disciplinary specialization. We urge migration historians to learn 
more about the disciplines of genetics, linguistics, archaeology, and 
anthropology, without necessarily going so far as to become special-
ists. Conversely, historians working on more recent periods and using 
written sources (roughly from 3000 BCE onwards) have a lot to off er 

73 One may argue, further, that the phenomenon of migration, because it connects 
multiple points through human movement, is not only best studied through multidis-
ciplinary approaches, but also provides an advantageous topic for historians to address 
the contemporary challenge to advance cross-disciplinary studies more generally.
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with respect to forms, typologies and mechanisms of migration at the 
micro and meso level that can be observed empirically and theorised, 
at least for the last millennia. Th eir observations and insights are based 
on actual human behavior which is largely hidden for those who work 
on the ‘deep past’ and may produce useful and fruitful hypotheses for 
the latter.

In particular, it is the specialists in genetics and linguistics who 
prepare the data, conduct the analysis, and interpret the results. But 
historical generalists can read the results, assess the methods, identify 
the implications of the analyses, and can fi nd inconsistencies in the 
methods or the interpretations of analysts working in diff erent disci-
plines or on diff erent historical situations.

Contributions Made by this Volume’s Chapters

Th e chapters in this book present both analytical methods and the 
historical conclusions that arise from applying them. Th e authors have 
given varying emphases: some have privileged methods, and others 
have privileged interpretive results. But all have shown the interplay 
of method and interpretation. Each author has presented a disciplin-
ary framework and one or more analytical procedures, and then has 
discussed and interpreted the data for about a half dozen cases. In each 
case, two types of lessons are displayed for the migration historian: the 
methods of analyzing data relevant to migration, and the interpretive 
conclusion on patterns of migration. While it may be tempting to grasp 
the conclusion and let the rest go, only by learning, debating, and apply-
ing at least part of the methodology can the migration historian become 
a full participant in the interdisciplinary discourse on migration.

As this volume shows, of course it depends partly on the period under 
study. Paleontologists can compare Homo sapiens to earlier species; 
population geneticists trace the human record as far back as 200,000 
years ago; linguists and scholars using chemical methods tend to focus 
on the last 12,000 years (roughly from the beginning of agriculture), 
though sometimes on earlier periods. Studies by historical anthropolo-
gists, fi nally, who concentrate on the family, largely rely on the last few 
thousand, and mostly the last few hundred, years, but a number of their 
fi ndings may be projected back into time.

Genetic analysis explores characteristics of the human genome—the 
complete set of genetic material, encoded in DNA—through  sequencing 
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of the nucleotides (amino acids) that form DNA. Th e degree of dif-
ference in the DNA of individuals today reveals the time distance in 
separation of their common ancestors. Th e initial key work has been 
conducted on sex-linked genetics: mitochondrial DNA for females and 
Y chromosome DNA for males. Th ese analyses document two of the 
many lines of descent of any individual. 

Tracing genetic ancestry focuses on polymorphisms—literally, mul-
tiple forms of genetic materials—at a given site in the genome. Peter 
de Knijff ’s chapter focuses on two types of polymorphism: First, single-
nucleotide polymorphisms (SNPs) on Y chromosomes are rare, and can 
give indications of changes long ago. Second, repeated sequences of 
nucleotides or short tandem repeats (STRs) are more common and can 
give indications of more recent changes. Mapping the polymorphisms 
within populations can yield gene trees—family trees of ancestry with 
a particular genetic form, or of more complex groupings of genetic 
characteristics. Within the gene trees, the branches of similar genetic 
types are known as haplogroups.

De Knijff  summarizes several results on human migration drawn from 
these analytical tools. His fi rst example traces the main Y chromosome 
SNPs in early human males, which give indications of migrations from 
100,000 years ago to 20,000 years ago. De Knijff , starting with a simpli-
fi ed “theoretical” version and then turning to a more complex version 
with real data, argues that there were two main migrations out of Africa, 
both moving especially along the Indian Ocean coastline.74

His second example shows how Y chromosome data can also clarify 
patterns at micro levels. For a modern village in northern Ghana, 
genetic data reveal the importance of clan membership in male resi-
dence. In parallel examples, he describes how mitochondrial DNA data 
suggest that Africans 70,000 years ago lived in small matrilineal groups 
and how STR data indicate that traces remain of Christian Crusaders 
in Lebanon.

Th ird, De Knijff  goes beyond mitochondrial DNA and Y chromosome 
analysis to summarize work done on autosomal (non-sex-linked) genetic 
patterns. He asks: given the high level of human diversity, do clear 
genetic clusters exist or are we restricted to gradual clines or  gradations 

74 Th e genetic data, in giving increasing attention to migration routes along the Indian 
Ocean coast, are parallel to a recent argument using linguistic evidence to trace early 
human migration: Manning 2006b.
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among populations?75 Large-scale analysis of the Human Genome Diver-
sity Project reveals that within-population diversity accounts for 95% of 
the variety, and among-population diversity accounts for the remaining 
5%. Still, within the 5%, distinct regional groups of human population 
are revealed, on continental and sub-continental lines. Human diversity 
is thus a mix of clines and clusters.

Fourth, De Knijff  applies genetic analysis to the issue of biological 
mixing within the past 400 years. Combining mitochondrial DNA 
analysis and Y chromosome analysis for fi ve Brazilian populations, and 
distinguishing males and females identifying themselves as “white” or 
“black”, one learns about the complexity of “racial” mixing. For females 
now known as “black” the great majority of their female ancestors were 
African; a few were European and rather more were Amerindian. For 
females now known as “white,” their female ancestors were dominantly 
white, yet large minorities of their female ancestors were Amerindian or 
African. For black males, over half of their male ancestors were Euro-
pean, less than half were African and a small number were Amerindian. 
For white males, virtually all of their male ancestors were European, and 
a very few were Amerindian. Overall, the results show that European 
males had numerous children with women of all origins; some Afri-
can males had children with some of the African women; and Native 
American males had few children.

Chemical analysis of human skeletal remains, while almost as labori-
ous as genetic analysis of living persons, can give surprisingly strong 
information on migration. Shomarka Keita’s chapter links geochemical 
methods to biological anthropology, and provides remarkably precise 
information on migration of individuals, although these results are 
limited to the rare cases where relevant information is available and 
analyzed. As he demonstrates, chemical analysis of teeth and bones of 
human remains can sometimes provide detailed information on the 
migration of individuals and even on the time of life at which individuals 
moved from one region to another. Th e key to the analysis comes from 
the presence of strontium (Sr), a chemical element similar to calcium, 
in human teeth and bones. Strontium, as a relatively heavy element, has 
several stable isotopes (with the same chemical character but varying 
slightly in weight). Geochemists have found that the ratio of Sr 87 to 

75 In biology, a cline is a gradual change of phenotype (trait, character or feature) in 
a species over a geographical area, oft en as a result of environmental heterogeneity. 
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Sr 86 is specifi c to the region of the earth, and it can therefore give a 
clear indication of where an individual lived. In addition, biological 
anthropologists have found that the chemical composition of teeth is 
determined early in life and remains unchanged, while the chemical 
composition of long bones (as in legs) changes so that it refl ects the 
current or recent location and consumption. As a result, a “skeletal 
biography” of an individual can be reconstructed from that person’s 
teeth and long bones: the ratio of Sr 87 to Sr 86 in the teeth can be 
matched to that of the region in which the person was age 7–10, and 
the same ratio in the long bones can be related to that of the region in 
which the person has lived for the last 7–10 years of life.

With this analytical tool, Keita provides a range of interpretations, 
ranging from some that are fully documented to others that are hypo-
thetical and open to testing. As a documented case, he describes the 
situation in Libya some nine thousand years ago, in which pastoralism 
was displacing hunting and gathering. Here the results show that, with 
time, the diversity of families declined. Th at is, as the tending of herds 
became more important, marriage partners were selected from a nar-
rower geographical range than had been the case earlier. Th e migratory 
pattern is clear from the evidence, although it will take some anthropo-
logical analysis to explain why this pattern developed. In another case, 
Keita has off ered hypothetical evidence in which, through analysis of 
strontium in teeth, the remains of African-born people in the Americas 
might be traced to the African regions of their birth. With more geo-
chemical analysis of African and American soils it will be possible to 
conduct such analyses. In addition to the technical advances in migra-
tion studies on which Keita reports, his chapter adds to the conceptual 
understanding of migration. He shows that we need to think of migra-
tion not only in terms of whole persons, but of the diff erential record 
of migration in various parts of the body. He gives attention to those 
who eat imported food, and notes that some people within a locality 
may be more aff ected by migration than others.

Th ree chapters give primacy to methods of historical linguistics in 
tracing migration. Th e authors—Christopher Ehret, Andrew Pawley, 
and Patrick McConvell—draw on slightly diff erent aspects of linguistic 
methods, and combine linguistics with archaeology and climatology. 
In sum, they show the power of linguistic methodology in tracing past 
migratory movements. In addition, they show that linguistic methods are 
accessible to historians and are thus susceptible to far more  widespread 
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application than has so far been the case. Th is lesson appears repeat-
edly in our survey of interdisciplinary approaches to migration: the 
adjoining specializations—genetics, linguistics, and the others—may 
require a high level of experience and expertise to carry out their most 
sophisticated analyses, but the basic principles are extremely powerful 
and historians can learn them with a reasonable amount of study.76 Vice 
versa, as we stated earlier, scholars who concentrate on the very long 
run will undoubtedly profi t from the existing mainstream historiography 
on migration history, not in the least pertaining to warnings against, 
simplistic modernization schemes and the cultural and gendered speci-
fi city of family systems and societal structures.77

Christopher Ehret begins by introducing general principles in lan-
guage change, then turns to emphasize major questions centering on 
two quite diff erent types of language change and analytical procedures 
appropriate to each. First he explores examples of the expansion of 
languages and their speakers through study of language classifi ca-
tion. Th is is analysis within distinct language communities—that is, 
it makes use of the notion of “linguistic stratigraphy” to refer to the 
various stages of language change. Th is analysis permits the location 
of ancestral homelands and even migration paths of language commu-
nities. Th is technique is the main sort of historical linguistic analysis 
that has been conducted, though it could profi tably be applied to many 
more cases. Th e technique, which relies on “genetic” classifi cation of 
language relationships, is immensely powerful and relatively easy to 
apply. Categorizations of languages are widely available.78 Analyzing 
these language classifi cations, migration scholars can gain insights into 
long-term migration histories of large and small language groups: Indo-
European, Germanic, Bantu, Afroasiatic, Austronesian, Sino-Tibetan, 
etc. In addition, Ehret shows how other information on the past can be 
connected with data on language distribution to provide a rich picture 
of early migration.

76 Ehret forthcoming. 
77 Hoerder 2002; Manning 2005; Lucassen and Lucassen 2009; the chapter by Jan 

Kok in this volume.
78 For an accessible and informative source, see “Ethnologue” (http://www.ethnologue

.com/), and in particular the language classifi cations within it (http://www.ethnologue

.com/family_index.asp). Some of the classifi cations are disputed, however, so that most 
but not all results of this analysis will be reliable. For a discussion of the inconsistencies 
in methods and criteria for classifi cation of languages in various parts of the world, 
see Manning 2006b. 
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Ehret’s second major question asks about the movement of words and 
things from one language to another. Th is is analysis across language 
communities, tracing their interaction. He presents a remarkably general 
statement on word borrowing, showing the number of diff erent patterns 
by which words are exchanged among languages, and correlates these 
with various social situations. To explain the methods for analyzing 
word borrowing, he presents four cases of historical interpretation in the 
past 2000 years. While determining the borrowings is specialist work, 
Ehret is able to display evidence of borrowings as well as summarize 
the results of his analysis. Th ese results reveal the diff erent patterns of 
word borrowing that can prevail over various time periods. In one case 
he demonstrates the process by which Semitic languages from South 
Arabia thrived and expanded in Ethiopia, and shows that the intruders 
were not farmers but merchants. In a second case he traces borrowings 
from Bantu into Malagasy to show that the journey of Austronesian-
speakers from Borneo to Madagascar involved a stop in East Africa, 
and that the number of Malagasy was rather small. A third case docu-
ments gendered migration in East Africa. Luhyia communities absorbed 
Kalenjin populations; the Kalenjin had many female Luhyia immigrants. 
Finally, he focuses on word borrowing and long-term demic encoun-
ter, for example pastoralists migrating into other pastoral populations. 
Ehret’s Table 1 provides an insightful picture of the range of migratory 
relations, distinguishing recent arrival from long-term interaction of 
communities.

Andrew Pawley presents Oceania as a laboratory for migration 
studies, and works primarily with linguistic evidence. He describes 
the interplay of four major regions of Oceania, and the ecological 
constraints on the migration of humans and other species. He then 
analyzes the settlement of two major linguistic groups, which arrived 
in Oceania at times separated by over 35,000 years. First he relies on 
archaeological evidence to establish the initial settlement of people 
in New Guinea some 40,000 years ago. Working with the same broad 
community of languages, he uses linguistic classifi cation to argue that 
speakers of the Trans New Guinea family of languages spread from a 
region in the central highlands of New Guinea across the highlands 
some 7–10,000 years ago, most likely as a result of their development 
of agriculture.

Pawley also explored the migrations of Austronesian speakers and 
relies on archaeological and linguistic evidence to trace six diff erent 
stages of the migration that settled much of Oceania. His narrative begins 
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in Taiwan over 4000 years ago, traces oceanic migrations of  agriculturists 
southward to the Philippines, then southeast to New Guinea and the 
Bismarck Archipelago (as well as southwest to what are now Indonesia, 
Malaya, and even Madagascar). Th e societies producing the Lapita pot-
tery tradition of the Bismarck Archipelago began, just over 3000 years 
ago, a rapid seaborne expansion to islands as far east as the corridor 
between Tonga and Samoa. Th ere, based on linguistic evidence, he 
argues that both migration and language change halted for roughly a 
thousand years. At the end of this interval came the most extraordinary 
seafaring voyages, in which migrants speaking the Polynesian subgroup 
of languages settled the Marquesas, the Hawaiian islands, New Zealand, 
and visited the coast of South America.

Patrick McConvell, working mainly with Australian examples, empha-
sizes patterns of migration as seen through the expansion of language 
groups and through language shift s and the borrowings of words. As 
an alternative to reliance on a “family-tree model” of language change, 
McConvell proposes a “punctuated equilibrium” model in which types 
of language change alternate in time. He distinguishes “upstream” migra-
tions, in which language groups expand with little interruption, from 
“downstream” migrations, in which populations interact and exchange 
words and things with other populations. His terminology corresponds 
to the conditions of Australia, in which “upstream” migrations into the 
sparsely-populated interior led much more to expansion of a single 
group than interaction with other groups, and “downstream” migra-
tions toward the coast brought social interaction in these more densely 
populated areas.

In his introduction, McConvell distinguishes migration from diff u-
sion as mechanisms of cultural transfer. Th at is, he seeks to distinguish 
the movement of material goods from the migration of people. Later 
in the chapter he seeks to articulate “signatures” of various patterns of 
migration and diff usion, relying on social network theory. Th ese genetic, 
linguistic, and archaeological patterns, McConvell argues, confi rm clear 
distinctions between upstream and downstream migrations: for instance, 
cross-community marriage and language shift  are common in down-
stream migrations, but one fi nds marriage only within the community 
and little language shift  in upstream migrations. His examples focus 
on the Pama-Nyungan languages, which spread over most of Australia 
and displaced previous languages some 5000 years ago. He treats the 
expansion of Pama-Nyungan as an upstream spread, and the spread 
of Ngumpin Yapa (a subgroup of Pama-Nyungan) as a downstream 
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movement. In order to argue for the generality of the patterns he has 
identifi ed, he off ers the Athabaskan and Numic languages of western 
North America as evidence of upstream spreads. In addition, he uses 
the emergence of Australian English to argue that dialect convergence 
can take place in some cases. McConvell focuses particularly on mar-
riage patterns (“casting the marriage net”) in facilitating these various 
patterns of language change.

While a number of our chapters provide references to archaeological 
results, Jon Erlandson focuses frontally on archaeology as a discipline 
for locating and synthesizing information on human migration. He 
begins with a general overview of the place of migration in studies of 
archaeology, noting that “migration” and “diff usion” have been confl ated 
in the past, and showing how changing theories and academic fashion 
sometimes give great attention to migration and at other times reject 
it as a factor for social change. Erlandson then summarizes four major 
cases of life at the water’s edge in human history, focusing specifi cally 
on seafaring. His fi rst case is the maritime migration along the Indian 
Ocean coast roughly 50–60,000 years ago. Th is migration is not known 
in any detail, though supporting evidence comes from the records of 
intensive aquatic foraging along the South African coast in earlier times, 
the confi rmed arrival of humans in Australia and New Guinea 50,000 
years ago, and also the DNA analysis of peoples of the Indian Ocean 
coast. Shell middens, the remains of human consumption of shellfi sh, 
have been located and dated to confi rm early human occupation of the 
Indonesian archipelago. Th ese records suggest that maritime technol-
ogy was a consistent part of the toolkit at the time of human migration 
out of Africa.

Erlandson’s second case comes from the Ryukyu islands, including 
Okinawa, where human bones have been dated to about 35,000 years 
ago. Discovery in Japan of obsidian found only on Kozushima Island—50 
kilometers off shore—in sites dated at least 20,000 years ago further 
confi rms the regular use of watercraft . In addition, such navigation of 
cool North Pacifi c waters indicates that humans had the capacity to 
migrate by sea along the Pacifi c coast all the way to the Americas, and 
to do so well before the end of the last Glacial Maximum some 15,000 
years ago. In other publications, Erlandson has hypothesized that a “kelp 
highway” of dense biological communities in off shore Pacifi c vegetation 
provided nourishment for humans as well. Th is may be the explanation 
of the Monte Verde archaeological site near the coast of Chile, dated 
to 14,500 years ago.
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In a third case, Erlandson traces the migration of Austronesian-
speakers from the Southeast Asian mainland into Indonesian islands. 
Archaeological records show the migration of two groups some 3,500 
years ago—north to the many islands of Melanesia, and northeast to 
New Guinea, the Bismarck Archipelago, and the Solomon Islands. Th e 
Lapita culture, known for its characteristic pottery, linked these and more 
distant islands. A thousand years later, Polynesian peoples emerged out 
of this ancestry: they conducted voyages and established settlements 
throughout the eastern, northern, and southern Pacifi c, including the 
Pacifi c coast of South America. Finally, the Vikings of Scandinavia 
were a group of similar maritime agriculturists who expanded in the 
9th century and raided, traded, and settled across a span from Central 
Asia to North America, and into the Mediterranean. In addition to a 
rich archaeological record, the Vikings also left  oral and written docu-
ments of their exploits. Summarizing this review, Erlandson suggests 
that there may have been periods of technological improvement in 
watercraft  in about 70,000, 30,000, and 4000 years ago, each leading to 
longer and more dependable voyages. Th ere remain serious diffi  culties 
in early marine archaeology, not least because the oceans have risen 
some 300 meters over the past 10,000 years; consequently many early 
sites are under water.

In our fi nal methodological exploration, Jan Kok presents migration 
in terms of the study of family structure. He traces the intersection of 
two typologies—one on types of family and the other on types of migra-
tion—to suggest the recurring patterns of migration and their results 
in each of the family types described. Among the types of migration 
he distinguishes are the patterns of generations and inheritance, local 
migration, circular migration, and chain migration. Th e typology of 
family structure, drawn especially from the work of the French social 
scientist Emmanuel Todd,79 labels families as various sorts of nuclear, 
authoritarian, and community families, based on rules of marriage, 
residence, and inheritance. In this typology the densest variety of family 
systems is found in Europe, while other regions are categorized as having 
more uniform systems. Following the introductory section, the three 
main sections of the chapter each discuss a diff erent level of migration 
behavior as seen in all six of the systems of family structure that are taken 

79 We realize that Todd’s typology has been criticized by various sides, but as long 
as other useful typologies are lacking it remains a useful point of departure.
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to encompass the world. Th e fi rst section discusses migration at the most 
immediate level: inheritance, marriage migration, gender diff erences, 
and life cycle migration. Th e second section addresses both local migra-
tion and circular migration, where local migration includes leaving home 
and circular migration includes the movement of sojourners. Finally, 
the section on chain migration addresses long-distance migration, with 
particular attention to family and ethnic networks, especially studied by 
family historians in European countries since the early modern period, 
but increasingly so in East Asia (especially China) as well.80

What Can Migration Historians Do 
With These New Insights?

At fi rst sight the ground-breaking results of the research of historical 
linguistics, archaeology, physical and cultural anthropology, and popu-
lation genetics presented here seem to be confi ned to the earlier parts 
of human history, so that they may not matter to the general historian 
or even migration historian. Th is is only partially true, however. It 
goes without saying that a better understanding of earlier periods of 
human history enables us to distinguish long-term continuities and 
discontinuities linking our own times to the past. Furthermore, meth-
ods currently applied mainly to the analysis of long-term processes in 
remote periods of time are not restricted to these. Th e most obvious 
cases are the ubiquitous DNA-specialists these days. Th ey can be found 
from forensic research to the excavation pits of the archaeologists, but 
also linguistics as we encounter it in this book has relevance for recent 
history. In fact, at closer scrutiny, all of the disciplines presented here 
play or can play a role in modern migration history.

Th ree general lessons stand out in this multidisciplinary exploration. 
First, the notion of migration needs to be broadened. Th at is, migration 
is more than just the movement of individuals from one place to another, 
and more than the movement of families and societies. Other aspects of 
migration include the movement of human genetic material, chemical 
constituents, individual words and whole languages, material culture, 
and ideas—including ideas about migration. Analyses of migration need 
to be specifi c about what, precisely, is in movement.

80 For the historiography see the chapter by Jan Kok.
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Second, the time frame of migration studies needs to be extended. 
Human migration history extends to the full scope of human history, 
some 150–200,000 years. Within that time frame, various disciplines 
enable us to explore migration over long and short time periods. Genetic 
analysis easily encompasses the full time frame of human and even 
hominid existence. Paleontology and archaeology analyze human physi-
cal remains and remains of human material culture and environment. 
Human language has existed for perhaps 70,000 years, and evidence 
of the original human language and major change in language surely 
survives today. Th is addresses slow change over time. Within that long 
time frame, these same disciplines also provide evidence of more rapid 
changes that took place at varying times in the past. Of course, most 
studies of migration will continue to be restricted to certain regions 
within certain periods, but attention to the larger and more general pat-
terns of human migration will help clarify which patterns, for instance, 
in industrial-era migration, are newly developed, and which are con-
tinuities of earlier migratory patterns. Attention to a long timeframe 
has the advantage that it makes clear what is specifi c and what can be 
regarded as the universal human pattern.

Th ird, the types of documentation of migration need to be broadened. 
For historians, the usual types of data on migration include testimo-
nies, censuses, commercial data, and government reports. In addition, 
however, words, material remains, myths, and the chemical and genetic 
composition of human bodies provide valuable information on migra-
tion. Linkage of these various types of evidence may yield far more 
nuanced and convincing interpretations of past migrations. At the very 
least, they should not be neglected.

While the “anthropological” disciplines as a group off er suggestions 
for reconsidering migration, the individual disciplines each have their 
specifi c angles. Genetics, for instance, draws its evidence mostly from 
persons now living, and can show links of these individuals to their 
immediate relatives. Yet this same genetic evidence, depending on the 
basis of comparison to evidence from other persons, can be used to 
trace migrations and interrelationships among groups of people for 
many thousands of years. Chemical analysis of migration, as in the 
analysis of strontium content of bones and teeth, works with individual-
level data, and can be made applicable for all the times for which we 
have relevant human remains. Linguistic analysis is necessarily the study 
of communities, since language is a property of communities more than 
of individuals. Linguists have shown that a basic vocabulary of some 
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200 words highly depends on revealing linguistic relationships. All 
three linguistics chapters, plus the archaeology chapter, tend to argue 
that migratory patterns for hunter-gatherer and farming populations 
are not fundamentally diff erent. Linguistic analysis works in the pres-
ent and also in the past, and many historical linguists are comfortable 
with arguments that go back as far as 8–10,000 years. Beyond that 
time, analysis becomes more problematic, so new techniques and 
even theories may need to be developed. Moreover, while the overall 
theory of language change is generally accepted, the linguists of vari-
ous regions do not agree on the criteria for identifying a relationship 
among language groups, so that there remain major debates on world 
language classifi cation. Archaeology, itself an interdisciplinary fi eld, 
includes the handling of multiple and independent lines of evidence. 
Techniques of dating are improving, so that archaeological techniques 
may be used for the full span of human history. Family history is 
mostly restricted to a shorter period of time, in that its study requires 
genealogy, and hence written or oral records. On the other hand, lin-
guistic, archaeological and even genetic evidence may provide useful 
fragments of evidence on family history, and these might be applicable 
over long periods of time.

Th e authors of the chapters in this book have gone far beyond an 
abstract presentation of their methods, and have emphasized the presen-
tation of major interpretative statements. In particular, they have given 
us substantial accounts of the migration history of Oceania, Australia, 
Africa and North America. Each of these regions is at some distance 
from the European and Atlantic regions that have gained prime attention 
in historical studies so far. Th e authors write on these regions not only 
to add novelty and fresh issues, but to suggest that lessons on migra-
tion in these regions are important in the understanding of the human 
migratory experience overall. Furthermore, they suggest that advances 
in migration studies centered in one area of the world can and should 
be applied to other regions. Th us, even within the chapters of this book, 
it is possible to develop comparisons of the making of Bantu-speaking 
and Austronesian-speaking peoples, and comparisons of migrants in 
the South Pacifi c and in the North Pacifi c. Concepts developed in one 
study of migration can be applied to others. Th us, McConvell’s notion 
of “upstream” and “downstream” migrations, developed in the context 
of Australian migrations, can be applied to the interplay of Luhyia and 
Kalenjin populations (as described by Ehret) and the spread of Trans 
New Guinea languages (as described by Pawley).
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Interdisciplinary approaches to migration elicit ideas not only about 
the specifi c methods and conceptions of each discipline, but also about 
the general philosophy of analyzing migration. One key philosophical 
issue is whether to treat each human population as a specifi c and unique 
society or as one more grouping of a common humanity. In the chapters 
to follow we will see the diff erence between the chapters on genetics and 
chemistry, which apply methods assumed to be universal in application, 
and the chapter on family history, which sets out the notion of six conti-
nental systems of family structure and migration. Th e former emphasizes 
human commonality, while the latter emphasizes societal specifi city.81

Although migration historians have done a good job at criticizing 
ahistorical and oft en simplistic social scientist interpretations of both 
current and past migrations,82 many migration scholars, among whom 
also historians, have gone too far in accommodating the notion that 
migration patterns are culturally and socially specifi c. Th e ready assump-
tion of cultural specifi city has led to the treatment of migrations in 
diff erent time periods and diff erent regions as distinct so that, by and 
large, specialized temporal subfi elds with substantially diff erent frames 
of reference have developed.

Consideration of migration in a broader frame of reference—with a 
more general notion of migration, a longer timeframe of analysis, and 
a wider range of evidence—will make it easier to identify the general 
and underlying characteristics of human migration. As has been argued 
in one recent analysis the distinctive character of human migration 
is that it sends young adults from one language-based community to 
another, and in the process engenders linguistic and cultural learning 
both for the migrants and the receiving communities, thus creating a 
social mechanism for the creation and sharing of new knowledge.83 Th is 
thesis and others on the species-level patterns of human migration can 
be considered as part of the global history of human movement.

To develop experience with a broad frame of reference, historians 
should use models for migratory behavior, and then critique the limita-
tions of models as well as add individual specifi city to general models. 
Conducting comparisons and applying frameworks widely will help us 
to get a sense of the degree to which migration is a universal pattern. 

81 Th e two are not necessarily inconsistent, as the former is a presumption in method 
and the latter is an interpretation of data.

82 Lucassen and Lucassen 1997b; Hoerder 2002; Foner 2000; Lucassen 2005.
83 Manning 2006a and 2006b. 
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At many points, surely, we will encounter cultural specifi city in migra-
tion patterns. But the overall interpretation will be quite diff erent and 
more general when we can put the specifi c characteristics of Atlantic 
slave migrants or today’s migrant domestic workers into a more clearly 
understood pattern of a mix of voluntary and involuntary migration 
that has accompanied human life from the beginning.

But there is a limit to how far historians can go in moving away from 
social uniqueness, into common patterns. Jan Kok’s “social networks,” 
emphasizing the regional and ethnic characteristics of family structures, 
represent the other pole of this discussion of human commonalities vs. 
social specifi cities in migration patterns. Th e details of his text identify 
the ways in which patterns of migration are determined not simply by 
economic incentives but also by the specifi cs of migrants’ social situa-
tions. Th e analysis emphasizes cross-sectional diff erences among social 
systems rather than temporal change in migration. In several ways, 
therefore, Kok’s chapter serves as a bridge from the “anthropological” 
approach of the earlier chapters to the “historical” and “sociological” 
approaches to migration. Th at is, in its geographic and temporal focus, 
Kok’s analysis addresses the societies and time periods that have been 
scrutinized most thoroughly in the historical literature. In addition, in 
its reliance on typology and sociological theory—as well as its cross-
sectional and global scope—it is close to the “sociological” approach 
most commonly applied to contemporary migration.

A productive way to pursue the discussion is to seek links and com-
parisons of families as portrayed by Kok with family as portrayed by 
Pawley, Erlandson, McConvell, Ehret, and Keita. For instance, Kok’s 
description of family systems could be extended by reference to the 
anthropological descriptions of systems of kinship terminology (most 
of them based on native North American patterns). On the other hand, 
one may consider the widespread violations of societal rules and pat-
terns. In particular, during the past fi ve centuries of human interaction, 
the normal rules of society have been broken through enslavement and 
forced migration, and much in the way of biological reproduction and 
family relations has been illicit, according to the contemporary observer. 
Th e multidisciplinary analysis of migration, drawing on the full range 
of frameworks and analyses, should lead to a more comprehensive and 
nuanced understanding of both the general patterns and specifi c cases 
in migration history.
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Having said this, a caveat is in place requiring historians to always 
question whether perceived developments pertain to hours, weeks, 
months, years, generations, centuries or millennia. To give one concrete 
example: if we write that man migrated from Northeast Africa via the 
shores of Arabia, Persia, India and Indonesia as far as Australia, what 
does it mean for the individuals involved? Of course none of them has 
seen both Africa and Australia in one single life. In fact, this movement 
took as much as some 50,000 years (between 100,000 and 50,000 BCE). 
Suppose that the whole coastal “trip”—10,000 kilometers as the crow 
fl ies—actually meant a migration of on average not 200 meters but, say, 1 
kilometer per annum, what was its impact on the short-lived life of most 
of our ancestors? A similar question can be posed regarding the fi rst 
emigration from the tropical areas of Africa, Asia and Oceania result-
ing in the peopling of the northern regions between 40,000 and 30,000 
BCE. Th is is particularly interesting because it resulted in phenotypical 
changes which we tend to consider as very important for our identity: 
the emergence of human beings with lighter skins, narrow noses and 
mouths and straight hair of diff erent colours. Do we have to conceive this 
as a process that actually has been noticed by those concerned—before 
cross-cultural migration later on did so unavoidably?

As a model for the possible response to these questions, we may 
turn to the case of the “Bantu migrations” in Africa, where linguistic 
evidence demonstrated by 1950 that Bantu languages had spread, over 
several thousand years, from a corner of southeast Nigeria to occupy 
virtually the entire southern third of the African continent. Th e early 
explanations of the migratory process were vague and simplifi ed. Nearly 
two generations of research have now provided a rather detailed picture 
of the many pieces of this great migration, ranging from slow advance 
along an agricultural frontier in some cases to rapid movements along 
rivers or occupation of new territories along with mobile herds in 
others.84 For another model, we can turn to the spread of the English 
language over the past four centuries, which we know to be a complex 
mix of physical migration and cultural conversion, and which may also 
be broken down into a number of distinct migratory movements.

84 Confi rmation of the regional origins of Bantu languages came in Greenberg 1963. 
For a summary of current knowledge of the migrations, see Ehret 2001a and 2001b. 
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If this book simultaneously opens many venues to any migration 
historian and raises many more questions, our aim has been achieved. 
Aft er all, this presupposes the willingness to take cognizance of the work 
of scholars in diff erent fi elds. Aft er this optimistic note, we would like 
to end with a note of caution, however.

As always, misinterpretations lie in wait. In particular a new racism, 
based on the results of genetics, may emerge from a one-sided iden-
tifi cation of contemporary human beings with archaeological remains 
and the soil in which they are found. Take for instance a recent Dutch 
experiment where DNA from one thousand year old bones in the town 
of Vlaardingen has been linked to a dentist who lives today in the nearby 
city of Rotterdam. He had been selected, along with a number of other 
people, from a group whose genealogy could be reliably traced back to 
a forefather in 16th century Vlaardingen. In this case the press reports 
suggested a direct line between these two individuals, separated by 
one millennium, and most likely rightly so.85 Th ey forgot to mention, 
however, that roughly 30 to 40 generations lie in between, which means 
that we now know something about one out of millions of forefathers of 
this dentist. Imagine that this is not about Vlaardingen and Rotterdam, 
but about parts of the world which are contested between diff erent 
generations of immigrants, and everybody can see the possibility of 
unintentional and intentional misinterpretations of migration history.

85 http://www.blikopnieuws.nl/bericht/53301 (consulted on September 30, 2009).
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POPULATION GENETICS AND THE MIGRATION OF 
MODERN HUMANS HOMO SAPIENS

Peter de Knijff 

Introduction

Th is chapter concentrates on some aspects of the most recent 100.000 
years or so of human evolution, i.e. the emergence modern humans—
Homo sapiens—in Africa and their migration out of Africa and sub-
sequent global dispersions. It is very likely that modern humans have 
always been a migratory species as far as geography and ecology permits. 
For this reason, the transition by modern humans during the last 10.000 
years from a mobile hunter-gatherer life-style towards predominantly 
stationary farming-based societies should be seen as the exception rather 
than the rule. One consequence of our mobile past is the non-random 
global distribution of genetic variation. Th is can be used for many 
research purposes and has many consequences. For instance, important 
ancient human migration routes have been reconstructed and dated by 
comparing patterns of genetic variation among globally dispersed human 
populations. Also, it has led to a pattern of non-random distribution 
of genetic risk factors.

What makes the study of human migration by means of genetic 
research tools unique is the simple fact that genetic information can 
only migrate from one geographical location to another if the carrier of 
it (i.e. the human individual) migrates. Th is is in contrast to language, 
culture, and behavior: their dispersal does not necessarily involve 
migration of human individuals, and could involve much more complex 
processes.1 Th e combined analyses of gene trees with geospatial (loca-
tion) information from the same samples—sometimes combined with 
population demography data—essentially allow the reliable reconstruc-
tion of migration routes and population structure at a global scale, but 
also at the extreme micro-geographic scale. For this there are many 

1 Diamond and Bellwood 2003. 
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good examples in current literature. Th is chapter describes a few of 
these examples in some detail.

Gene Trees in a Geospatial Context: 
an Example at the Global Scale

Th e fi rst example of the use of gene trees in the context of reconstruct-
ing human evolution and migration was the use of mitochondrial DNA 
(mtDNA) variation.2 Th is study revealed an African origin of all extant 
mtDNA genomes (the so-called African Eve hypothesis), and although 
these results were initially heavily debated, they have been confi rmed 
to a major extent by many subsequent studies.3

Here we will focus on a second, perhaps even more powerful genetic 
system: the use of human Y-chromosome polymorphisms among glob-
ally dispersed males. Because males carry only a single copy of the 
Y chromosome, the contents of this chromosome cannot be recombined 
when it is passed on from one generation to the next. Th is renders the 
Y chromosome a perfect tool to reconstruct paternal pedigrees for 
many generations. Only very rarely, spontaneous mutations occur on 
the Y chromosome. Because of these two processes combined—lack 
of recombination and rare mutations—the Y chromosome is an ideal 
tool to reconstruct human evolution and human migration back in 
time. Exactly how Y-chromosome polymorphisms can be used to 
reconstruct migration routes is explained below in detail by means of 
a theoretical example.

The Global Use of Y Chromosome Polymorphisms: Theory

If we were able to zoom in on a small part of the Y chromosome of a 
number of unrelated males we would see two major types of genetic 
variation (polymorphisms or variants) among their Y chromosomes 
(fi gure 1).

2 Vigilant, Stoneking et al. 1991.
3 For a recent update, see Torroni Achilli et al. 2006.
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Shown are two diff erent genetic variations. Th e fi rst, single nucleotide polymorphisms 
(SNPs) are genetic variations at a single position. Among the fi ve males we detect three 
SNPs, from left  to right a C/T, an A/C, and an A/G polymorphism. Th e second type of 
genetic variation is in the form of short tandem repeat (STR) refl ecting variation in the 
number of short repetitive genome fragments. Shown here is a tetra nucleotide repeat 
with the repeat motif CTAG repeated 2–4 times among these males.

Figure 1. A small fragment of the Y chromosome of fi ve diff erent males.

First, there are diff erences at a single position or single nucleotide poly-
morphisms (SNPs). Second, there are stretches of repeated sequences 
or short tandem repeats (STRs). On average, the mutation frequency 
of SNPs is 2 × 10–8 per generation compared to 0.2 percent (2 × 10–3) 
per generation for STRs,4 a diff erence of about a factor of 100.000. Th is 
makes Y-STRs ideal to infer population diff erences in a more historical 
context (say the last 2.000–5.000 years), whereas SNPs are more suitable 
at the human evolutionary time scale (the last 100.000 years). However, 
ultimately, it is the combined use of Y-SNPs and Y-STRs which is most 
powerful.5

4 Jobling and Tyler-Smith 2000.
5 De Knijff  2000. 

A C CTGCCTGGGTAG CTAG   CTAG CTAG CTAG GTTCTA A GTATCATCGGATA A

A C CTGCCTGGGTAG CTAG   CTAG CTAG . . . .   GTTCTA A GTATCATCGGATA A

A C CTGCCTGGGTAG CTAG   CTAG . . . .     . . . .    GTTCTA A GTATCATCGGATA A

A T CTGCCTGGGTAG CTAG CTAG CTAG CTAG GTTCTA C GTATCATCGGATA A

A T CTGCCTGGGTAG CTAG CTAG CTAG CTAG GTTCTA C GTATCATCGGATA G

STRSTR
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Th is tree connects four diff erent human Y chromosomes characterized by diff erent SNP 
types. Assuming a minimum number of single SNP mutation steps, the tree in (A) is 
the most optimal solution. However, from this tree it is impossible to infer which of the 
four distinct Y chromosomes the oldest or ancestral one is. Each of the four variants 
could be the “founding father”. Only when we type the same SNPs in a closely related 
evolutionary “sister” of modern humans (here a Chimpanzee) can we reconstruct the 
ancestral sequence. In this case the tree in (B) indicates that the orange Y chromosome 
has been observed among men and ape, whereas the other types were only observed 
among humans. Th us, orange Y chromosome is assumed to be the most likely ancestral 
type from which other human Y chromosomes arose.

Figure 2. Reconstruction of a hypothetical Y-SNP tree.

How can we use these two diff erent Y polymorphisms to reconstruct 
human migration? Th is is best explained by starting with the very slow 
mutating SNPs (fi gure 2). Out of the fi rst ancestral human Y chromo-
some, sooner or later a new variant will arise due to the fi rst spontaneous 
SNP mutation. Later in time, there will be other mutations, all of which 
lead to new unique Y chromosomes. If we sample a suffi  cient number 
of human Y chromosomes we can identify such sequence variants and 
compare them with identical positions of the Chimpanzee Y chromo-
some. By means of simple logic, and assuming a minimum number of 
mutation steps, we can build a tree of human Y chromosome variants 
and identify the oldest—possibly founding—Y chromosome. In our 
theoretical example we postulate that modern humans arose in Eastern 
Central Africa, and from there migrated into Western Asia. All males 
migrating out of Africa are assumed to carry the same SNP confi gura-
tion on their Y chromosomes (fi gure 3, the orange Y chromosome).
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(A) Th eoretical model of the spread of modern humans out of Africa reconstructed by 
means of Y chromosome variation. All males leaving Africa had the same Y chromo-
some (indicated in orange). At three moments in time (see the numbered arrows) a new 
Y chromosome, indicated with diff erent colors, arose due to spontaneous mutations. 
Th ese new Y chromosomes are only observed at locations where they fi rst occurred 
and where humans migrated to, not where humans fi rst came from. Once we have 
reconstructed the tree of Y variants (Figure 2), our model makes perfect sense. (B) Th e 
big problem is that in real life we only have a map of globally dispersed Y variants. 
Only when we can accurately date each of the three new variants can we start with the 
reconstruction of the migration routes. In addition, the denser our modern sampling is, 
the better we can indicate the region of origin of each new Y chromosome variant.

Figure 3. A theoretical model of the spread of modern humans.
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While these males migrated out of Africa they accumulated new 
Y chromosome variants at diff erent stages of their migration. If one 
makes the simplifying assumption that there was no back migration, it 
can be easily seen how Y chromosome variation among males sampled 
globally could result in region-specifi c variants. Please note however, 
that fi gure 3A can be seriously misleading because it assumes that the 
connections between the dots (populations) are the true connections 
(i.e. routes of migration). What we actually only know for certain in 
population genetics is illustrated in Figure 3B: a number of globally 
dispersed populations with diff erent Y chromosomes. Based on this 
information we would like to be able to reconstruct the most likely 
migration routes connecting the populations we sampled. Th us, how 
can we reconstruct the routes indicated in fi gure 3A from informa-
tion as in 3B? In order to do so with some accuracy we need to know 
(i) the evolutionary tree connecting the Y chromosome variants (this 
we have, see fi gure 2), (ii) an estimate of the age of each new Y SNP, 
and (iii) the place of fi rst occurrence of each new Y SNP. If these condi-
tions are met, a reconstruction of the human migration processes back 
in time on the basis of present day male sampling and analyzing their 
Y-chromosomes is possible. If, additionally, in these males also their 
mtDNA variation would be studied, valuable—and perhaps contrast-
ing—information based on female migration could be obtained. Current 
sampling procedures do include a minority of females, but only out of 
political correctness and not out of necessity. Sampling only males and 
their Y-chromosomal, mtDNA, X-chromosomal (only a single copy 
in males!) and autosomal DNA information is suffi  cient unless one 
is interested in complex—and perhaps population specifi c—genomic 
imprinting processes. However, it is yet unclear how this could help 
us deciphering human migration processes. In short, we do not need 
females for this purpose but are afraid of saying so.

Figure 4 explains how we can estimate the age of Y-SNPs. Th e identi-
fi cation of the place of fi rst occurrence of each new Y-SNP is much more 
problematic and not solved for each and every Y-SNP. Th e application 
of this basic principle is largely dependent on a suffi  ciently dense sam-
pling strategy. Th e more DNA samples from globally dispersed human 
populations are screened for Y-SNPs and Y-STRs, the more accurate 
the reconstruction of migration processes will be.
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(A) In order to date the ages of each new Y-SNP variant we can make clever use of Y-STR 
variation. By means of deep rooting pedigree studies and the analyses of father-son 
pairs, a fairly accurate Y-STR mutation rate of 0.2 percent can be obtained. Th is means 
that a single Y-STR locus will spontaneously increase in length or decrease in length 
once every 500 generations. Normally these mutations involve a single repeat step. From 
this it easily follows that if we were able to follow the growth of Y-STR variation we 
would be able to detect a process as shown here. Out of a single Y-chromosome with 
three STR loci of 10 repeats long, due to spontaneous mutations new Y-chromosomes 
emerge, all with a slightly diff erent Y-STR composition (in this example each of the 
STR loci mutated once from 10 to 11 repeats). Given time, slowly a more complex 
Y-STR network grows, containing Y chromosomes connected to each other with single 
STR repeat steps. Obviously, assuming a certain average Y-STR mutation rate we can 
estimate the number of generations it takes to accumulate a certain Y-STR variation 
out of a single Y chromosome.

(B) In real life, of course, a Y chromosome can accumulate both SNP variation and 
STR variation. Here we see this happening. Th e fl ashes indicate a new SNP due to a 
spontaneous mutation. Th is new SNP marks the beginning of the growth of a new 
Y-STR network connecting Y chromosomes which all share the same SNP background. 
Within each of these subgroups we can use the Y-STR variation to estimate the age of 
the marking SNP. What is also illustrated here is the notion that the younger the age of 
a SNP, the simpler the Y-STR network is. It is important to stress here that this rather 
simple approach only works in the absence of substantial immigration and only in the 
original population where the SNP arose.

Figure 4. Dating Y-SNPs by using Y-STRs.
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The Global Use of Y Chromosome Polymorphisms: Real Data

One recently published study6 describes and summarizes in detail the 
results of a large number of Y-SNP related studies published during 
the past 10 years. At the same time they also provide a very detailed 
update on the Y-SNP tree and nomenclature. Th e current tree of Y-SNP 
variation now incorporates information from approximately 600 SNPs 
or other binary polymorphisms. Th ese polymorphisms now defi ne 20 
major branches of the Y-SNP tree or haplogroups, labeled A-T (fi gure 4) 
and over 300 distinct sub-haplogroups. We have collated many of the 
previously published Y-haplogroup studies into a Y-SNP database con-
taining data from about 1100 globally dispersed populations and close 
to 60.000 males. Based on this source of information we discuss some 
initial results below.

If we simplify the full Y-SNP tree (fi gure 5) into the six most basic 
branches and plot their global distribution among populations where 
they are currently present in frequencies of 10 percent or more (fi gure 
6), a number of observations can be made. First, it is immediately clear 
that the two most basal (and hence oldest) major Y-haplogroups A and B 
only occur among Africans, predominantly south of the Sahara. Second, 
two other basal haplogroups, C and D only occur outside Africa where 
they have a scattered distribution. Th ird, haplogroup E occurs in rather 
high frequencies (up to 50 percent) in nearly all African populations, 
but also (in lower frequencies) in many countries bordering the Medi-
terranean Sea. Fourth, haplogroup F is mainly found outside Africa, 
but is also observed in northern Africa. From these observations it is 
possible to postulate a few migration scenarios.

(i) It is unlikely, given their present day distribution, that males carry-
ing haplogroup A and B were ever involved in any out-of-Africa migra-
tion. Together with data from carriers of haplogroup E Y-chromosomes, 
migration and dispersal processes within Africa entirely rely on detailed 
information of these Y-haplogroups.

(ii) the precursor of haplogroups DE and CF (shown with a pale 
yellow shading in fi gures 5 and 6) D+E and C+F arose independently 
and rapidly aft er each other, most likely within Africa. Males from these 
two groups were involved, most likely, in two out-of-Africa migration 
events.

6 Underhill and Kivisild 2007.
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Th is is a simplifi ed Y-SNP tree in which all distinct Y haplogroups from the most recent 
Y-SNP tree are condensed into 20 major Y haplogroups. Th e Y-haplogroup names A-T 
are according to the consensus nomenclature. Th ese major haplogroups can be further 
divided into many subgroups. Here only three of the most important subgroups (R1, 
R1a, R1b and R2) are shown. Th e diameter of each circle corresponds to a somewhat 
infl ated relative frequency based on Y-SNP information from about 60.000 globally 
dispersed males (our own database). Note that the colors of haplogroups A-E and the 
macro-haplogroup F (consisting of haplogroups F-T) correspond to the colors of the 
maps in Figure 6.

Figure 5. Th e most recent Y-SNP phylogeny.

(iii) Th e fi rst one involved males with haplogroup D. Th ese males could 
have followed a two-pronged forklike migration route into Asia. One 
route led them south-east, eventually reaching the Andaman islands, 
where it is still found today. Th e second route followed a more north-
east direction, running north of the Himalayas, leading them into 
central Asia and subsequently all the way to Japan. Currently carri-
ers of haplogroup D are only found in appreciable numbers in Tibet, 
Japan, and some Himalayan populations. An accurate dating of the fi rst 
haplogroup D Y-chromosomes is still not possible, mainly because of 
insuffi  cient sampling. However, considering the fact that it has a more 
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Th is is a condensed Y-SNP tree of the six major Y haplogroups and maps showing their 
global distribution (see also Figure 5). From this condensed tree and the corresponding 
maps, a complex picture emerges, illustrating the out-of-Africa expansion of modern 
humans. Although there are a number of diff erent possible scenarios, the most likely 
model is the one where the DE and C+F independently arose in Africa, shortly aft er 
each other and contributed to two independent migrations out-of-Africa. Th e fi rst one 
resulted in a nowadays very scattered distribution of haplogroup D Y-chromosomes in 
various parts of Asia; the second one involved C+F Y-chromosomes, apparently spread-
ing very rapidly (and perhaps locally wiping out D haplogroup carriers) throughout 
Asia and beyond.

Figure 6. Global distribution of the six earliest major Y-haplogroups.

basal position in the Y-SNP tree, haplogroup D must have an older age 
compared with haplogroups C and F.7

(iv) A second out-of Africa migration, involving males with hap-
logroups C and F, took place approximately 69.000 years before present 

7 Manning’s analysis of early human migrations based on entirely separate data—the 
distribution of language groups—proposes numerous similarities and some diff erences in 
comparison with this interpretation. For instance, the Himalayan-centered haplogroup 
D corresponds to the homeland of the Sino-Tibetan or Dene-Caucasian language group 
in Manning’s analysis (Manning 2006b). 
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(69 KYBP).8 Exactly how these fi rst humans migrated out of Africa is 
still very much open for debate, although from a number of studies it 
becomes more and more clear that these early modern humans could 
have followed a coastal route along the southern fringes of the Arabian 
peninsula and the Asian continent.9 Th ey soon arrived in the Indian 
subcontinent where they successfully settled. From this homeland they 
migrated into the Asian subcontinent in diff erent directions at diff er-
ent timescales. Although it does not clearly appear in Figure 6, the two 
ancient out-of-African haplogroups C and D do occur in India, although 
very locally and in very low frequencies. Haplogroup F and some of its 
sublineages are very common throughout India. Th is strongly suggests 
that indeed, already 50.000 years ago, modern humans were present in 
India. Exactly how and where the haplogroups C and F evolved and 
subsequently spread over Asia and beyond is unclear, mainly because of 
lack of data from vast and important regions (Tibet, Mongolia, Siberia, 
and Central Asia) and insuffi  cient detailed genetic information from 
many of the already sampled populations. We do know, however, that 
within Asia, the Himalayan mountain range must have been a formidable 
geographical barrier. Alternatives are that early migrants could have 
moved from India into the rest of Asia around the Himalayas, either 
though South-East Asia, through Central Asia, or both.

Gene Trees in a Geospatial Context: An Example at 
the Micro-Geographic Scale

Gene trees and their geospatial distribution patters can also be studied 
at a much smaller scale, even to that of a single village, as we will show 
below. It is commonly known that throughout sub-Saharan Africa there 
is a marked diff erence in male-mediated and female mediated genefl ow 
among populations—that is, Y-chromosome vs. mtDNA patterns—when 
food-producing populations are compared with traditional hunter-
 gatherers. Destro-Bisol et al.10 provided some important insight into the 
underlying processes and concluded that socio-cultural factors, including 

 8 Karafet, Mendez et al. 2008. Note that KYBP means thousands of years before 
present

 9 Mellars 2006a and 2006b. Erratum in: Proc Natl Acad Sci U S A 2006; 103:13560; 
Richards, Bandelt et al. 2006; Sengupta, Zhivotovsky et al. 2006; Underhill, Passarino 
et al. 2001; Underhill 2003b.

10 Destro-Bisol, Donati et al. 2004.
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A total of 205 males from a single village in north-east Ghana where analyzed for 
a large number of Y-SNPs and Y-STRs. Panel (A) shows the network connecting all 
observed diff erent Y-chromosomes, indicated by grey circles. Each type is connected 
to another by single STR repeat mutations. Some types could only be connected by 
inferring Y-chromosome types not observed in our data set. Th ese missing types are 
indicated by small black dots. Th e size of each grey dot indicates the relative frequency 
of a Y-chromosome type among all males analyzed. Th ere are three distinct clusters of 
related Y-chromosomes present among the males in this village. Each of these groups is 
given a diff erent color. (B) Th e 205 males all live in 93 diff erent compounds (groups of 
a variable number of diff erent huts) scattered over a total area of approximately 4 km2. 
Each black dot represents a diff erent compound. Th e size of the dot represents the total 
number of males analyzed from each of these compounds and varies between 1 and 
8. Compounds with males from the same Y-chromosome groups are combined into 
within-village clusters according to their Y-chromosome type using colors correspond-
ing with the colors in panel 7A.

Figure 7. A micro-geographical study using Y-chromosome polymorphisms.

polygyny and patrilocality, were responsible for a much higher female 
mediated gene-fl ow compared to a reduced male-mediated gene fl ow 
specifi cally among the food-producing populations. However, exactly 
which factors are involved is still not clear. Th is might be due to the 
fact that they were only able to contrast and compare widely dispersed 
populations and could not report on the relevant factors. We specu-
lated that such factors could be better discovered following a diff erent 
approach. For this, we initiated a detailed study focusing on a group 
of villages in the north-east of Ghana. Here we describe some initial 
results of a single village.

In this village (fi gure 7B) all adult males (n = 205) from 93 dif-
ferent compounds were analyzed for a large number of Y-SNPs and 
Y-STRs. Based on the combined Y-chromosome data a network of 
Y-chromosomes could be constructed (fi gure 7A). Th is network dis-
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played three clearly distinct groups of related Y-chromosomes. We 
subsequently plotted the distribution of these three groups, giving each 
a diff erent color, and noticed a prominent non-random distribution 
(fi gure 7B). Th ere are clear clusters of compounds where all males belong 
to the same Y-chromosome group. Subsequently, we tried to correlate 
this pattern with a number of social-cultural and demographic factors, 
including family membership, clan membership, clangroup membership 
and tribe membership. From this it became clear that the clustering 
pattern could only be explained by clangroup membership. In circum-
stances of the present time in which the data were collected, males are 
extremely faithful to their clangroup and remain within their clans; 
females are allowed to marry out of their clan groups and oft en leave 
the village. Th is contrast showed up when the same males were ana-
lyzed for mtDNA variation: the males could be categorized into nearly 
complete distinction of Y-chromosome type, but such orderly groupings 
were completely absent in the patterns of their mtDNA type.

If similar factors are still acting on many more sub-Saharan African 
farming populations, one can image that this would create a complex 
mosaic of non-randomly distributed clusters of related Y-chromosomes. 
Th is can then explain the observations of Destro-Bisol et al. and others, 
at least among African pastoralists.

Th e two studies described above illustrate the diff erence in geographic 
scales for which one could use Y-chromosome (or mtDNA) polymor-
phisms. Applications are manifold and with the increase in resolution 
of genotyping, i.e. full mtDNA genome sequencing and high resolution 
Y-SNP and Y-STR typing, more subtle processes can be studied in the 
future. Two good examples of such studies are briefl y discussed here: 
both result from the National Geographic Genographic Initiative.

Th e fi rst study11 provides a simple but very important answer to 
the oft en-raised question of why only two out of many distinct Afri-
can mtDNA lineages were responsible for all subsequent non-African 
mtDNA diversity. By analyzing 624 complete African mtDNA genomes, 
the authors discovered a minimum of 46 distinct African mtDNA lin-
eages. Th e fi ve most basal (oldest) lineages, dated at 90.000–150.000 
years before present, are exclusively found among the southern African 
Khoisan, dominantly hunter-gatherer groups which, in linguistic terms, 
are the most distinct of human populations. Th e authors discovered 

11 Behar, Villems et al. 2008.
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that, up to the proposed timing of the fi rst out-of-Africa migrations, 
up to 40 other mtDNA lineages were already present: most of these 
were distributed among populations that today are small, isolated, 
and practice matrilineal descent. If humans expanding out of Africa 
belonged to such populations, this would explain why all non-African 
mtDNA genomes are derived from the mtDNA lineages M and N. If, at 
the time of expansion, African populations were already large and not 
matrilineally structured, such a result would have been nearly impos-
sible, apart from evoking more complex processes such as selection or 
extreme selective bottlenecks.

The second study12 eloquently describes a much more recent 
migration process: the genetic infl uence of Crusader activity in the 
11th–13th centuries on the Lebanese Y-chromosome genepool. A total 
of 926 Lebanese Muslim, Christian, and Druze men were typed with 
Y-chromosomal SNP and STR markers. Rather unexpectedly, male 
genetic variation within Lebanon was found to be strongly structured 
by religious affi  liation. Y-haplogroup R1b was found to be more frequent 
in Lebanese Christians than in Lebanese non-Christians. It was subse-
quently discovered that the most common R1b STR-haplotype among 
Lebanese Christians was highly specifi c for Western Europe. Th is could 
be explained by the direct infl uence of Crusader activity in the 11th–13th 
centuries. Th ese men could have introduced these western European 
Y-chromsome lineages specifi cally into Lebanese Christians.

The Global Variation in Autosomal [Non-Sex] 
Gene Frequencies

Reconstructing the evolutionary history of modern humans by means 
of mtDNA and Y-chromosome genetic variation, in essence, makes use 
of only two single non-recombining genes and can result in misleading 
inferences for many diff erent reasons. Th erefore, it would be ideal to 
be able to confi rm the mtDNA and Y-chromosome results by means 
of many independent non-recombining gene fragments. Th is kind of 
research is still in its infancy, although some examples do exist.13 It is, 
however, possible to learn from summary statistics describing the genetic 

12 Zalloua, Xue et al. 2008.
13 Garrigan and Hammer 2006. 
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diff erences within and among diff erent human populations.14 Th e avail-
ability of approximately 1064 cell lines of 52 globally dispersed human 
populations, from the Human Genome Diversity Project (HGDP), has 
been pivotal in this respect.15

Th ere is a still ongoing debate about the global distribution of human 
genetic variation, centered on the theme of genetic clusters or clines 
[i.e. inclines or declines in association].16 Global human genetic diver-
sity seems mainly to be infl uenced by geography, with genetic varia-
tion among human populations increasing with increasing geographic 
distance, a process refl ecting our past migration routes. Although this 
fundamental process would not completely rule out the possibility of 
distinct genetic clusters, it oft en used to argue against the concept of 
distinctive genetic subgroups—that is, genetically based ‘races’. One 
conveniently ignored aspect in these debates is the sampling strategy 
underlying many of the articles discussing these issues. It is in this 
respect that the HGDP is becoming more and more important, and 
even more so since the recent release of two in-depth SNP-screening 
studies using these samples.17 Th ese two studies provide a very detailed 
picture of global human genetic diversity, with further support for a 
single sub-Saharan African origin of modern humans.

Both studies (describing partly overlapping large-scale SNP genotype 
results from the same DNA samples) confi rm and extend an earlier 
study on the same HGDP samples using 377 autosomal STR loci18—that 
is, STR sites on chromosomes other than the Y. Within-population 
diff erences among individuals explain about 95 percent of the total 
genetic variation, whereas among-population diff erences account for 
the remaining 5 percent. Based on these numbers one would, perhaps 
naively, assume that it would be impossible to stratify the 52 HGPD 
populations into well defi ned groups. And yet, this is exactly what all 
three studies report. Irrespective of the type of genetic polymorphism 
used, the HGDP panel is stratifi ed into six or seven major clusters, fi ve 
of which correspond with major geographic regions: Africa, Middle-East, 
Europe, Central and South Asia, East Asia, the Americas and Oceania. 
Subsequent analyses can reveal more detailed structure even within each 

14 Cavalli-Sforza 1998.
15 Cavalli-Sforza 2005.
16 Handley, Manica et al. 2007.
17 Li, Absher et al. 2008.
18 Rosenberg, Pritchard et al. 2002.
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of these major groups when analyzed separately. Taken together, these 
very detailed (and publicly available) sets of data suggest that human 
genetic diversity has a non-random geospatially distributed pattern that 
can be best summarized as ‘stepped clinal’,19 i.e. a combination of clines 
and clusters unifying remote and closely spaced human populations.

The Genetic Analysis of Recently Admixed Populations

A major advantage of using autosomal markers is its application in 
genetically recently admixed populations—that is, population admix-
tures within the past 500 years. Among these populations the use of 
sex-specifi c markers—especially when analyzed on their own—can 
demonstrate misleading results. A clear example of such an admixed 
population is the population of Brazil.20 Th e analyses of sex-specifi c 
genetic data among contemporary South American populations clearly 
refl ect diff erences in the sex ratios of the populations involved in the 
admixture history (Figure 8).

More European men than woman were involved in the initial Euro-
pean colonization of South America that started in the 15th century 
and mixed with local Native American women. Much later, Europeans 
brought African slaves (mostly male) to South America. Consequently, 
more genetic mixing occurred between European men and African 
women. Th e result of this sex-biased admixture history is that Euro-
pean ancestry is higher for Y-chromosome markers (from the male 
line) than for mtDNA markers (from the female line) and African / 
Native American ancestry is higher for mtDNA than for Y-chromosome 
markers in some contemporary South Americans. Brazilian populations 
labeled “White” are of (self-indicated) European descent and show nearly 
exclusively European Y chromosomes and not only have the highest 
proportion of European mtDNA, but also have a considerable fraction 
of Native American and African mtDNA. Brazilian populations labelled 
“Black” are of (self-indicated) African descent and show the highest frac-
tion of African mtDNA and a high fraction of European and African 
Y chromosomes with little or no Native American Y chromosomes. 

19 Witherspoon, Marchani et al. 2006.
20 Alves-Silva et al. 2000; Carvalho-Silva et al. 2001; Marrero et al. 2005; Hunemeier 

et al. 2007.
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(A) Results of an mtDNA screening among Brazilian populations (see main text for 
references). Among three self identifi ed Brazilian “white” populations—of European 
descent—a variable amount of European mtDNA is found. Among two Brazialian ‘black” 
populations, an extremely high percentage of the mtDNA was of African origin. (B) 
for their Y-chromosomes the Brazilian “white ‘populations were nearly exclusively of 
European descent, and also among the Brazilian “black” populations a 40–60 percent 
European Y-chromosomal contribution was found.

Figure 8. Th e genetic analyses of a recently admixed population.
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Th ese results suggest that European men had disproportionate sexual 
access to women of all groups, presumably as a refl ection of their power. 
More generally, this example illustrates that conclusions based solely 
on uni-parental markers, which are frequently used in population his-
tory studies as well as in genetic-ancestry testing, can sometimes lead 
to contrasting answers when reconstructing the geographic origin of 
populations and individuals that experienced sex-biased admixture. In 
such cases, ancestry-informative autosomal markers should be used to 
complement sex-specifi c markers in order to reliably identify geographic 
origins of individuals.

Th e power of such markers was recently demonstrated in a recent 
detailed genetic survey using a large number of autosomal microsatellite 
loci among 24 Native American populations. It revealed that, especially 
among three North American populations (Cree, Chipewyan, Ojibwa), 
an appreciable amount (30–40 percent) of Eurasian admixture could be 
discerned. A much reduced European admixture (less than 10 percent) 
was observed among some—but not all—populations from Central and 
South America.21

In Conclusion

In the above, we have discussed some aspects of the use of genetic 
markers to study the eff ects of migration by modern humans—Homo 
sapiens—during the most recent 100.000 years of human evolu-
tion. Initially demonstrated by mtDNA data, and later confi rmed by 
Y-chromosome and autosomal data, is the origin of modern humans 
in Africa. Exactly how many expansions out-of-Africa were involved is 
not known. Based on genetic data, the earliest expansions are estimated 
to 60.000–80.000 years before present. However, there is archeological 
evidence that anatomically modern humans were already present in the 
Middle East 90.000 years ago.22 Th ese early expansions, at least as far 
as we can rely on current molecular dating methods, did not venture 
further out and did not contribute to our current non-African genepool. 
Th is suggests that there have been multiple out-of-African expansions, 

21 Wang, Lewis et al. 2007.
22 Forster and Matsumura 2005.
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as previously argued,23 some of which were successful and others that 
were not. It will be extremely diffi  cult to decipher exactly how many 
successful expansions there were, and which route they followed, and 
we will probably never know the complete picture.

Some additional help might come, in the near future, from the increas-
ing amount of DNA results on long-deceased humans. Th ese studies 
will be able to give us a much more complete picture because they will 
reveal past processes which have left  no genetic signal in our current 
populations. A recent example of such an unexpected discovery is the 
presence of mtDNA N1a lineages among Central European populations 
around 7000 years before present.24 Similar lineages are absent among 
contemporary European populations, so the new research indicates 
a hitherto unknown population demographic process among—at 
least—Central Europeans. By combining similar results from many other 
globally dispersed sites with the growing number of detailed genetic 
studies among contemporary modern humans will ultimately give us 
a much more refi ned insight into our migratory past.

23 Templeton 2002. 
24 Haak, Forster et al. 2005.





A BRIEF INTRODUCTION TO A GEOCHEMICAL 
METHOD USED IN ASSESSING MIGRATION IN 

BIOLOGICAL ANTHROPOLOGY1

Shomarka Keita

Introduction

Th is chapter will present a non-technical introduction to the principles 
and methods of geochemistry that are being employed to assess migra-
tion. Th ese methods primarily involve using strontium isotopes. Th e 
presentation will fi rst review some general information about migration 
and biological anthropology, and then discuss strontium isotopes as a 
tool in the research of human movement.

One basic migration “problem” involves the somewhat blunt but 
clear question as to whether or not an individual has died in the same 
geographical area in which he or she was born, or resided in early life. 
Th e mammalian skeleton, via its biological characteristics, provides the 
material for addressing change in residence because of the geographical 
variability in soil geochemical composition.2 Diets refl ect this composi-
tion which becomes encoded in the skeleton. Animal movements or 
displacements in various circumstances were the fi rst to be studied with 
geochemical techniques;3 for example, conservationists used isotope 
methods to help in making decisions about whether or not poaching 
had occurred, specifi cally, the likelihood that an animal was killed in a 
region where it could be lawfully taken. Bioarchaeologists later adopted 
the use of strontium isotopes to study aspects of migration aft er having

1 I would like to thank the editors, Professors Jan and Leo Lucassen, and the Neth-
erlands Institute for Advanced Studies for supporting this work and hosting me at 
the migration conference held there in December of 2005. Professor Patrick Manning 
is acknowledged as off ering critical comments that improved this manuscript. Th is 
piece is dedicated to my parents, who saw most of the 20th century. My father fought 
in World War II, a war that allowed for great migration that actually hurt one com-
munity of Americans, but also spurred it on to demand its inclusion in the society 
that it had given its blood to, and this is the case for my mother’s father who fought 
in WW I as well.

2 Smrčka 2005.
3 Beard and Johnson 2000; Bentley 2006.
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used them initially to better interpret the diets of archaeologically 
defi ned populations; such studies have included such topics as the sea-
sonal mobility of pre-colonial sheep herders based on the examination 
the geochemistry of sheep dentition.4

Migration: Brief Overview

Biological anthropologists (and bioarchaeologists) have long been 
interested in migration. Indeed a concern with migration was once 
fundamental to all branches of anthropology, largely because of the 
use made of diff usionist models invoking population movement to 
explain cultural, linguistic, and biological changes at the population 
and geographical levels. Indeed for some topics or problems there is an 
ongoing debate about the relative importance of the roles of migration 
of people versus ideas in bringing about observed changes, a notable 
example being the spread of agriculture.

In anthropology a consideration of migration as a possible mecha-
nism is a near necessity as a possibility in many scenarios of cultural or 
population change.5 Th e peopling of diff erent regions of the earth is an 
issue of migration. Whether the questions are about the australopith-
ecines, Homo erectus, archaic Homo sapiens, modern Homo sapiens, or 
others, migration has to be invoked to explain the spatial distribution of 
fossils, subfossilized remains, and the current patterns of habitation of 
the earth. Th e concepts of colonization and cultural and biopopulation 
change have a long connection with the notion of migration.

In population genetics and anthropological genetics the term ‘migra-
tion’ is frequently used in older literature to refer to the process of gene 
fl ow, or even as its synonym in some instances.6 Gene fl ow refers to the 
exchange or transmission of genes from one population to another. In 
real world terms this means individuals leaving off spring in populations 
other than the one of their ethnic or geographical origin. An example 
would be the descendants of Matthew Henson, the Afro-North Ameri-
can crew member of Perry’s expedition to the North Pole.7 Although 
he was married to an American woman, Henson, via a common-law 

4 E.g. Balasse et al. 2002.
5 Rouse 1986.
6 See the papers in Boyce 1984.
7 Counter 1991.
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relationship, only has Greenland Inuit descendants and none in his 
ethnic group of origin. Th is case illustrates the transmission of some 
African genes via an Afro-North American to the Inuit population. Th e 
concept of migration as gene fl ow will not be further discussed in this 
chapter. Rather the more widely used idea of migration as the spatial 
movement of persons is to be the focus.

Migration can be understood as a mechanism that inserts similar 
“kinds” of individuals into diverse environments, or diff erent “kinds” 
of individuals into similar environments.8 Th is conceptual framework 
opens the door for a variety of questions and projects. Th ese range 
from comparing the growth patterns, morphology and stature of the 
descendants of migrants in new environments with that of their source 
populations, to examining head shape of parents born in one place with 
that of their children reared in the environment of a new homeland.9 
Th e general health as well as changes in patterns of disease in migrants 
versus the source populations has also been studied; this was a special 
interest at one time in Asian migrants coming to western countries.10 
Rural to urban migrations have been of interest to epidemiologists and
bioanthropologists examining changes in patterns of hypertension 
and other aspects of health, such as obesity levels. Diff erent lifestyles 
and diets are key variables in such research, but also the consideration 
of possible genetic predispositions—or lack of them—in the source 
populations. Other studies have involved comparing fecundity levels 
between migrant and “home” populations. Th e examination of patterns 
of marital distance is another kind of migration study that has been 
carried out by biological anthropologists. Ethnologists and cultural 
anthropologists have examined the impact of migration on questions 
of identity, and the issues of assimilation and resistance to it.11 Need-
less to say social circumstances can aff ect the psyche and health of 
migrating populations and their kinsmen at the origin and terminus 
of their treks.12 Bioarchaeological assessments of migration patterns 
in the pre-European American southwest, at Grasshopper Pueblo in 
Arizona (13th to 14th centuries AD) have led to hypotheses about the 
reorganization of communities and the existence of sodalities (organized 

 8 See Mascie-Taylor in Mascie-Taylor and Lasker 1987. 
 9 E.g. Boas 1912.
10 Roberts et al. 1992.
11 Benmayor and Skotes 1994.
12 Roberts et al. 1992.
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non-kinship based groups) over time in the region. For the Annales 
oriented historian these kinds of studies off er insight and data for a 
potentially attractive line of inquiry.

Th e methods for studying migration in anthropology almost all 
depend on assessing similarity or dissimilarity in one sense or another. 
Th is is obvious when an aspect of a problem includes trying to assess 
whether or not migration has actually taken place, how much has 
occurred, and from where in some instances. For example genetic 
similarity at some level might be evidence that migration has occurred; 
however, it can also mean that similar selection pressures have caused 
similar gene frequencies. Diff erent kinds of genetic markers may have 
more reliability as indicators of the existence and degree of migra-
tion; this is thought to be usually the case for genes that are said to be 
selectively neutral, because they convey no obvious survival advantage. 
However, the use of selectively “neutral” markers is not an absolute 
guarantee of uncovering true affi  nities, because such genes in theory 
could be increased in a “selective sweep” if they are linked to the genes 
under selection, a phenomenon called genetic hitch-hiking. Th e ‘hitch-
hikers’ also increase in frequency as a function of the selective advantage 
of those to which they are linked. Similarity in cultural artifacts, styles 
of pottery, and aspects of language, are also possible clues to migration 
(versus trade) in some circumstances. Sometimes dissimilarity can be 
misleading when an issue is expressed in categorical terms. Th e peoples 
of supra-Saharan Africa are on average physically diff erent from most 
of the populations in found in tropical Africa, although there is a cline 
in a range of traits from eastern through northern Africa. However, Y 
chromosome variants (specifi cally the PN2 lines of descent) show that 
the populations are far more interconnected than the physical traits 
would suggest in a model of rigid categorical interpretation based on 
external traits.13 In other words an ancestral PN2 bearing population 
gave rise to the majority of the male ancestors of supra-Saharan, Saha-
ran and sub-Saharan African peoples. Th us, dissimilarity at one level of 
biological organization [average physical traits at the population level] 
is contradicted by a similarity [in lineages of descent] that actually 
shows both regions to share male ancestors at a time depth aft er the 
emergence of modern humans. Th ere are also tropical Africans with 
the stereotyped traits oft en solely (and incorrectly) made synonymous 

13 Reported in Keita et al. 2004.
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with indigenous “Africans” who carry Y lineages said to be from a 
back migration from “Eurasia” in the paleolithic period;14 these lineages 
make them more ‘similar’ in this sense to “Eurasians”, because they 
are actually genealogically related, and no one knows the appearance 
of the “Eurasians” involved. Th ere were more recent migrations as 
well from Eurasia. So similarity must be placed in the context of other 
kinds of evidence and evaluated with a rich appreciation of the com-
plexity of human interactions over time and space. For the historian 
of the biocultural longue durée who wishes to engage background data, 
these examples illustrate how processes of biogenesis can and must be 
separated from those of ethnogenesis, and the ethnic actors of known 
“historical time”, a concept itself open to discussion.

Th e use of chemical isotopes, including strontium, also involves the 
concept of similarity, in that a “match” between the composition found 
in aspects of the skeleton and a reference sample is used to make a 
determination of likely association. Th e reference sample would ideally 
be from local fauna, however if not available the composition of the 
soil, water, and geological formations could be used. Th e issue of not 
being able to prove a negative has some bearing here as well. Individuals 
or families in some industrialized societies, or very wealthy ones, may 
consume a diet largely based on imported food and water. Such persons’ 
chemical profi les (taken in the appropriate tissues) will not necessarily 
refl ect the locale of their birth or early life. Th us an analysis for such 
remains, based on a dental sample aft er a fi re, will not give a clear signal 
for a single region. Rather there may be a “mixed signal” meaning one 
that does not exactly fi t any known locale exactly—especially if one has 
a group of individuals. Drinking local water but eating plants from 
another geochemical zone would give this kind of picture. However, the 
mixed signal itself may be an indicator of a particular kind of affl  uent 
class niche, and help identify the person from a forensic or historical 
perspective, because it gives information about the unknown subject—it 
humanizes him or her. “Jet setters” may have a set of unique signals that 
tie them not to a single geography but to a lifestyle. Similarity between 
them would be a function of this lifestyle, not a particular place. For 
the historian this would be of interest, especially those pursuing micro-
historical studies. Imagine the fi ndings for an individual who was born 
and reared in Cuba, immigrated to the US, but who dies while living on 

14 Underhill 2003.
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a South Pacifi c Island that had become his home. Th is person’s social 
history illustrates something about migration, globalization, mobility, 
and personal choice. Th e biology of his body may well indeed refl ect 
this migration history. However, the caveat remains: a local chemical 
signal could be that of a migrant traveling within the same geochemi-
cal “zone”, and remains with a non-local signal could indicate those 
of a local whose food was procured from a region or regions beyond 
his or her domicile.15

Human Tissue Biology

Th e human skeleton has properties that can refl ect aspects of a person’s 
personal lifetime biological history. Th e skeleton’s development involves 
the mineralization of its diff erent tissues, which occurs at diff erent 
times, and in the case of bone exhibits metabolic turnover that can 
change chemical composition over a lifetime.16 Diff erent classes of teeth 
develop at diff erent times. Deciduous (“baby”) teeth form in utero, and 
permanent teeth form aft er birth. Th e bony skeleton begins develop-
ment in utero, grows and matures through early adult life, with aspects 
of the craniofacial region continuing to exhibit growth throughout life 
in some dimensions.

Th e chemical properties of various tissues make possible what can be 
called a skeletal biography or osteobiography. Because of the similar-
ity in chemical valence some elements, such as strontium, can replace 
calcium during the developmental phases. Th e diff erent rates of tissue 
turnover, in theory permit a determination of chemical makeup that 
can be dated to a particular broad frame in the life of any individual.17 
Th e enamel of teeth does not change its chemical composition once 
formed. However, the composition of bones can change and varies by 
the specifi c bone. Th e chemical composition of the enamel of teeth 
refl ects the nutrient and chemical intake during the time of their forma-
tion in early life. Th e chemical composition of the cortex (also called 
cortical bone), the outer layer of long bones, refl ects the last seven to 
ten years, because of the way bone is formed and modifi ed. Other bone 

15 Bentley 2006.
16 Bentley 2006.
17 Bentley 2006; Beard et al. 2000.
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has a spongy appearance and is found within spaces between cortical 
bone, as for example in the illium or rib; this is cancellous bone which 
may have a turnover time of 15 to 20 years. Th ese skeletal characteristics 
make it possible in theory to ascertain the chemical composition of 
dietary intake near the time of death, in childhood, and in the period 
in between in some basic fashion, and hence provide a basis for deter-
mining a pattern of movement based on a match between the fi ndings 
in the bone and geochemical environments. It is important to note that 
postmortem changes due to chemical exchanges between remains and 
the environment can aff ect the results of strontium and other analyses 
involving tissues. However, this process, called diagenesis, primarily 
aff ects bone. Tooth enamel is usually very resistant to interactions with 
the environment.

In practice whatever teeth or bones are available are used in analyses. 
More than one tooth, for example would be analyzed, although when 
looking at several individuals one would be limited to comparing the 
same tooth for the best results. Comparing similar bones would also 
be desirable. More information would be gained from having a full 
set of dentition given the longer rates of development of various tooth 
classes. Some develop in earlier childhood and some later. Th e kind of 
tooth found can usually be identifi ed because of its anatomical char-
acteristics. Th e most important observation is that teeth refl ect earlier 
life events.18

While details will not be discussed here it is important to note that 
the enamel is not laid down instantaneously; this means in theory that 
diff erent parts of the enamel crown could have a diff erent chemical 
signatures, and micro-sampling of diff erent regions within a tooth in 
theory could provide more detailed information.19 Th e fact that enamel 
is deposited over a period of time is the reason why linear defects in 
the teeth can sometimes be dated chronologically to physiologically 
stressful events during an individual’s early life, and why stressful events 
(i.e. illness or starvation) can be inferred when not known otherwise. 
Th ese defects, called enamel hypoplasias, are used to infer the child-
hood health of an individual or groups, used as an index of the general 
biological strain on the population, viewing children as the weakest 
link. Th is kind of information may also provide the microhistorian, or 

18 Beard and Johnson 2000.
19 Schweissing and Grupe 2003a and b.
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Annales oriented scholar with information that personalizes the eff ects 
of larger socioenviromental forces. Anthropologists interested in politi-
cal economy have used such information to examine the eff ects of social 
structure on the health of elites and non-elites in ancient societies.

Chemistry of the Environment

Th e determination of whether or not an individual has come from 
another geographical place depends on there being regional diff er-
ences in geological chemistry.20 Th is is the core basis of the method. 
Th e chemical composition of soil and water is based ultimately on the 
geochemical characteristics of local rock and earth formations and 
varies by geography. Th is diff erent chemistry is refl ected in the soil, 
plants, and animals. For example within Europe diff erent regions have 
a diff erent chemical composition. Th e famous “Iceman” of the Alps has 
been suggested to have come from elsewhere based on the geochemical 
variation in the area.21

Strontium has been the element that has proved most popular in 
human and animal migration studies. As noted this element, with some 
others, can replace calcium in the development of mineralized tissues 
(bone and teeth), because of their bivalent state. Th is is the key to the 
method. Strontium isotopes are a part of the chemistry of geology and 
therefore also vary from region to region, and importantly can be traced 
throughout the food chain. In other words, the Sr isotopic profi les of 
plants are also refl ected in herbivorous and carnivorous consumers.

While there are four stable isotopes of Sr two are generally used in 
the analysis of migration: 87Sr and 86Sr.22 Th e abundance of 87Sr is not 
usually measured in absolute values in the rock-soil environment or 
skeletal elements. Rather the 87Sr and 86Sr values are measured and pre-
sented as the ratio 87Sr/86Sr. Th is ratio has the advantage of eliminating 
the infl uence of the natural variation of the total amount of strontium, 
and some potential sources of “noise” in the calculations. Th is is because 
this ratio identifi es the Sr content whose source is radiogenic. 87Sr is 

20 Aberg et al. 1998; Bentley et al. 2004; Hodell et al. 2004; Evans et al. 2006.
21 Miller et al. 2003.
22 Bentley 2006.
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the only strontium isotope of radiogenic origin, being a product of the 
breakdown of rubidium (87Rb → 87Sr).

It would be misleading to think in terms of a “normal” ratio for the 
planet; rather the locales of interest should be the points of orientation. 
Th ere is as yet no complete database of geochemical characteristic of 
diff erent regions of the world. However, an example of variation can 
be given. In the regions near Vaihingen in Germany there is diff er-
ence between the lowlands, the mountains, and adjacent areas, based 
on the 87Sr/ 86Sr ratios found in the streams, rocks, groundwater, and 
skeletons.23 Th e mountains have values above .715, while the lowlands 
range between .708 and .710. While broadly true diff erences in various 
subareas are not well-known, however, this variation illustrates that 
within a 100 km radius there can be substantial diff erences. In Gua-
temala and Belize, in the territory of the ancient Maya various locales 
gave mean values of .7088, .7077, .7042, .7064, and .7155.24 Because the 
resolution is to four decimal places there can be some confi dence in 
the validity of the method.

Knowledge of the geochemistry of different parts of the world, 
although not complete, makes it possible to assess a range of ques-
tions involving migration, broadly defi ned. Th e principle is transparent 
although in practice ‘mixed signals’ must be considered as was previ-
ously discussed. Th e next section will present both speculative cases, as 
well as some gleaned from the literature given in the bibliography. It 
could be said that a migrant is one whose dental geochemical signature 
is diff erent from that of his or her long bones. However, this needs 
further discussion, because while true it is better to compare the teeth 
available to the local range of values; this is usually defi ned as being two 
standard deviations from the average strontium content (expressed as a 
ratio) from the rest of the human bones from the dig site. In this case the 
concept of ‘local’ could be said to be somewhat strained, because local 
might include people who actually moved within the same or between 
similar geochemical environments, and non-locals may be those who 
actually lived in a restricted area, but whose diet included foods from 
afar, thus giving them a “foreign” signal. Th is would be especially true 
if the individual changed subsistence strategies over a life time, but 
could also be the case if the food was always varied. ‘Local’ will also 

23 Bentley et al. 2003.
24 Hodell et al. 2004.
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come to mean a place defi ned socially or culturally, and concepts from 
cultural geography may have to be theoretically included in concepts 
of place. We can then break down our notion of local based on the age 
of the person; it is then possible to say that one was local in a place as 
child but not as an adult, as for example in someone who may have 
recently returned home and died. Likewise it may be that one was local 
as an adult in terms of the last ten years of life, but not as a child. Both 
scenarios indicate that the person may have been a migrant, unless of 
course the only variable that was changing was diet, perhaps due to 
imported food, and not actual residence.

Th e technique generally involves making comparisons to either the 
strontium in the actual environment, or to the composition in the 
enamel and bone of control groups developed from species that live in 
a particular region. Th is latter method is preferred for the construction 
of geographic databases to be used for strontium analyses.25

Scenarios

Th e residence of early life versus later life is the main issue in archaeo-
logical sites where migration is being considered. If the chemical signa-
tures in teeth are diff erent from those in the long bones then the locale 
of residence changed during life. Th is principle of interpretation would 
also indicate those who were brought home for burial—another kind of 
migration. Of course a return to one’s place of origin within ten years 
of death, assuming that the geology and dietary customs and resources 
were the same, could result in the cortical bone resembling the dental 
signatures of early life, but the cancellous bone would reveal something 
diff erent about life in the intervening period. An additional caveat, 
more applicable to current times, is that imported food could have a 
diff erent isotope composition that would interfere with understanding 
an actual locale of origin/early life. Living at the border of diff erent 
geochemical regions could also cause unclear signals in enamel and 
bone if people traveled back and forth or secured food resources from 
diff erent regions. And there is also, as mentioned earlier, the issue of 
some social classes or people from some countries having a cosmopoli-
tan diet that would cause a mixed geochemical signal, not refl ective of 

25 Bentley 2006.
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a specifi c geographical locale, but rather a pointer to a particular social 
niche in some sense. Th ese examples illustrate a conceptual limitation: 
the method would work best if all socially or culturally defi ned groups 
only lived their early lives in geographical areas that were also distinct 
in geochemistry.

What are some possible historical questions that isotope analysis 
might either “solve” or provide some help? Several come to mind. 
Th e importation of Africans for the purpose of slavery in the US was 
offi  cially outlawed in the early 1800s, but was this policy followed? If 
an 1860 graveyard was located with remains of possible African origin 
then a strontium analysis of dental enamel could be performed. If the 
strontium profi le matched that of soils/plants of the Cameroons and 
not the US then this would answer the question of late arrivals, espe-
cially if other skeletal parts revealed the person to be a child. (If the 
person were older then the dental signal might only indicate birth in the 
Cameroons.) Likewise a chemical analysis of early American remains 
without other identifi ers could reveal if the individuals in a particular 
cemetery had been born in Europe, Africa or the US.

Strontium analysis could help determine if the remains in a grave-
yard in a medieval Saharan town were local or cosmopolitan by birth. 
Th is could help solve disputes about the population composition at a 
given time and its origins in a preliminary fashion, especially if this 
could be coupled with ancient DNA techniques. Such analyses would 
be of interest in understanding those scholars who may come to settle 
in Timbuktu and Jenne from other areas; for example a grave whose 
marker suggests that someone had come from Morocco could have the 
enamel of the remains examined to verify this.

Another case where this technique might be of interest would involve 
the individuals in societies in which foreign traders were thought to 
be present, for example as in Saharan oases, or the case of the court 
members who were buried at the same time as the king in the Early 
Dynastic period in Egypt. Th ese individuals, who either were sacrifi ced 
in some manner, or voluntarily allowed themselves to be buried so as 
to serve the king in the aft erlife, had a range of craniometric patterns,26 
some of which were diff erent enough that they may have been foreign to 
the Nile Valley, or at least foreign to southern Egypt, the site of origin 
of the Egyptian state. Strontium analysis might indicate if they were 

26 Keita 1992.
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actually immigrant foreigners to the Nile Valley, who came into the 
service of the king, or were simply northern Egyptians. Th is example 
illustrates also what could not be determined, namely their member-
ship in an endogamous foreign group that was non-Egyptian in origin, 
but who been born in the Nile Valley. Geochemical techniques could 
possibly illuminate something about the levels of migration in major 
Egyptian towns in the formative periods of the Egyptian state, and thus 
help illuminate aspects of the social dynamics including reorganization, 
as postulated for Arizona in the late 13th to 14th centuries by Ezzo 
and Price.27 Knudson et al. are able to suggest, based on strontium 
analyses, that the naturally mummifi ed individuals from the Andean 
Middle Horizon (500–1100 AD) in Juch’uypampa Cave in southern 
Bolivia, were primarily locals, by birth or last residence, but that their 
communities had been infl uenced to some degree by a more distant 
culture (the Tiwanaku) because of their grave goods.28

Cases from the Literature

Strontium isotope analysis has been used to study or explore a range 
of questions involving mobility. Here a few are discussed. It is of some 
interest that capturing mobility in a few individuals might indicate in 
general a lot of mobility in the society, or extremely bad luck in sam-
pling. In any study that fi nds clear evidence of the mobility of large 
numbers of people the odds of capturing this should be considered, at 
least conceptually, especially in situations like the migration of Angles 
and Saxons to England from Germany. In the study by Montgomery 
et al. that addresses the Anglo-Saxon migration question no evidence 
was found for any signifi cant numbers of non-locals, although the site 
is understood to be from the period of interest.29 Th is case makes for 
pertinent questions.

What are the odds that one would fi nd skeletons of the fi rst im-
migrants, who presumably, with their descendants, became settler 
colonists? Of course constant migration could have taken place over 
generations, and this would mean that in every large cemetery there 

27 Ezzo and Price 2002.
28 Knudson et al. 2005.
29 Montgomery et al. 2005.
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should be a certain percentage of detectable immigrants, but immigra-
tion would have slowed over time. It is interesting that in some of the 
case studies reported below, that the excavation got the right “snapshot” 
as it were to reveal migration. Th is may mean that in these cases that 
migration was a common every day occurrence, increasing the likeli-
hood that it would be detected, or that the investigators were lucky. It 
is reasonable to say that it would be lucky to recover the remains of 
someone who actually made the Middle Passage in a long used cem-
etery. In some historical situations one would expect to see evidence of 
migration because of social practices. For example, in those Caribbean 
islands in which slaves were worked to death such that replacement of 
the population was only achieved by the importation of new enslaved 
persons, one would expect almost exclusively non-local signals in every 
burial horizon for slave cemeteries until abolition. In those countries 
where there was a natural growth of the enslaved population via births, 
and the early abolition of slavery, one would expect a decrease in the 
number of non-locals per generation.

Bentley et al. report on a study designed to help assess mobility in 
the early Neolithic period in Vaihingen, Germany, dated to the sixth 
millennium BC.30 Th ey found that strontium isotope signatures var-
ied by burial position. Th ose buried in a ditch around the settlement 
exhibited more ‘non-local’ 87Sr/86Sr values than those buried within the 
settlement. Th ese results were interpreted as suggesting two social or 
ethnic groups. Analysis of other remains indicates sex-based patterns 
of mobility; for example more females were suggested to be non-local. 
Th is sex bias in this and other such circumstances may suggest some-
thing about preferred marital customs, or have other explanations. Th e 
domestic cows had a diff erent signature than the wild game; this was 
interpreted as indicating that perhaps the cows ranged into diff erent 
areas, or that the strontium ratios were more variable than indicated 
by the human remains. Th e non-locals have been interpreted as pos-
sibly being mobile pastoralists who ranged over fairly great distances 
from Vaihingen.

Tafuri et al. evaluated remains from temporally successive sites in the 
southwestern part of the Libyan Sahara.31 Th ese sites represent changes 
in subsistence patterns and include hunters and gatherers as the earliest 

30 Bentley et al. 2003.
31 Tafuri et al. 2006.
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group (9800–7000 Before Present (BP)), with later sites representing 
Early (7000–6300 BP), Middle (6100–5000 BP), Late 5000–3500 BP) 
and Final Pastoral (3500–2700 BP) populations. Th eir goal in part was 
to examine mobility patterns in relationship to subsistence strategy by 
examining strontium ratios. A shift  to food production, specifi cally 
pastoralism, was the major change in the central Sahara for the peri-
ods covered. Th e people of the Final Pastoral period interacted with 
the Garamantians whose society later controlled the “oasis” system of 
subsistence in southern Libya. Unfortunately the investigators had small 
sample sizes making their work more speculative than they wished. 
Th eir results were nevertheless interesting in the range of fi ndings. For 
example, in the hunting group and the Garamantian related site they 
found great heterogeneity between individuals. Th is might indicate a 
fusion of diff erent peoples, the recruitment of distant kinsmen, the 
fusion of individuals that created a new population, or great exogamy. 
Th e remains dating to the core pastoral phase sites overall exhibited 
a narrower range of values. Synthesizing the strontium data with the 
archaeological observations about the burial patterns of females and 
children made it possible to construct possible scenarios that integrated 
the impact of pastoralism on society in the central Sahara, as well as 
patterns of movement. Th ey concluded that there was a change in 
mobility patterns and perhaps in kinship patterns with the change in 
subsistence pattern. Th is use of chemistry adds to the possibilities of 
techniques in the construction of scenarios and narratives that make it 
possible to understand one set of early African peoples in a changing 
environment. Migration’s role as a part of lifeways is rendered more 
transparent, especially when the chance of fi nding migrants is theo-
retically small. However, this case may be illustrative of this statistical 
matter: it may indicate that in situations like this that migration was 
an every day aff air, that societies and ethnicities and alliances may not 
conform to more recent notions.

Central America has been the focus of various studies.32 Hodell et al. 
used strontium isotopes to lay the groundwork for evaluating migra-
tion in the Maya region.33 Th ey were able to identify and map diff erent 
geographic regions based on the isotope ratios with some precision. 
Th is will permit, if other circumstances are right, the investigation 

32 Price et al. 2006; Wright 2005; Price et al. 2000.
33 Hodell et al. 2004.
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of migration for particular circumstances. Wright was able to easily 
identify immigrants from distant regions who had come into Tikal in 
Guatemala in precolonial times.

In another case involving Central America and the forced African 
diaspora Price et al. verifi ed that Africans who had made the Middle 
Passage were buried in a church cemetery in Campeche, Mexico in the 
sixteenth century during the colonial period.34 Skeletal analysis of teeth 
suggested that there were Africans present based on dental mutilation 
patterns, but were the Africans born in Mexico or Africa? Th e strontium 
ratios, which were very high, did not match those of Mexico, but of 
certain regions in Africa, specifi cally the Elmina region in Ghana. Th e 
strontium analysis enabled identifying persons who had actually made 
the Middle Passage: forced immigrant pioneers on the soil of the “New 
World” in the country of the Aztecs.

Th e fi rst three cases do more than suggest something about mobil-
ity. Th ey assist in ridding us of suppositions about the likely biological 
and/or cultural isolation of earlier societies. Th e Campeche example 
informs those who do not know about the African presence in Mexico 
about the longevity of that presence, and hints at many avenues for 
historical enquiry.

Conclusion

Th e use of strontium isotopes has proved useful in a range of migration 
issues or problems involving humans and other animals. Th e method 
has potential uses for historians in some “mystery” scenarios where the 
question is exploratory, but could also be used to confi rm historical 
hypotheses.

Th e historian of this era can make use of a range of “scientifi cally” 
based techniques, and thus perhaps confi rm certain ideas. Th is is no 
threat to one aspect of the philosophy of history; that is to say that 
old debates about whether history is a science, or can be a science, 
or scientifi c, are not to be revisited because of chemistry and biology. 
We are not likely to ever understand all of the details of the warp and 
weave of the past. Th e questions about causation and the motives of 
people, and why some societies embarked on conquest and building 

34 Price et al. 2006.
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skyscrapers, and others did not, why some committed mass murder 
against members of the species, and still will not honor the dignity of 
a common humanity, will not be solved by any biology or chemistry. 
It will never “all” be known. Rather the spirit of a new history that rec-
ognizes our humanity, the tragedies and evils of the past, and our duty 
to understand and correct the traditions as Ibn Khaldun said, is what 
those of us interested in the past are duty-bound to do. An integrity 
of enquiry is needed. It will be those operating with questions from 
these perspectives that keep science in check. Th e need for history has 
never been greater.
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PREHISTORIC MIGRATION AND COLONISATION 
PROCESSES IN OCEANIA: A VIEW FROM HISTORICAL 

 LINGUISTICS AND ARCHAEOLOGY1

Andrew Pawley

Introduction

Th e term ‘Oceania’, as used here, refers to the islands and seas of the 
southwest and central Pacifi c, specifi cally to the regions widely known 
as Melanesia, Polynesia and Micronesia. It includes New Guinea but 
not the island groups that lie close to Asia on the western and north-
ern margins of the Pacifi c, such as the Indo-Malaysian archipelago, 
the Philippines, Taiwan, and the Japanese and Aleutian archipelagos, 
nor does it include the almost landless expanses of the eastern Pacifi c, 
beyond Easter Island. Oceania extends over 70 degrees of latitude and 
spans a third of the world’s circumference east-to-west.

When European voyagers began to explore the Pacifi c systematically 
in the 1760s and 1770s they were astonished to fi nd that almost every 
habitable island and island group they visited was peopled, even those 
that lay a thousand kilometres or more from their nearest neighbour. 
Th e Pacifi c Islanders grew crops and kept animals but had neither met-
als nor writing. By the 1780s scholarly debate over their origins was 
well under way in Europe. Initially, it was language that provided the 
strongest clues. From the reports of James Cook and other explorers it 
was already known that the inhabitants of the islands in the vast area 
that we now call the Polynesian Triangle, whose apices are Hawaii, 
New Zealand and Easter Island, all spoke closely related languages. It 
had also been established that the Polynesian languages were related 
to Malay, Javanese and Tagalog, of Island Southeast Asia, and to Mala-
gasy, of Madagascar, and theories to account for the wide distribution 
of this family of languages were being debated.

1 I am indebted to Robert Blust, Roger Green, Patrick Manning and Malcolm Ross 
for comments on a draft  of this paper. 
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At fi rst the story of the peopling of Oceania promised to be fairly 
simple. Commentators such as Cook, Joseph Banks, Johann Forster 
and William Marsden wrote in the 1770s and 1780s that these peoples 
had obviously come from SE Asia. Not only were the affi  liations in 
language clear but in their physical appearance Polynesians were seen 
to be broadly of the ‘Malay’ type, with wavy hair and brown skins. 
European observers had been greatly impressed by the Polynesians’ 
skills in building and sailing outrigger and double canoes and by their 
gardens and fruit crops. Th ey concluded that these people had sailed 
from SE Asia to distant island groups in the Pacifi c in the fairly recent 
past and had prospered there because they were capable farmers and 
fi shermen. What little was known about the peoples of Micronesia 
seemed consistent with this view.

However, the 18th and early 19th century European observers 
noticed a considerable diversity of physical appearance and language 
in the lesser known island groups to the west of Polynesia. Th ere most 
of the people had frizzy hair and dark skins (hence the name ‘ Melane-
sia’, the ‘black islands’) and spoke languages very diff erent from those 
of the Polynesians. Th ere were signs that the story of the peopling 
of the Pacifi c would turn out to be a complicated one, and so it has 
proved. We now know that modern humans settled certain parts of 
Oceania before they reached Europe, the Americas and, in all prob-
ability, northern Asia, and that the region exhibits an extraordinary 
level of linguistic diversity. Although the total land mass of Oceania 
amounts to a mere one percent of the world’s total the region contains 
close to 20 percent of the world’s languages. And in terms of the num-
ber of language families it contains that are not clearly related to one 
another, the island of New Guinea alone shows a level of diversity that 
far exceeds the whole of Europe.

By virtue of its unusual geography Oceania provides a unique lab-
oratory for investigating the eff ects of a wide range of variables on 
the course of prehistoric colonisations. It is a world of islands but the 
islands that are (or have been) inhabited by Pacifi c Islanders extend 
from the tropical to the temperate and even subantarctic zones. Some 
are remote groups of tiny atolls, barely two or three metres above sea 
level, others are mountainous land masses, in some cases hundreds of 
kilometres long. Th ere is great variation in the nature and richness of 
the fl ora and fauna in diff erent islands or regions.

Reconstructions of the prehistoric human settlement of Oceania rest 
on work in several disciplines, including historical linguistics, archae-
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ology, comparative ethnology, biological anthropology and population 
genetics, geomorphology and palaeobiology. Here I will be particularly 
concerned with what the fi rst two of these disciplines tell us about 
migratory and colonising behaviour in this region. Prehistoric archaeol-
ogy recovers fragments of a culture—for the most part, only its durable 
artifacts—but can place them precisely in time and space. Linguistic 
reconstructions can (when there are plenty of well-described languages 
to serve as witnesses) provide information about a much wider range 
of cultural domains, but the methods of historical linguistics alone 
cannot give these reconstructions an absolute time or place.2

Th e discussion will focus on the two phases in the prehistoric coloni-
sation of Oceania that are most clearly attested in the scientifi c record. 
Th e fi rst phase began more than 40,000 years ago, when humans 
crossed Wallacea to reach Australia and New Guinea, then a single 
land mass. It continued over many millennia as they moved into vari-
ous parts of the region known as ‘Near Oceania’, whose core consists 
of the closely-spaced islands of New Guinea, the Bismarck Archipelago 
(consisting of New Britain, New Ireland and the Admiralty group), and 
the main Solomons chain. Th e history of this fi rst phase, very imper-
fectly understood, is associated with the non-Austronesian speaking 
peoples of Near Oceania (as well as with those of Australia, a region I 
will touch only briefl y here).

Th e second phase began some 3400–3300 years ago when Austrone-
sian-speaking, pottery-making fi shermen-farmers from Island South-
east Asia, equipped with outrigger sailing canoes, settled in parts of 

2 As this essay is for the general reader I have tried not to clutter the text with scores 
of references to primary sources in specialist journals. As much as possible, I refer to 
books and articles that are fairly readily accessible and which provide more specialised 
references—but oft en a more specifi c reference is called for. A succinct overview of the 
colonisation of the Pacifi c basin is given by Green (1994). Good general books on the 
prehistory of Oceania (also including material on Southeast Asia) include Bellwood 
(1978, 1997), Kirch (1997, 2000), and Spriggs (1997). General treatments of the linguis-
tic prehistory of Oceania and/or Island Southeast Asia tend to divide between works 
that deal with Austronesian languages, e.g. Blust (1995a, 2009), Lynch et al. (2002), 
Pawley and Ross (1994, 1995), Ross et al. (1998, 2003, 2008), and those that deal with 
Papuan languages, e.g. Foley (1986), Pawley (1998, 2005), Ross (2001, 2005). Works 
that attempt an inter-disciplinary synthesis, or at least a multi-disciplinary perspec-
tive, include Bellwood et al. (1995), Friedlaender (2007), Goodenough (1996), Kirch 
and Green (2001), Pawley (2002, 2007), and Pawley et al. (2005). Th is paper does not 
treat the literature on the biological anthropology and population genetics. For recent 
studies of Near Oceania population genetics, see Friedlaender (2007) and the chapters 
in Part IV of Pawley et al. (2005).
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Near Oceania. It continued over the next three millennia as their lin-
guistic and cultural descendants interacted with autochthonous popu-
lations in this region and became the fi rst people to reach and settle 
the central Pacifi c, the vast area known as ‘Remote Oceania’. Th e Aus-
tronesian diaspora has been the subject of very extensive research in 
archaeology, historical linguistics and other historical disciplines.

Th is essay will address a number of questions that arise from the 
historical record. How did climatic and geomorphological changes 
shape population movements into and over this region? What techno-
logical innovations enabled the fi rst humans to reach Near Oceania? 
Why is New Guinea linguistically such a remarkably diverse region? 
Was the spread of the Trans New Guinea language family over much 
of New Guinea linked to the development of agriculture there some 
10,000–7,000 years ago? What factors led to the extraordinarily rapid 
colonisation of Island Southeast Asia and the southwest Pacifi c by Aus-
tronesian speakers between 4000 and 3000 years ago? How did it come 
about that Austronesian languages in Oceania are spoken by such bio-
logically diverse populations? How purposeful was the settlement of 
the major island groups of Remote Oceania?

Geographic and Climatic Factors Affecting the 
Movements of People

Certain biogeographic boundaries, set by climatic and geomorpho-
logical events, have infl uenced the human settlement of Oceania. At 
various times during the last Pleistocene glaciation, beginning about 
120,000 years ago, with a peak about 21–18,000 years ago, sea levels 
were much lower than today.3 For much of this time Sumatra, Java, 
Borneo and Palawan were part of a continuous land mass, Sundaland, 
connected to continental southeast Asia. During the Upper Pleistocene 
and until about 8000 years ago New Guinea was linked to Australia, 
forming the continent known as Sahul. Australia and New Guinea 
share a distinctive mammalian and bird fauna and a number of dis-
tinctive plant genera.

Between Sundaland and Sahul are the various islands (principally, 
the Philippines, Sulawesi, the Lesser Sundas (from Lombok to Timor) 

3 Chappell 2005.
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Map 1. Major biogeographic regions of Island Southeast Asia and  Oceania: 
Sundaland, Wallacea, Near Oceania and Remote Oceania.
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and the Moluccas) that make up Wallacea. Within Wallacea various 
stretches of open sea, the longest between 60–100 km, were traversed 
by the fi rst settlers more than 40,000 years ago, in what were perhaps 
the fi rst substantial open sea voyages made by humans. Wallacea’s fl ora 
and fauna are intermediate between the Southeast Asian and Austra-
lian types.

In terms of human migrations the boundary between Near Ocea-
nia and Remote Oceania is particularly important, because it was 
not crossed until just over three millennia ago.4 Near Oceania is, in 
eff ect, the easternmost extension of Island South-East Asia, where large 
islands occur closely spaced, like stepping stones, before the vast oce-
anic spaces of the Pacifi c begin. Some of the islands in Near Oceania 
are formidable in their size and rugged terrain. New Guinea is 2400 km 
long and the mountains that run the length of its interior include peaks 
that reach 4,500 m. New Britain is 480 km long and from 50 to 80 km 
across, mountainous and actively volcanic. New Ireland is 350 km long 
though never more than 50 km across. Bougainville is more compact 
but has a landmass similar to New Ireland. Th e islands of Near Ocea-
nia for the most part form an intervisible series of landmasses, which 
served as a natural corridor for the dispersion of plants and animals. 
Th e largest gaps between islands are currently on the order of 150–200 
km. In some cases the gaps were shorter in the Pleistocene.

Remote Oceania contains the far-fl ung island groups of the central 
Pacifi c, typically separated from each other by several hundreds, some-
times thousands of kilometers of open sea. To reach the nearest islands 
of Remote Oceania from the main Solomons archipelago one must 
make crossings of 350–400 km to the small Reefs/Santa Cruz group. 
Th e divide between Near and Remote Oceania is associated with a 
considerable diminution in fauna and fl ora.5 No indigenous terrestrial 
mammals occur east of the main Solomons group. Even in marine life 
the diff erence is marked. Th e reefs of the Bismarck and Solomons show 
a richer diversity of fi sh, molluscs, crustacea, echinoderms, seaweeds, 
and other edible life than those of Remote Oceania.

Th e many coral atoll groups of Micronesia and Polynesia began to 
emerge as habitable lands only within the last 2000 years, when sea 
levels fell by 1 to 1.5 metres. Sitting just above sea level, these tiny, 

4 Green 1991.
5 Green 1991.
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sandy islands provide a precarious existence for humans, animals and 
plants and, in the absence of surface water, stone, and fertile soil and 
with a shortage of living space, their colonisers have made some strik-
ing adaptations in material culture and social organisation.

Meteorological patterns have also infl uenced directions of human 
movement and cultural change. South of the Equator, where southern 
New Guinea and most Pacifi c islands are situated, the prevailing winds 
are the Southeast Trades, which for most of the year are consistent 
and strong, especially in Remote Oceania. People trying to sail east 
in this region would have had to rely on sporadic westerlies to carry 
them, except during the short wet, stormy season when westerlies are 
more common. In this zone there is a long dry season. In the equato-
rial region the trade winds of the northern and southern hemispheres 
meet, creating a zone of low pressure with relatively little wind but fre-
quent, year-round rainfall. Bellwood explains the absence of rice and 
millet cultivation in most of Oceania in the following way: the north-
ern New Guinea passageway into Oceania is a region of wet equatorial 
climates, better suited to the cultivation of root and tree crops than to 
cereals.6

The Archaeological Record for Near Oceania: 
50,000–3500 BP

Although the Pleistocene archaeological record for Near Oceania is 
very uneven the main outlines are fairly clear.7 Humans entered the 
Australia-New Guinea continent more than 40,000 years ago. Th e ear-
liest dates for New Guinea are from two sites on the north coast, one 
from uplift ed coral terraces on the Huon Peninsula, dated at between 
40 and 50,000 BP8 and the other at Lachitu, near Vanimo, dated to 
39,000 BP. Two sites from Australia have been dated at between 60,000 
and 50,000 BP although these dates are disputed.

Th e voyages that carried people in steps from Sundaland to Sahul, 
across Wallacea, were possibly the fi rst in human history involving 
ocean crossings on the order of 50 to 100 km. No doubt the crossings 

6 Bellwood 1995.
7 O’Connell and Allen 2004; Specht 2005; Spriggs 1997.
8 Groube et al., 1986.
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were unintentional but these early colonisers of Near Oceania must 
have been competent makers of craft  designed for coastal travel.

By 40–35,000 BP people had made the crossing from New Guinea 
to New Britain, which requires a 90 km direct voyage from the Huon 
Peninsula or shorter steps by island hopping, and had made the short 
further step to New Ireland.9 By at least 29–28,000 BP people were at 
the northern end of Greater Bougainville (encompassing today’s Bou-
gainville, Choiseul and Santa Isabel), 180 km distant from New Ire-
land.10 By at least 21,000 BP people occupied what was then Greater 
Manus, whose eastern margin was about 100 km distant from New 
Ireland on the west-fl owing current.11 However, the off shore voyaging 
capacities of Pleistocene sailors in Near Oceania were limited. Inter-
action between inhabitants of New Guinea and the Bismarck Archi-
pelago, and between the Bismarcks and Bougainville, seems to have 
been minimal during that period.12 In fact, until just over 3000 years 
ago humans were confi ned to Near Oceania—they got no further into 
the Pacifi c than the main Solomons group.

Th e stone tool kits and other materials from pre-20,000 BP sites in 
Near Oceania indicate that the people were broad-spectrum foragers, 
hunting and gathering a range of animals and plants. Th ere were no 
truly sedentary settlements, only camps and seasonal bases. Although 
the earliest settlers probably relied heavily on the rich resources to be 
found on the seashore people did not remain confi ned to the coast. 
Rock shelter and open sites in the central highlands of New Guinea 
show human occupation by 30–26,000 BP. Th e occupants were evi-
dently seasonal visitors to the uplands, not permanent inhabitants, 
coming to hunt large game and harvest pandanus nuts.13

During the Upper Pleistocene and early Holocene the prehistory of 
the Bismarck Archipelago followed a rather diff erent course from that 
of New Guinea.14 Th e large, waisted axes found in a number of New 
Guinea sites were virtually absent from sites in the Bismarcks. New 
Britain, New Ireland, and Manus had no counterpart to New Guinea’s 
Pleistocene megafauna. Early archaeological sites in the Bismarcks 

 9 Pavlides and Gosden 1994; Leavesley and Chappell 2004; Specht 2005.
10 Spriggs 1997.
11 Specht 2005.
12 Anderson 2000.
13 Evans and Mountain 2005.
14 Specht 2005.
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point to a dependence on marine shellfi sh, inshore fi sh and hunting of 
birds, rats, bats and reptiles. Aft er 20,000 BP there is evidence of con-
siderable regional interaction, with obsidian moving from New Britain 
to New Ireland, and game animals (a phalanger and a wallaby species) 
being transported from the New Guinea mainland, where they became 
a signifi cant food source.

Early in the Holocene (post-glacial) period climate changes brought 
major shift s in patterns of vegetation, in sea levels, and available 
resources. In the New Guinea highlands landscapes begin to be modi-
fi ed by humans aft er 10,000 BP with a marked increase from about 
5,000 years ago.15 Th ere is evidence for agriculture as early as 10,000 
BP at Kuk in the Upper Wahgi Valley,16 evidenced by extensive drain-
age systems and the pollen record. Th e shift  from a primarily foraging 
to a primarily agricultural economy at Kuk may have taken place over 
many millennia. By 7000 BP the inhabitants of Kuk were clearly prac-
tising intensive agriculture. Th e main cultivated plants are thought to 
have been Colocasia taro, gourds and bananas.

As to how fast agriculture spread in New Guinea the archaeologi-
cal evidence at present says rather little. Th ere are no other sites with 
drainage systems as early as Kuk’s but in the case of the Baliem Valley, 
in the highlands of Irian Jaya, pollen cores record an almost continu-
ous vegetation history from about 8000 BP to the present, refl ecting 
progressive human impact by way of agriculture.

Not all New Guinea societies were farmers even in historic times. 
Roscoe points to another route to sedentism and larger social units.17 
New Guinea foragers who occupy favorable aquatic environments 
where it is possible to gather sago to supply carbohydrates, and to get 
fi sh, shellfi sh, and crustaceans from tidal rivers, lakes, and swamps, 
tend to live in medium to large villages and to show a degree of hier-
archical structure and elaborate visual art forms. Some of the Asmat 
and Mimika communities of the southwest coast of New Guinea and 
the Murik communities of the Sepik basin are examples.

Where the shift  to intensive agriculture did occur (and eventually 
most societies in Near Oceania became farmers, while continuing 
to supplement food production by hunting and gathering) brought 

15 Hope and Haberle 2005.
16 Denham 2005; Denham et al., 2003.
17 Roscoe 2005.
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 radical changes in patterns of social organization and material cul-
ture. Agriculturalists are sedentary, tied to the land they have cleared, 
tilled, planted, and fallowed. Th ere is potential for faster population 
growth, larger social units and social hierarchy and for the making of 
artefacts that are not easily transportable, such as substantial houses, 
elaborate carvings, and heavy containers. Language communities tend 
to become larger.

Europe Discovers the Austronesian Language Family

In the late 18th century comparative study of languages was the most 
powerful tool scholars had for investigating prehistoric connections 
among peoples. European scholars were intensely interested in the lin-
guistic data recorded by travelers to distant lands.

In a remarkable table that showed agreements between Malay and 
languages from the Philippines (Tagalog and Kapampangan) and fi ve 
languages of Polynesia in the numerals for 1–10 and in forms denot-
ing some 36 other concepts, J. R. Forster, an 18th century scientist 
on Cook’s second voyage, confi rmed the existence of the Austronesian 
family (not then called by that name).18 Th e table also shows that some 
agreements, though fewer, extended to certain languages of Melanesia 
(Tanna and Malekula of Vanuatu), and one language of New Caledonia 
for which Forster had data. Indeed, Forster can claim priority over Sir 
William Jones in anticipating modern ideas about the development of 
related languages from a common proto-language. Eight years before 
Jones’ celebrated statement that Sanskrit, Greek and Latin must have 
“sprung from some common source” Forster commented as follows on 
the agreements in his table:

I am . . . inclined to suppose, that all these dialects preserve several words 
of a more ancient language, . . . which gradually divided into many lan-
guages, now remarkably diff erent. Th e words therefore of the language 
of the South Seas isles, which are similar to others in the Malay tongue, 
prove clearly in my opinion, that the Eastern South Sea Islands were 
originally peopled from the Indian, or Asiatic Northern isles [i.e. the 
Indo-Malaysian Archipelago: AP]; and that those lying more to the 

18 Forster 1778.
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Westward, received their fi rst inhabitants from the neighbourhood of 
New Guinea.19

Around the middle of the 19th century scholars, chiefl y missionaries, 
began to describe in detail some of the languages of Eastern Melanesia: 
Fiji, Vanuatu, the Loyalties, New Caledonia and the eastern Solomons. 
It was soon evident that most of these languages showed a family 
resemblance to those of Polynesia and the Indo-Malaysian region. At 
a time when ‘race’ and ‘language’ were expected to go together 19th 
century Europeans were perplexed to fi nd that these ‘Melanesian’ peo-
ples also spoke Austronesian languages. A common view was that the 
Melanesians must have borrowed Austronesian elements from their 
neighbours to the west (Indo-Malaysia) and/or the east (Polynesia), 
adding this material to a substrate that was non-Austronesian.

By the 1880s there was enough material on the languages of eastern 
Melanesia for Robert Codrington of the Melanesian Mission to pub-
lish the fi rst major comparative linguistic study of this region.20 He 
rejected the view that the Melanesian languages had a mere overlay 
of Austronesian on an alien base. Codrington showed that almost all 
the 34 Melanesian languages in his sample share many everyday words 
and a good deal of morphology (the grammar of word formation) with 
well-established members of the Austronesian family.

The Discovery of the ‘Papuan’ Languages’ of Near Oceania

Little was known of the languages of New Guinea and the Bismarcks 
until the last decades of the 19th century, when Britain and Germany 
annexed, respectively, the southern and northern halves of eastern New 
Guinea and its satellites and the Dutch were becoming more active in 
administering the western half of New Guinea, which nominally had 
long been part of the Netherlands East Indies. In the 1890s an English 
linguist, S. H. Ray, pointed out that some of the languages of Brit-
ish New Guinea and the Solomon Islands were not Austronesian. A 
parallel discovery had already been made in the Moluccas by in the 
1850s by the naturalist A. R. Wallace, when he collected vocabular-
ies in these easternmost islands of the Indo-Malaysian archipelago. In 

19 Forster 1778:190.
20 Codrington 1885.
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a well-known book on his travels in this region Wallace proposed a 
distinction between ‘Malay’ and ‘Papuan’ languages in the Moluccas.21 
Following Wallace’s lead, Ray applied the name ‘Papuan’ to the non-
Austronesian languages of Melanesia, as a convenient catch-all. Soon 
aft er, Wilhelm Schmidt observed that non-Austronesian languages 
were present on the north coast of the New Guinea mainland and in 
New Britain. What was striking about the various small groups of Pap-
uan languages, was that, unlike the Austronesian languages, there was 
no evidence of common origin.

Only in the last 50 years has the full extent of the diversity of the 
languages of Near Oceania become clear. A superfi cial measure of lin-
guistic diversity is the number of distinct (i.e. mutually unintelligible) 
languages. Of the world’s 6000 or so distinct languages, approximately 
1100 are spoken in Near Oceania. New Guinea alone has about 900. 
Language communities in Near Oceania tend to be very small—the 
median size of the 800 or so indigenous languages of Papua New 
Guinea, for instance, is fewer than 2,000 speakers.

However, far more signifi cant for understanding the ancient history 
of a region than the number of languages is its deep genealogical diver-
sity, measured by the number of linguistic stocks that are not demon-
strably related or are only distantly related.

A few methodological remarks are in order here. Linguists oft en 
speak of certain language families as being ‘unrelated’ but this usage 
always carries an implicit qualifi cation: ‘common origin has not been 
demonstrated’. It is impossible to disprove the claim that any two lan-
guages ultimately stem from a single ancestor; one can only show that 
there is insuffi  cient evidence to justify positing a genetic connection. 
To establish that languages are related one needs to show convinc-
ingly that they share resemblances due to direct inheritance rather 
than to other causes—borrowing, chance, or universal characteristics 
of human speech. I follow most historical linguists in taking a fairly 
conservative position on what counts as suffi  cient evidence to estab-
lish a hypothesis of genetic relationship as convincing. Among the 
kinds of resemblances that most strongly indicate common descent are 
(i) resemblances in paradigmatic sets of grammatical forms, e.g. in 
pronouns, and verbal and nominal infl ections, (ii) shared irregularities 
in such paradigms, e.g. the English comparative series good, better, best 

21 Wallace 1869.
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corresponds to German gut, besser, best, (iii) regular sound correspon-
dences in words for very basic concepts like ‘eye’, ‘head’, ‘nose’, ‘two’, 
‘three’, ‘father’, ‘mother’, ‘stone’, ‘water’, ‘sun’, ‘moon’, ‘fi re’, ‘tree’, ‘bird’, 
‘louse’, ‘eat’, ‘sleep’ and ‘die’.

When I speak of ‘language families’ in this essay I refer to groups 
whose genetic relatedness is generally regarded as well established. 
Such families generally do not have great time depth—in most cases 
the common ancestor is likely to have broken up well within the last 
ten millennia. Th e linguistic literature also contains many proposals 
that posit more ancient genetic relationships between certain estab-
lished families (among the best-known being the Nostratic, Euroasiatic, 
Amerind and Indo-Pacifi c hypotheses). As such proposed groupings 
generally do not meet criteria (i)–(iii), and have remained highly con-
troversial, they fall outside my defi nition of ‘language family’.

According to a recent classifi cation by Malcolm Ross,22 the area 
encompassing New Guinea, Northern Island Melanesia (the latter 
consisting of the Bismarck and Solomons archipelagos), the Moluccas 
and the Timor area contains some 23 language families that cannot 
on present evidence be regarded as related, plus 9 or 10 isolates. Ross 
uses cognation in pronoun forms as the main basis for recognising 
language families among the 605 languages compared and innovations 
in pronoun forms as the main basis for subgrouping. Th is is the most 
extensive classifi cation of ‘Papuan’ languages based on a single system-
atic class of evidence of types (i) and (ii). Ross also appeals to evidence 
of type (iii) when it is available.

Earlier classifi cations of Papuan languages presented in Wurm and 
others are problematic in many respects.23 Th ese err on the side of 
lumping, appealing to fragmentary evidence to link various well-sup-
ported families into a number of ‘phyla’. On closer inspection almost 
all their arguments for positing such phyla have proved to be untenable 
(the one exception being the Trans New Guinea phylum, see below).

An extreme case of lumping is Joseph Greenberg’s Indo-Pacifi c 
hypothesis.24 Th is not only places all the Papuan families in a single 
genetic stock, but also tentatively includes the Andaman Is. languages, 
spoken south of the Bay of Bengal, and the Tasmanian languages, while 

22 Ross, 2001, 2005, and forthcoming.
23 Wurm (1975), Wurm (1982) and Wurm and Hattori (1981–83).
24 Greenberg 1971.
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excluding the remaining 250 or so Aboriginal Australian languages. 
Given that archaeology dates the spread of modern humans into Sahul 
and across various parts of Australia, New Guinea and Northern Island 
Melanesia at more than 40,000 years ago, the putative common ances-
tor of Indo-Pacifi c would have had to have broken up before that date, 
presumably in Southeast Asia. Th e case for connecting Andaman and 
Tasmanian languages with any or all of the various groups of Papuan 
languages is extremely weak and I know of no specialist in Papuan 
linguistics who fi nds merit in that proposal.25 However, some Papua-
nists have recently pointed to a few tantalising structural resemblances 
among some of the families of Northern Island Melanesia that sug-
gest either distant relationship or ancient diff usion in Melanesia and 
to faint signals,26 in certain features of grammatical structure, that con-
nect some New Guinea families.27

What we know of the archaeology and population genetics of New 
Guinea and Northern Island Melanesia indicates that aft er initial set-
tlement some 40 millennia ago the people of these two regions had 
essentially separate histories throughout the Pleistocene.28 It may well 
be that the Papuan language families in each region ultimately stem 
from one or a very few ancestral languages that arrived in the Pleis-
tocene and diversifi ed in situ. However, if many of the families are 
related they diverged so long ago that the evidence of common origin 
has almost completely faded.

In terms of the number of generally accepted language families it 
contains, the northern third of New Guinea, from the Bird’s Head in 
Irian Jaya to the Sepik-Ramu basin, is arguably the most linguistically 
diverse part of the planet. No fewer than 15 families, along with several 
isolates, are found in this region, which is no larger than Great Britain. 
By comparison, the whole of 15th century Europe contained repre-
sentatives of just three established language families (Indo-European, 
Uralic and, marginally, Semitic) and one isolate, Basque.

25 Greenberg fi rst presented (or referred to) evidence for 14 ‘subgroups’ of Indo-
Pacifi c languages and then off ered evidence for relating all of these. His material 
includes some valid cognate sets shared by several of the 14 groups but these are all 
groups that we now assign to the Trans New Guinea family. Th e evidence for relating 
any of the other groups to Trans New Guinea or to each other is extremely weak and 
indeed several of the 14 major ‘subgroups’ posited by Greenberg do not appear to be 
supported.

26 Dunn et al. 2005.
27 Reesink 2005.
28 Friedlaender 2007; Pawley et al. 2005; Spriggs 1997.
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Th e second most diverse region of Near Oceania, by the same measure, 
is Northern Island Melanesia. Today only 20 or so Papuan languages 
survive there, as against about 150 Austronesian languages. Even so, 
Ross divides these into six language families and about three isolates.31 
Before the arrival of Austronesian languages the number of Papuan 
languages and families in Northern Island Melanesia must have been 
greater. Th e south central region of New Guinea is a smaller region of 
high diversity.

Th e Trans New Guinea family

One very large family of Papuan languages has become widely accepted. 
All the inhabited valleys of the central highlands of New Guinea, from 
the neck of the Bird’s Head to Southeast Papua, are occupied by mem-
bers of the Trans New Guinea (TNG) phylum. Trans New Guinea lan-
guages also dominate several smaller lowland and mountainous areas 
to the north and, especially, to the south of the central highlands. Th is 
family contains about 400 of the 700–800 non-Austronesian languages 
of Near Oceania.32

Th e TNG hypothesis was originally proposed, in various versions, 
in the early 1970s. In the most extended version almost 500 languages 
were assigned to the group.33 Other Papuan specialists at the time 
regarded the evidence for all versions of the TNG hypothesis as far 
from convincing though not without promise.34 However, over the past 
decade or so a much more systematic case for the TNG family can be 
made, although with a membership that is somewhat smaller than was 
posited in 1975.35 Th e main evidence for TNG consists of: (i) Some 200 
putative cognate sets, nearly all denoting so-called ‘basic vocabulary’, 
which are represented in two or more major subgroups. (ii) A body 
of regular sound correspondences, based on (i), which has allowed a 
good part of the Proto TNG sound system and its development in 
a sample of daughter languages to be reconstructed. (iii) Systematic 
form-meaning correspondences in the personal pronouns, permitting 
reconstruction of virtually a complete paradigm. In Ross’ sample of 

31 Aft er Ross 2001, 2005.
32 Pawley 1998, 2005; Ross 2005.
33 Wurm ed. 1975.
34 See Pawley 2005 for a history.
35 Pawley 1998, 2005; Ross 2000, 2005.
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605 Papuan  languages 311 showed one or more refl exes of proto TNG 
pronouns and another 36 were assignable to TNG on other grounds. 
(iv) Widespread resemblances in fragments of certain other grammati-
cal  paradigms.

Where did the dispersal of TNG begin? A good candidate is the 
central highlands of Papua New Guinea, between the Strickland River 
and Kainantu, because on present evidence this is where the greatest 
concentration of high-order subgroups in the family is found.

When did the TNG expansion begin and what powered it? One 
method of estimating how long ago the common ancestor of a lin-
guistic group broke up is the degree of divergence in basic vocabulary 
between its high-order subgroups (measured by number of cognate 
words in a standard 200 item list). Th e lexical diversity among the 
more divergent subgroups of TNG is far greater than that which distin-
guishes the major subgroups of Indo-European (Germanic, Romance, 
Greek, Celtic, Slavic, Indo-Iranian, etc.), which are generally believed 
to have diverged around 6000 years ago. It is also far greater than that 
distinguishing the primary subgroups of Austronesian, which probably 
diverged around 5000 years ago. If we take Indo-European and Aus-
tronesian as yardsticks, a date of somewhere between 7000 and 10,000 
BP for the breakup of proto TNG is indicated by the lexical diversity 
criterion.

A second line of evidence resides in the dating of certain environ-
mental and archaeological events that might be correlated with linguis-
tic events. Most of the valleys in the central cordillera of New Guinea 
were heavily forested in the early Holocene. Before about 10,000 BP 
these valleys probably had no permanent populations, or only very 
small ones. It seems unlikely that the TNG family would have achieved 
its present distribution unless its speakers possessed some cultural 
advantages that enabled them to build up populations that could main-
tain year round habitation of the major highland valleys and expand 
fairly rapidly along the highlands.

It seems likely that the initial dispersal of TNG languages was linked 
to the appearance of agricultural systems in the central highlands.36 
As was noted before, archaeological and palynological research in 
the Waghi Valley, near Mt Hagen, in Papua New Guinea, has shown 
that by 10,000 to 7000 years ago people there were growing crops. At 
present a term for ‘taro’ (something like *ma) is about the only lexi-

36 Pawley 1998; Denham 2005.
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cal reconstruction associated with agriculture that can be tentatively 
attributed to early TNG.

Why did TNG languages come to dominate the central highlands, 
and much of south-central and southeast New Guinea, but not the 
north-central and northwest regions of the island? Th e extraordinary 
linguistic diversity of the Sepik-Ramu basin and some other parts 
of north New Guinea can only be explained by assuming that these 
regions have been continuously occupied by speakers of various non-
TNG families since before the TNG expansion. Comparative linguistics 
so far provides no clues as to whether speakers of these non-TNG lan-
guages had agriculture or some other cultural adaptations that allowed 
them to hold their ground against encroaching TNG speakers. How-
ever, the consensus is that taro and bananas were fi rst domesticated in 
the lowlands and Swadling and Hide have argued for an initial domes-
tication centre in the north New Guinea lowlands.37

The Austronesian Colonisation of Oceania

Th e Lapita people come to Near Oceania

Around the middle of the 2nd millennium BC a new population 
entered northwest Melanesia, bringing sweeping changes in technol-
ogy and life styles. Th ese were pottery-making farmers from SE Asia, 
with a strong maritime adaptation, who by 3500–3300 BP had settled 
in several parts of the Bismarck Archipelago.38

Th ey brought a culture quite diff erent from any which preceded it in 
the record for the Bismarcks, or indeed any part of Melanesia.39 Its most 
prominent markers are earthenware vessels with red-slipped surface, 
made in a characteristic variety of shapes. A minority of these vessels 
are decorated with elaborate geometric motifs, done by dentate stamp-
ing, i.e. with repeated applications of a set of toothed implements. Th e 
decorated vessels, which oft en contain highly stylised representations 

37 Swadling and Hide 2005.
38 Green 2003; Kirch 1997; Kirch 2000; and Spriggs 1997.
39 A contrary case for Lapita origins was developed in the latter half of the 1980s 

and 1990s by a number of Australian-based scholars who proposed a predominantly 
local (Melanesian) origin for the Lapita cultures of the Bismarck Archipelago (Allen 
and Gosden 1996). Th eir arguments are reviewed in Green (2003), Kirch (1997) and 
Spriggs (1997).
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of human faces, almost certainly had ceremonial uses. Th e pottery tra-
dition is known as Lapita, aft er which the archaeological culture as a 
whole is named. In Lapita sites representing permanent settlements 
the pottery is part of a cluster of distinctive elements: settlements con-
sisting of nucleated villages, sturdy rectangular houses, oft en on stilts, 
domesticated animals (pig and chicken), a range of fi shing gear, a char-
acteristic stone adze/axe kit, shell ornaments and evidence of long dis-
tance exchange of obsidian.

Early Lapita site locations in the Bismarck Archipelago show a con-
sistent pattern. Th e favoured settlement places were small off shore 
islands. Most sites were in areas where there is either a broad fringing 
reef, or a lagoon and barrier reef, or both, and were situated facing pas-
sages in the reef through which canoes could come and go. Settlements 
were usually also adjacent to identifi able fresh water sources (springs 
or streams), and every site has arable land nearby.

Taiwan as the initial Austronesian dispersal centre

Th e Lapita cultural complex is very plainly the archaeological foot-
print of Austronesian speakers entering northwest Melanesia from the 
Philippines or eastern Indonesia but ultimately coming from Taiwan. 
In the last few decades it has become clear that Taiwan was both the 
primary dispersal centre of the Neolithic cultures that appeared in the 
Philippines, Indonesia and the Bismarck Archipelago between 4000 
and 3000 years ago and the primary dispersal centre of the Austrone-
sian language family.40

Austronesian is today a family of more than 1000 languages, which 
extends from Taiwan and Hawaii in the north to New Zealand in 
the south and Madagascar in the west to Easter Island in the east. In 
spite of its large size and distribution, the Austronesian family is fairly 
young. Th is is indicated by (among other things) the fact that it is easy 
to fi nd a good many cognates (words inherited from a common ances-
tor) between the most widely separated members of the family. Table 1 
gives some reconstructed Proto Austronesian words and their ‘refl exes’ 
(descendant forms) in daughter languages. (A star before a form indi-
cates that it is reconstructed, not directly attested.) Reconstructions are 

40 Bellwood 1995, 1997, Blust 1995a, 1995b, and Blust forthcoming; Kirch 1997; 
Kirch 2000; and Pawley 2002.
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made using the standard comparative method of historical linguistics, 
which depends crucially on sister languages showing regular sound 
correspondences in cognate (related) words, words that are inherited 
from a common ancestor. Th ese sound correspondences are key mark-
ers of genetic relationship. Shared sound changes (changes in pronun-
ciation) exhibited in cognate sets are one sort of evidence showing that 
certain languages are more closely related to each other than to others 
in the family (and so form a subgroup, a branch of the family tree).

Figure 1 shows the most widely accepted family tree classifi cation 
for Austronesian.41

41 Following Blust (1995a, 1995b, 1999, and 2009).

Table 1. Some Austronesian cognate sets.

‘eye’ ‘liver’ ‘louse’ ‘rain’ ‘eight’

Proto Austronesian *maca *qatay *kutu *qudal *walu
Paiwan (Taiwan) maca qatsay kasiw qudal alu
Tagalog (Philippines) mata atay kuto ulan walo
Toba Batak (Indonesia) mata ate-ate hutu udan walu
Manam (N. New Guinea) mata kutu ura
Kwaio (Solomons) maa lae-fou ‘uu uta kwalu
Lolomatui (Vanuatu) mata ate kutu uhe welu
Puluwat (Micronesia) maah ya-ya uuw wut waluw
Bauan (Fiji) mata yate kutu uca walu
Tongan (Polynesia) mata ‘ate kutu ‘uha valu

Figure 1. High-order subgroups of Austronesian (aft er Blust).
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It is highly signifi cant that, in Blust’s classifi cation, nine of the ten 
surviving fi rst order branches of Austronesian are confi ned to Taiwan. 
Th e sole exception is the huge Malayo-Polynesian branch. Th is distri-
bution of subgroups makes Taiwan much the most likely location of 
Proto Austronesian. Western Malay-Polynesian is not an established 
subgroup, merely a convenient areal grouping. It comprises some 500 
languages: those of the Philippines, Malaysia, Indonesia as far east as 
mid-Sumbawa and Sulawesi, and Madagascar. Central-Eastern Malay-
Polynesian contains close to 700 languages. It includes the (Austrone-
sian) languages of the islands of eastern Indonesia east of mid-Sumbawa 
and Sulawesi, and those on the Bomberai Peninsula, on the Bird’s Head 
of New Guinea. Around 156 of these are Central Malayo-Polynesian. 
Eastern Malayo-Polynesian has more than 500 member languages, 
of which some 47 belong to the South Halmahera-West New Guinea 
group and the rest to Oceanic.

Figure 6 shows the geographic distribution of the major subgroups 
or branches.

Stages in the Austronesian dispersal

Let us now briefl y consider archaeological and linguistic evidence rel-
evant to defi ning and explaining the main stages in the Austronesian 
dispersal, with particular reference to Oceania.

Until a few thousand years ago all human populations in East Asia, 
as elsewhere, lived exclusively by hunting and gathering.42 Populations 
were sparse and nomadic. When Neolithic cultures do appear in this 
region they do so as a sharply defi ned horizon.

Th e early stages of agriculture in East Asia probably go back at least 
10,000 years. Rice is thought to have been domesticated from wild 
rice (Orzyza rufi pogon) in the swampy regions around the middle and 
lower Yangzi River. By 8,000 years ago some groups living in the tem-
perate regions of central and northern China were practicing full-scale 
fi eld agriculture, with economies based on rice (Yangzi Valley) or fox-
tail and broomcorn millet (Yellow River Basin) and domestic animals. 
Th ese farmers lived in villages and made pottery. Bellwood argues 
that four major language families, Austronesian, Th ai-Kadai, Hmong-
Mien and Austroasiatic, “seem to have arisen by . . . dispersal out of 

42 Bellwood 1997.
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subtropical southern China and northern mainland China, where the 
cultivation of rice and other crops developed widely between about 
6000 and 3000 BC”.43

Neolithic cultures appear in Taiwan at around 5500 BP. Th e earliest 
Taiwan Neolithic tradition, known as Corded Ware or Ta-p’en-k’eng 
(TPK), is named for its distinctive pottery vessels with thickened rims 
and ring feet, cord-marked on their bodies and incised on their rims. 
Th e antecedents of the Taiwan Neolithic are to be found in sites in 
Fujian and Guangdong Provinces on the Chinese mainland, dating to 
the 5th millennium BC. In Taiwan the TPK tradition gives way over 
the next two millennia to a variety of more localised traditions, whose 
material culture resembles quite closely traditions that appear in Ocea-
nia in the 2nd millennium BC. Th is diversifi cation of archaeological 
cultures was presumably contemporaneous with the breakup of Proto-
Austronesian into a number of branches within Taiwan.

Taiwan is separated from northern Luzon, in the Philippines, by 
a 350 km stretch of ocean, the Bashi Channel, oft en rough but con-
taining several small, habitable islands. Th ere was a long pause before 
Neolithic colonisers from Taiwan settled Luzon and the intervening 
islands. Th e pause was, on present evidence, not less than 1000 years—
the period between the fi rst appearance of Neolithic cultures in Taiwan 
about 5500 years ago and their fi rst appearance in Luzon (currently 
dated at around 4000 years ago).

On the main islands of the Philippines the immigrants encoun-
tered populations of Negrito foragers. Th e latter have survived in 
seven diff erent regions as small, marginal populations. All now speak 
Malayo-Polynesian languages. Between about 4000 and 3500 BP the 
Austronesian expansion began in earnest—although it was really the 
Malayo-Polynesian expansion, because it concerned only that branch 
of the family. Not long aft er Neolithic settlements appear in Luzon 
closely related archaeological cultures turn up in the central and south-
ern Philippines, the Mariana Is. on the western margin of Micronesia, 
north Borneo, Sulawesi, Halmahera, Timor and the Bismarck archipel-
ago, all possessing red slip pottery with globular vessels and dishes on 
stands, some with incised or stamped decorations, and a characteristic 
suite of shell and stone tools and ornaments.44

43 Bellwood 1995:97.
44 Bellwood 1997:232–3.
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Lexical reconstructions tell a good deal about the way of life of early 
Austronesian speakers. About 1000 words have been reconstructed 
to the level of Proto Austronesian (PAn), more than 4000 to Proto 
Malayo-Polynesian (PMP), around 2000 to Proto Oceanic (POc) and 
some 3000 to Proto Polynesian.45 For Proto Austronesian, a rich array 
of terms for farming is present, including an extensive vocabulary 
associated with rice and millet.46 Terminologies indicating the keeping 
of pigs, dogs and water buff alo were present as well as others indicat-
ing substantial wooden houses raised on stilts, pottery manufacture 
and weaving.

Th e Proto Malayo-Polynesian language can be associated with the 
earliest Neolithic societies of the Bashi Straits and the Philippines. PMP 
lexical reconstructions show both retentions and additions to the Proto 
Austronesian cultural inventory, refl ecting adaptation to new, tropical 
environments and a world of large, closely-spaced islands.

Reconstructions of the PMP plant vocabulary show the addition of 
names for various cultivated tropical plants, especially taro (Colocasia 
esculenta) and Dioscorea yams, and for a number of trees that were not 
present in the cooler environment of Taiwan. Chickens, whose pres-
ence in the early Taiwan Neolithic is uncertain, were certainly known 
to PMP speakers. Th e outrigger canoe complex is well attested. Cog-
nate terminology specifi cally associated with outrigger canoes is lack-
ing from Taiwan languages. It is possible that this absence is due to 
cultural loss (much of coastal Taiwan has been Sinicised in the last 
three centuries) but the long pause in Taiwan suggests that technology 
for ocean voyaging was poorly developed there before about 4000 BP.

In the course of moving from temperate/sub-tropical Taiwan into 
the wet tropical islands of Southeast Asia and on into Near Oceania, 
speakers of Austronesian languages lost a number of elements of mate-
rial culture.47 Grain crops disappeared. Pigs and chickens were brought 
to New Guinea and the Bismarck archipelago but not the water buff alo. 
It is unclear whether the fi rst Austronesian colonists of Near Ocea-
nia brought dogs or whether these were introduced later. Th ere is no 

45 For lexical items attributed to these early stages by far the largest database is 
Blust’s Austronesian Comparative Dictionary (ACD), a computer fi le equivalent to sev-
eral thousand pages of printout (Blust 1995c). For Proto-Oceanic an important source 
is Ross et al. (1998–2008). For Proto-Polynesian the major source is Biggs and Clark 
(2006) and for Proto-Micronesian it is Bender et al. (2003). 

46 Blust 1995a; Pawley 2002.
47 Blust 1995a.
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 linguistic evidence that weaving was retained. Bark cloth had become 
the favoured material for garments.

What do we know of early Austronesian social organisation? Wide-
spread agreements across the Austronesian world in sibling terminol-
ogy and social status point to a society where seniority of birth was 
important. Blust has argued that unilineal descent groups, accompa-
nied by a system of preferential or prescriptive cross-cousin marriage,48 
were the core corporate and political units of early Malayo-Polynesian 
society. His views have not been widely accepted by social anthropol-
ogists who are impressed by the predominance among Western MP 
societies of bilateral kindreds, which in contrast to a stable descent 
groups, are egocentric and allow the individual to make shift ing alli-
ances. Be that as it may, a strongish case has been made that Proto 
Oceanic society had landholding unilineal descent groups, probably 
matrilineal in most communities, and that descent groups and their 
leaders were ranked by seniority of ancestry.49

Th e appearance of the Lapita Neolithic tradition in the Bismarck 
archipelago can be equated with the formation of a well-defi ned Aus-
tronesian interstage, namely Proto Oceanic. It is a striking fact that all 
but a few of the 480 or so Austronesian languages of the Pacifi c Islands 
fall into a single subgroup, Oceanic.50 Th e members of Oceanic all share 
a considerable number of diagnostic changes to the sound system, 
morphology and lexicon apart from other members of Austronesian,51 
indicative of a few centuries of unifi ed development before dispersal. 
Th e subgrouping evidence indicates that the bearers of the language 
immediately ancestral to Proto Oceanic reached the Bismarcks from 
the Moluccas and the north coast of New Guinea. Th e immediate rela-
tives of Oceanic are languages spoken in South Halmahera and around 
Cenderawasih Bay, near the western end of New Guinea.

Surprisingly, no early Lapita settlements have yet been found on 
the islands close to the north New Guinea coast (though catastrophic 
volcanic activity may have buried these) or on the mainland. How-

48 Blust 1980.
49 Hage 1999.
50 Th e only Pacifi c Island Austronesian languages excluded from Oceanic are 

(a) Chamorro, spoken in the Marianas, (b) Palauan, spoken in the Belau (Palau) group 
at the western margin of the Carolines, and (c) about 30 languages located at the west-
ern end of New Guinea between 130 and 136 degrees E, either on the Bird’s Head or 
on the islands and the eastern margin of Cenderawasih Bay. 

51 Lynch et al. 2002.
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ever, cultures clearly descended from Lapita appear widely on off shore 
islands and coastal pockets in various parts of New Guinea aft er about 
2000 BP.

Although they came to dominate the Philippines and the Indo-
Malaysian Archipelago, Austronesian languages have had much lesser 
impact in mainland New Guinea. Today, Austronesian languages in 
New Guinea are, except for two or three areas, confi ned to scattered 
coastal pockets and off shore islands and island groups. An initial distri-
bution of this nature is consistent with the strong maritime adaptation 
of early Malayo-Polynesian colonists. However, the fact that in most 
regions of New Guinea Austronesian languages have remained largely 
confi ned to the coast suggests that many of the non-Austronesian soci-
eties there were already practising agriculture when the Austronesians 
arrived and had population numbers suffi  cient to hold their ground.

Th ere are abundant signs that the Austronesians at fi rst had a simi-
lar, marginal distribution in Timor, the Moluccas, New Britain, New 
Ireland, Bougainville and the Solomons. However, in due course a large 
part of these regions became Austronesian-speaking, though not with-
out a good deal of linguistic and cultural exchange between immi-
grants and autochthonous populations.52

What forces drove the Austronesian diaspora? A succinct summary 
of likely factors is given by Bellwood,53 who suggests the following:

1. Continuous population growth based on an agricultural food sup-
ply, allowing a continuous generation-by-generation “budding off ” 
of new families into new terrain.

2. Th e inherent transportability of the agricultural economy to sup-
port colonising propagules.

3. Th e presence of a deep and absorbent “frontier zone” available for 
colonisation.

4. A developing tradition of sailing canoe construction and naviga-
tion. To colonise a vast island world so rapidly must have required 
quite sophisticated watercraft  and navigational abilities.

5. A predilection for rapid coastal movement and exploration, prob-
ably to fi nd the most favourable environments for cultivation and 
sheltered inshore fi shing. Th is promoted a colonisation pattern of 

52 Dutton and Tryon 1993.
53 Bellwood 1995:101–103.



104 andrew pawley

wide-ranging settlement that was followed, oft en not until some 
centuries later, by territorial infi lling.

6. A culturally-sanctioned desire to found new settlements in order to 
become a revered (or even deifi ed) ancestor in the genealogies of 
future generations.

7. A desire to fi nd new sources of raw materials for ‘prestige goods’ 
exchange networks.

Bellwood comments that not all of these factors were present from the 
beginning of the expansion. Factors 5–7 probably evolved as part of 
the process.

It can be seen that these factors divide into two categories: (a) eco-
nomic and technological preconditions for the Austronesian dispersal 
and (b) motives for exploration and colonisation. Factors 1–4 fall into 
the fi rst category: circumstances that made it possible for people to 
migrate and establish colonies but did not, by themselves, cause people 
to do so. Bellwood has in many works argued that the spread of large 
language families cannot be accounted for mainly in terms of the dif-
fusion of new technology and new prestige languages across existing 
populations.54 Rather, the languages are, in the fi rst place, carried by 
migrating populations, and successful, rapid, large-scale migrations are 
enabled by cultural advantages. One critical element in the spread of 
the Austronesian-speaking societies must have been the capacity to 
grow crops and keep domestic animals, which enabled immigrants to 
dominate and marginalize or absorb non-farming populations through-
out Island Southeast Asia and to survive on islands with impoverished 
biota in the central Pacifi c.

Factors 5–7 belong to the second category: values, attitudes and 
ambitions that got people moving. Unlike 1–4 and 5, which one can 
expect to be more or less directly refl ected in the archaeological and/
or linguistic records, factors 6 and 7 represent cultural values whose 
existence in the distant past can only be inferred from ethnographic 
parallels which can help to make sense of the data from historical 
 disciplines.

54 Bellwood 1995, 1997, and 2005.
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Th e Lapita colonisation of Remote Oceania

During the period from about 3300 to 3000 BP widely dispersed Lapita 
communities in the Bismarck Archipelago maintained social and eco-
nomic ties with each other.55 Aft er about 3000 BP there appears to have 
been less interaction between widely separated communities and more 
regional specialisation, indicating a weakening of social ties between 
farfl ung communities, and the build-up of denser local populations.

Around 3200–3100 BP bearers of the Lapita culture began a remark-
able phase of colonisation beyond the Bismarck Archipelago. Within a 
span of 200 or 300 years they established settlements on all the major 
island groups between New Britain and Samoa, some 4500 km to the 
east. Th eir earliest attested colonies in Remote Oceania are in the Reefs/
Santa Cruz group (3200–3100 BP), closely followed by settlement of 
Vanuatu and New Caledonia, and then Fiji and Tonga (3000–2900 BP) 
and Samoa (2900–2800 BP).

Th e dentate-stamped decorated pottery that was the most emblematic 
component of early Lapita material culture lasted for just a few centu-
ries. In almost all regional sequences it disappeared by 2600–2500 BP. 
However, for some centuries aft er this date many features of the Lapita 
cultural complex continued with little change, including, as a rule, the 
plain ware ceramic vessel forms. Still later, within the last 2000 years, 
many Oceanic communities gave up pottery-manufacture.

Multiple settlements of Micronesia

Two other movements of Malayo-Polynesian speakers into Remote 
Oceania occurred about the same time as the Lapita expansion, but 
independently of it. Archaeological evidence shows that the Mariana 
Islands, forming the northwest margin of Micronesia, were settled by 
at least the late 2nd millennium BC.56 Belau (Palau), at the western 
margin of the Carolines, was perhaps settled about the same time 
although as yet there are no published dates earlier than 600 BC. Th e 
sources of these movements were probably the Philippines (Marianas) 
and, for Palau the Philippines or eastern Indonesia.

Two other movements into Micronesia, from Melanesia, are indi-
cated by the linguistic subgrouping. One was to Yap, a high island situ-

55 Kirch 1997, 2000; Summerhayes 2000.
56 Rainbird 2004. 
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ated about 1000 km north of New Guinea, in the western Carolines, 
where an Oceanic isolate is spoken.57 Th e other movement led to the 
formation of the Micronesian subgroup, a branch of Oceanic to which 
most of the remaining languages of Micronesia belong.58 Th e imme-
diate external affi  lilations of Micronesian are uncertain—current best 
guess is that it is an early off shoot of Remote Oceanic (see map 4). 
However, Proto-Micronesian itself was probably spoken on more of 
the few high islands in the central and eastern Carolines, where pot-
tery and other artefacts have been found that fall in the late Lapita 
range. Th e various atoll groups and raised limestone islands of Micro-
nesia off er limited resources and a precarious existence and most were 
occupied somewhat later. Settlers on the atolls have survived by dint 
of great ingenuity in adapting methods of agriculture, boat-building, 
tool manufacture and social organisation to the very limited resources 
available to them.

Th e long pause in the Tonga-Samoa region

Th e easternmost limits of the Lapita expansion were in Tonga and 
Samoa, the core island groups of West Polynesia. Th ese were fi rst settled 
around 2900 BP.59 In time cultural descendants of the Lapita people of 
West Polynesia colonised all the major island groups of Central East 
Polynesia (the Societies, Southern Cooks, Marquesas and Tuamotus) 
as well as those of Hawaii and New Zealand, but there was a very long 
pause before Central East Polynesia was fi rst settled.

Both archaeological and linguistic evidence indicate that the ‘West 
Polynesian pause’ lasted at least a millennium and perhaps as long as 
1500 years. Although sampling defi ciencies in the archaeological record 
for Central East Polynesia leave room for change, there is at present lit-
tle archaeological evidence for fi rst permanent settlement of any island 
groups in this region before about AD 700. Th e West Polynesian pause 
is marked linguistically by an immense body of innovations, lexical, 
grammatical and phonological, accumulated by the ancestral Polyne-
sian language aft er it separated from its nearest relatives, the Fijian and 
Rotuman languages.60 Th e immediate common ancestor of Polynesian, 

57 Ross 1996.
58 Jackson 1986.
59 Burley and Connaughton 2007; Geraghty 1983; Green 2003; Kirch 2000.
60 Pawley 1996.
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Rotuman and Fijian is known as Proto Central Pacifi c. Th e linguistic 
dating method known as glottochronology (based on the assumption 
that languages will replace about 20 percent of their 200 most stable 
words per millennium) points to 1200–1400 years as the most likely 
interval between the breakup of Proto Central Pacifi c and the breakup 
of Proto Polynesian.

Why was there such a long standstill in West Polynesia? Several fac-
tors seem to have been operating. Whereas the Fiji-Tonga-Samoa area 
is a natural voyaging corridor, the major island groups of Central East 
Polynesia—the Society Is. and the Marquesas—lie more than 2000 km 
to the east. To reach any of them meant long voyages and the prevail-
ing SE trade winds would have made this diffi  cult. Th ere has been 
debate as to whether the Lapita people had vessels suitable for carrying 
colonising expeditions, with people, animals and plants, on voyages of 
thousands of kilometres. At fi rst European contact large double-hulled 
canoes were used by Polynesians and Fijians for long ocean voyages. 
It has been suggested that this vessel design was a key element in the 
Lapita colonisation of Remote Oceania. However, the linguistic evi-
dence is non-committal on this issue. It may be that the double canoe 
was not developed until well aft er the initial colonisation of Fiji and 
West Polynesia.

Th ere is another puzzle which lies within West Polynesia itself: the 
fact that a single Polynesian language was maintained in the Tonga–
Samoa area for something like 1000 years. Given that the Samoa group 
lies some 600 km northeast of the nearest islands of the main Tongan 
group, one might have expected the speech of Tonga and Samoa to 
diverge steadily aft er each was settled and substantial local populations 
had built up, and to become mutually unintelligible aft er a millennium 
or so. However, this did not happen. Well-marked regional dialects 
developed (‘Tongic’ vs ‘Nuclear Polynesian’) but a single language, 
whose endpoint was Proto Polynesian, was maintained across the 
Tonga-Samoa region, including other small islands and island clusters 
that lie between Tonga and Samoa (Niuafo’ou and Niuatoputapu) or 
to the west of Samoa (Futuna and Wallis (Uvea)). Th e decisive break-
up of Proto Polynesian probably only came aft er Nuclear Polynesian 
speakers settled parts of Central East Polynesia (perhaps around AD 
500) and aft er Tongic speakers settled the isolated island of Niue, some 
400 km east of Tonga (probably some 2000–1500 years ago).

Plainly the sailing craft  and navigational skills were available to 
allow regular communication between the islands in the Tonga-Samoa 
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area. But there must also have been social and economic forces that 
kept a network of distant communities in contact and maintaining a 
single language for a much longer time than was the case in any other 
Oceanic region with a comparably long settlement history. What were 
these forces? We can only make a speculative case, based on a combi-
nation of ethnographic, archaeological and linguistic clues.61 Among 
the factors seem to have been increasing social stratifi cation, under-
pinned by intensifi cation of food production and population increase, 
and leading to out-marriage of women of chiefl y families to distant 
places and to frequent voyages of ceremonial exchange, and regular 
trade in scarce goods. Th e construction of large ocean-going canoes 
and the outfi tting of expeditions carrying ceremonial goods to distant 
lands, requires a high level of organization and food production as 
well as diverse specialist skills. It points to the presence of infl uential 
leaders directing a range of specialists, such as was observed by early 
European visitors to Tonga, Samoa and Tahiti.

Th e settlement of East Polynesia

Th e full story of the colonisation of Oceania has many twists and turns 
and we cannot possibly touch on all of them here. But one remarkable 
phase of the Austronesian diaspora—the settlement of East Polyne-
sia—cannot be overlooked.

Th e three lands that form the apices of the Polynesia Triangle—
Hawaii, New Zealand and Easter Island—are all part of East Polynesia 
and they are truly remote places. Th e Hawaiian group is 4000 km from 
the nearest inhabited Polynesian islands (the Societies and Marquesas 
groups). New Zealand is almost 2000 km from the Cooks and lies well 
below the tropical zone and in a region of high winds and rough seas. 
Easter Island is 1000 km from its nearest neighbour, Henderson Is., 
tiny and almost equally isolated.

Th e early archaeological cultures of East Polynesia show a number 
of developments that set them apart from those of West Polynesia.62 
And, matching this, the East Polynesian languages (including Hawai-
ian, Tahitian, New Zealand Maori, Cook Islands Maori, Marquesan, 
Mangarevan and Easter Island) form a subgroup defi ned by a body 

61 Green 2002.
62 Bellwood 1978; Kirch 2000.
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of innovations that must have taken several centuries to accumulate. 
Proto Eastern Polynesian was presumably spoken somewhere in Cen-
tral East Polynesia, before its speakers dispersed more widely.

Th e settlement of East Polynesia now appears (aft er extensive revi-
sion by the archaeologists of their chronologies) to have all taken place 
within the past 1500 years or so. Even the Society and Marquesas 
groups, long regarded as the East Polynesian homeland, so far lack 
secure dates earlier than AD 800. Hawaii was probably settled around 
AD 800, Easter Island around AD 1000 and New Zealand around AD 
1200. While fi rst landfalls must have been accidental, the fact that the 
standard Polynesian root crops and some tree crops and domestic 
animals were present in these remote lands, and were known by tra-
ditional Polynesian names, shows that Polynesians undertook ocean 
voyages well equipped with the means to establish colonies.

Th ere is steadily increasing evidence that at some point East Poly-
nesians reached South America. Most signifi cantly, the sweet potato 
(Ipomoea batatas), an important pre-contact staple, especially in New 
Zealand, Hawaii and Easter Island, is generally regarded as a South 
American domesticate. Sweet potato remains from Mangaia in the 
Southern Cooks are dated to about AD 1100–1200. Th e chicken (Gal-
lus gallus) is of Asian origin. Bones of pre-Columbian chickens have 
recently been found in Chile, whose DNA sequences are identical with 
chickens from prehistoric sites in Tonga and Samoa.63

Th e fi nal stage in the East Polynesian diaspora was the settlement of 
a number of small, isolated islands from the larger marginal islands, 
such as New Zealand and Hawaii. New Zealand, for example, was the 
source of settlements on the Chatham Is., the sub-antarctic Auckland 
Is., which lies some 400 km south of the southern tip of Stewart Island, 
at 52 degrees S., and possibly the Kermadecs and Lord Howe Is. Life on 
these small isolates was precarious and in some cases they were only 
inhabited briefl y.

How systematic was the prehistoric colonisation of Remote Oceania?

For generations Pacifi c scholars have debated the question of how 
deliberate the settlement of Remote Oceania was—how far new colo-
nies in distant island groups were founded by systematic exploration 

63 Storey et al. 2007.
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and systematic transportation of crops and domestic animals.64 Opin-
ions fall on a continuum between the ‘minimalists’ and the ‘roman-
tics’. Th e minimalists stress the role of accidental voyages in founding 
colonies and downplay the capacity of Oceanic sailors and sailing 
craft  to carry out successful two-way voyages over long distances. Th e 
‘romantics’ stress Oceanic navigators’ ability to make expert use of star, 
wave and wind movements and patterns to regularly make successful 
long range two way voyages both in an east-west direction and across 
diff erent latitudes. As evidence for the minimalist view, for example, 
certain archaeologists point to the long pause before the settlement 
of central east Polynesia. Th ey also point out the absence of clear evi-
dence of land clearance, indicative of semi-intensive agriculture, and 
of pigs and chickens in the record of some island groups until some 
centuries aft er fi rst settlement. Th e implication is that although the fi rst 
colonists stemmed from farming communities, they brought no crops 
or domestic animals to their new homelands, and for some genera-
tions relied heavily on fi shing, hunting and gathering. Th eir critics can 
point to various counter-examples, where there is clear evidence of two 
way voyaging and transport of scarce goods between distant islands. 
Th e truth, no doubt, is somewhere in the middle. While everyone 
agrees that some colonies were founded by accidental, ‘drift ’ voyages, 
that long-range voyages over thousands of kilometres were rare and 
that there were periods when even medium-range two-way voyaging 
declined, the remarkable speed and success of the Lapita settlement of 
Remote Oceania as far east as Samoa and the successful transport of 
animals, plants and other scarce materials to various remote islands in 
East Polynesia testifi es to a considerable amount of systematic two-way 
voyaging during certain periods.

A Note on the Biological Histories of the Peoples 
of Oceania

Th ere is a very heterogeneous literature on the biological histories of the 
peoples of Oceania, which I will not attempt to review here. Data from 
population genetics are consistent with the following  interpretation:65 

64 Anderson 2000; Finney 1996; Irwin 1992; Lewis 1972.
65 See Friedlaender et al. 2008.
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Th ere was initial settlement of Sahul and Near Oceania between 50,000 
and 25,000 years ago by one or a few already related populations but 
no sign of further genetic infl uence from outside this region until the 
Holocene. In the Holocene there was a rapid spread of peoples from 
East Asia to Polynesia and Micronesia with relatively little genetic 
admixture taking place in the Bismarck Archipelago. A stronger East 
Asian genetic signal may once have existed in the Bismarcks but if 
so, it has been reduced by intermarriage and/or mortality. Indeed, to 
explain the diverse biological character of the Austronesian-speaking 
peoples of Melanesia and eastern Indonesia one only has to point to 
millennia of interaction between the descendants of communities that 
were originally Papuan-speaking and those that originally spoke Oce-
anic languages.



LINGUISTIC TESTIMONY AND MIGRATION HISTORIES

Christopher Ehret

Language and Migration

Th e application of linguistic evidence in tracing human migrations 
has a long scholarly history. Despite that long history, the potential of 
this kind of study remains mostly unrealized. Scholars commonly have 
applied one set of methods, aimed at uncovering particular histories 
of population movement and identifying probable origin areas and the 
broad directions and trends of migration. A further set of methods, 
with which very few scholars have a hands-on acquaintance, subjects 
the linguistic evidence to more nuanced analyses, allowing the inves-
tigation of such issues as the nature and kinds of demographic shift s 
set in motion by a period of migration and the social, cultural, and 
economic dimensions of that history.

Th e latter methods, which work with the evidence generated by 
language contact situations, especially the testimony of word borrow-
ing from one language to another, have received relatively little atten-
tion, even in ethnohistorical studies. Sociolinguists have investigated 
a great variety of contact situations around the world, but the normal 
direction of their work has been to study language change in rela-
tion to known demographic and social histories. An existing situation 
involving two or more speech communities is laid out, and the sub-
sequent examination aims at identifying and characterizing the kinds 
of language change, grammatical and lexical, that took place and at 
building models of wider theoretical and explanatory value. Moving 
in the opposite direction—identifying a set of changes in a language, 
induced by language contacts, and from them inferring the otherwise 
unknown human history that lay behind those changes—is a tack that 
scholars have almost never undertaken in systematic fashion, except 
in one fi eld of study. Th at fi eld is African history, in which major new 
work and signifi cant advances in method have been produced in recent 
decades.

Outside of the African history fi eld, the application of linguistic 
evidence to historical reconstruction has generally been left  to some 
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students of the Indo-European language family and, for the non-West-
ern parts of the world, to the ethnographers. Even in these instances, 
scholars have tended to utilize only a portion of the tools available to 
them. Especially this kind of study has focused on the questions of 
where a particular language family originated and where its speakers 
subsequently spread. A second major focus has been the reconstruction 
of the ancient lexicons of the ancestral languages, the proto-languages, 
of various language families, because the reconstructed lexicons reveal 
many aspects of the knowledge and cultural practices of the societies 
that spoke the languages.

Nearly everywhere, though, scholars have tended either to neglect or 
to give only superfi cial attention to the historical implications of word 
borrowing over extended periods of contact. Th is evidence is poten-
tially the most telling resource of all. A period of word borrowing last-
ing from as few up to many generations almost always accompanies the 
sustained encounter of two societies. Th e kinds of words borrowed, the 
scale and intensity of borrowing, and the directions of borrowing tell 
a great deal about the demography and social history of the encounter 
of peoples: which group was moving into the other’s territory; what the 
relative proportion of the in-coming to existing population was; and 
what kinds of social and economic relations characterized and evolved 
out of the encounter between the two populations. Using the catego-
rizations of long-term word borrowing, summarized in Figure 1, we 
can construct more nuanced pictures of the manners, pace, and demo-
graphic proportionality of particular histories of migration in times 
and places where either written sources are lacking or those sources are 
few and ambiguous. Th is approach enables us to propose much stron-
ger and more compelling correlations of linguistic with archaeologi-
cal evidence, and provides new tools for assessing whether diff usion 
or migration was the principle cause in particular cases of historical 
change.

Th is chapter begins with two examples of the classical methods of 
tracing the paths of long-term migration through language evidence. 
From there it moves on to the less widely known methods of loanword 
analysis, presenting several historical case studies to illustrate some of 
the more telling ways in which this kind of evidence can advance the 
historical understanding of migration in global history.
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Category How the word borrowing 
takes place

Parts of vocabulary 
in which the word 
borrowing occurs

Minimum 
duration of word 
borrowing

1—
Single-word 
borrowings 

Th rough contacts among 
individuals or groups 
belonging to 2 or more speech 
communities 

An individual word for 
a new item of culture 
is adopted 

A few hours 
or days may 
sometimes be 
enough 

2A— 
Semantically 
restricted word 
borrowing 

Th rough contacts of the 
members of one speech 
community with those of 
another 

A set of words dealing 
with a particular fi eld 
of technical or cultural 
knowledge is borrowed 

Uncertain; 
possibly as little as 
1–2 generations in 
some instances 

2B— 
Grammatically 
restricted word 
borrowing 

From a suppressed collection 
of minority populations to a 
dominant speech community 

Interjections and some 
adverbs are borrowed 

Uncertain; but 
probably as little as 
a century 

2C—
Status-restricted 
word borrowing 

From a lower-status minority 
to a dominant majority speech 
community 

Jocular, deprecatory, or 
tabooed vocabulary is 
borrowed 

Uncertain; but 
probably 2–3 
generations 

3A—
Intensive word 
borrowing 

From a dominant majority 
to a coexisting economically 
distinctive minority speech 
community; or from intrusive 
conquering small minority 
to majority people, closely 
related in language 

Borrowings take place 
all through vocabulary 
(basic words are 
adopted at a rate of 
about 1–3 per cent 
per century; other 
vocabulary is borrowed 
more rapidly) 

Usually about 
2–3 centuries; just 
2–3 generations 
in instances of 
conquest by 
speakers of closely 
related language 

3B—
Heavy general 
word borrowing 

According to fi rst pattern 
described in 3A preceding, 
but of shorter duration than 
2–3 centuries; or according to 
the pattern in 3C following, 
but of longer duration than 
2–3 centuries 

Borrowings take 
place in all parts of 
vocabulary, except for 
basic vocabulary 

If short period 
of category 
3A borrowing: 
1–2 centuries; 
if category 3C 
borrowing: more 
than 2 centuries 

3C—
Extensive 
general word 
borrowing 

From one speech community 
to another, as part of 
the merging of the one 
community into the other 
(and the loss of its former 
language in the process) 

Borrowings take place 
in all parts of the 
vocabulary, except for 
basic vocabulary and 
terms for large animals 

Uncertain; but 
probably about 1–2 
centuries 

3D—
Light general 
word borrowing 

From one neighboring speech 
community to another 

A sparse, semantically 
diverse scatter of 
culture vocabulary is 
borrowed 

2–3 generations 

4— 
Pidginization 

By a collection of distinct 
speech communities thrown 
together by historical 
circumstance in the same 
region; as part of their 
adoption of a new common 
language 

Rapid and extensive 
word borrowing takes 
place in all parts 
of the vocabulary, 
accompanied by 
severe grammatical 
simplifi cation of the 
adopted new common 
language 

Less than one 
generation 

Figure 1. Categories of Word Borrowing.



116 christopher ehret

The Expansion of Languages and their Speakers: Classical 
Methods of Inference

Th roughout human history, the spread of a language has al ways been 
accompanied by the migration of speakers of the language, even if 
sometimes relatively few in number. Th e spread of a language into a 
new area is, in other words, a sure marker of migration of one scale 
or another, from minimal up to massive. Th ere exist cases, such as 
the many centuries-long spread of Bantu languages across the south-
ern third of Africa, where the incoming Bantu-speakers in many areas 
rapidly came to outnumber the existing populations. At the opposite 
end of the spectrum, gene fl ow may be only a relatively minor accom-
paniment of the emergence of new speech community. In the western 
Roman Empire, the Latin-speaking administrators and military con-
tingents along with the immigrants who participated in the creation 
of a new landed class, both tiny minority elements, were enough over 
the long term to implant Latin as a language of expanding utility and 
acceptance among the local peoples. Th ey were few on the ground; 
nevertheless, they stood at the focal positions in a great reordering of 
society, politically and economically.

Migration of still diff erent kinds results in the creation of pidgins 
and creoles. All known and verifi able cases of pidgins and creoles arose 
in situations of long-distance trade. West African Krio and Melanesian 
Pidgin in Oceania illustrate one kind of pidgin formation. Th ey arose 
in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries as languages of business 
among people who spoke a great many diff erent languages at home 
but participated in common far-fl ung trade networks. English became 
the base of pidgin formation in both cases because migrating English 
speakers predominantly crewed, or at least commanded, the ships that 
linked the networks together. A second type of pidgin/creole forma-
tion resulting from migration is that seen in Hawaiian pidgin or West 
Indian creoles. In these instances mass labor migration, of enslaved 
people in the one case and of contract workers in the other, gener-
ated the need for a common means of communication among people 
of diff erent language backgrounds, thrown together in one place. Th e 
one common language in these cases was the language of a certain tiny 
minority element in the overall migration, the overseers and the own-
ers of the lands on which the work took place, and so their languages 
became the basis of pidgin or creole formation.
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Th ere exist also instances of what might be called the lateral trans-
mission of a language. Th e Dahalo hunter-gatherers of coastal north-
ern Kenya at an uncertain point in time, but probably more than 2000 
years ago, dropped their earlier language, which had belonged to the 
Khoesan family, in favor the Southern Cushitic language of their pas-
toral and cultivating neighbors. Th is shift  may have been accompanied 
by little or no gene fl ow. But even here migration provided the con-
text for language shift . A new, economically and numerically dominant 
people, the Southern Cushitic food producers, migrated into the lands 
all around the Dahalo. Th e Dahalo remained socially distinct because 
they retained a distinctive environmental niche in which they could 
carry on their older hunting and gathering economy. But the language 
of their originally immigrant neighbors became an essential second 
language for them and, in time, their fi rst language as well.1

On the other hand, although language spread may always imply that 
some kind of migration took place, languages do not spread willy-nilly 
across the landscape. Th e normative pattern in most of history, except 
in instances of long-distance resettlement by sea, has been for language 
spread to proceed by increments outward from the places in which its 
speakers were already a well-established population. On this obser-
vation is based one of the fundamental interpretive principles in the 
application of linguistic evidence to migration history, the linguistic 
geographical version of Ockham’s razor: i.e., the most probable history 
of language, and therefore population, spread is the one that requires 
the fewest moves of language frontiers to explain the latter-day lan-
guage distributions.

The Numic Migrations

A classic North American example of the utility of linguistic evidence 
in mapping migration histories is that of the Numic peoples of the 
Great Basin. In the eighteenth century the territories of the Numic com-
munities, known by such names as Paiute, Ute, and Shoshoni, spread 
across more than a million square kilometers in the western parts of 
the present-day United States, from the Sierra Nevadas of California 
to the high plains just east of the Rocky Mountains. Th e near mutual 

1 Ehret 1974: 10–12. 
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intelligibility of all the Numic languages and dialects showed that the 
linguistic divergence of Numic, and therefore the expansion of Numic 
communities across this vast expanse, had begun only a relatively few 
centuries prior to the 1700s. Th e archaeological evidence confi rmed 
this inference and resolved the dating issue: a new cultural complex, 
directly ancestral to that of the later Numic societies, in fact spread 
across the whole region in the period between 1000 and 1700 CE.2

But where did this complex of expansions begin? Where did the 
ancestral Numic, i.e., proto-Numic, society reside, and what were main 
lines of Numic population spread in subsequent eras? Th e mapping of 
the latter-day Numic dialects provides a striking example of the con-
vergent outcomes of applying two inter-related interpretive principles 
to the resolving of this problem. One approach is through identifying 
the geographical area that displays the greatest diversity in relation-
ship among the languages that form the language subgroup or family 
at issue. Th e longer languages have been spoken in an area, the greater 
the time they have had to evolve their own separate characteristics. 
Th us the regions of greatest diversity within a group of related lan-
guages—the areas where languages belonging to each of the diff erent 
primary branches of a language group can be found—are nearly always 
the place where the language group originated. Th e second approach 
is through applying the principle of “fewest moves,” as depicted above. 
Th e two approaches conjoin in their implications for Numic history.

Th e Numic group consisted of three primary branches; each branch 
had two primary sub-branches. An outline classifi cation identifi es 
these subgroupings:

Numic
 I. Southern Numic

A. Kawaiisu
  B. Southern Paiute (Chemehuevi, Goshiute, Ute), Commanche
 II. Central Numic
  A. Tubatulabal
  B. Panamint, Owens Valley Paiute, Shoshoni
 III. Northern Numic
  A. Mono
  B. Northern Paiute, Bannock

2 Lamb 1958: 95–100.
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To better visualize the historical implications of a subclassifi cation such 
as this one, it is necessary to convert it into a family tree, showing 
the lines of the descent by which the various languages of later times 
derived by various intermediate stages from the proto-language of the 
group. Figure 2 presents the results of that exercise.

If we then map the geographical spread of the Numic languages, as 
depicted in Map 1, it becomes immediately evident that the center of 
relational diversity within the Numic language group lay along a stretch 
of land from the Tehachapi Mountains northward to the Mono Basin 
of the central eastern Sierra Nevada range. In each primary branch, 
one sub-branch consists of a single language spoken in one part of 
that restricted territory, while the second sub-branch comprises a set 
of very closely related dialects spoken across a vast expanse of lands 
extending for hundreds of kilometers eastward or northward from that 
narrow area.

Th e territory of each such second branch begins immediately east 
of the small territory of the single-language branch. In the case of the 
Southern Numic branch, Kawaiisu occupied the Tehachapi Mountains 
at the southern end of the Sierra Nevadas, while the groups belonging 
to the second sub-branch extended eastward from the Chemehuevi of 
California’s Mojave Desert to the Utes of central and southern Colo-
rado, with the further migration of the Comanches in the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries creating a new expanse of Central Numic 
speech southward across the panhandle of Texas. As for the Cen-
tral Numic branch, the Tubatulubal lived in the southeastern Sierra 
Nevadas immediately north of the lands of the Kawaiisu, while the 
territories of the second Central Numic sub-branch extended eastward 
from that region northeastward across Death Valley, central Nevada 

Kawaiisu

proto-Southern

Paiute

Tübatulabal

proto-Central

Paiute-Shoshoni

Mono

proto-Northern

Paiute

proto-Southern Numic proto-Central Numic

proto-Numic

proto-Northern Numic

Figure 2. Family Tree and Stratigraphy of Numic Language History.
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and northern Utah to present-day central Wyoming. In the instance 
of the Northern Numic branch, the Mono speakers were restricted to 
the central parts of the Sierra Nevadas; in contrast, the Northern Paiute 
lands extended several hundred kilometers northward from there into 
eastern Oregon and also across most of southern Idaho.

Th e most parsimonious history of population movement explain-
ing this distribution pattern places the proto-Numic society some-
where in the lands in or along the immediate east side of the southern 
Sierra Nevada range of modern-day California. At the fi rst stage of 
their history, proto-Numic speakers spread out along the eastern side 
of the Sierra Nevada Mountains, from the Tehachapi Mountains and 
Owens Lake in the south to Mono Lake and the Bridgeport area in 
the north. Th is expansion led to the divergence of proto-Numic into 
three societies, proto-North Numic, proto-Central Numic, and proto-
Southern Numic. At the second stage of Numic history, each of these 
three societies developed two kinds of economic emphases, utilizing 
the lower montane environments in the Sierras and the dry sage and 
desert (Great Basin) environments immediately east of the Sierras. In 
northern Numic, this development laid the basis for a subsequent eco-
nomic diff erentiation into the Mono (montane) versus the ancestral 
Northern Paiute (Great Basin); (2) in Central Numic, to the Tubatula-
bal (montane) versus the ancestral Paiute-Shoshoni (Great Basin); and 
(3) in southern Numic, to the Kawaiisu (montane) versus the ancestral 
Chemehuevi-Ute (Great Basin). Once these distinctions had emerged, 
the dry-environment-adapted communities each then expanded at the 
third stage in Numic history far eastward across the Great Basin.

The Bantu “Expansion”

A more intricate and even more compelling application of the com-
bined principles of fewest moves and center of diversity is provided by 
the African case of the so-called Bantu expansion. Oft en simplistically 
visualized in the earlier literature as a single vast expansion across a 
third of Africa in just a few centuries’ time, Bantu “expansion” was in 
fact a complex history of multiple population movements that took 
place over the course of several thousand years. Th e family tree of the 
Bantu language group, Figure 3, reveals at least six successive stages 
of Bantu language divergence between the early third millennium and 
the end of the fi rst millennium BCE. Th is family tree serves as a lin-
guistic “stratigraphy” of the key periods in Bantu language history and 
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therefore in the history of the peoples who spoke those languages in 
the diff erent eras.3

Mapping the locations of the new branchings of the Bantu language 
family that emerged at each successive stage in the stratigraphy com-
pellingly establishes where the centers of diversity lay at each period 
in this long history. Maps 2–7 present the successive locations of these 

3 Th e dating of the last two stages depicted in Figure 2 is well established from the 
archaeology. Th e postulated archaeological correlations for dating the earlier Nyong-
Lomami stage are still provisional, however, and proposed correlations exist for only 
a few of the intermediate periods. See Ehret 1998 for the dating correlations for the 
latter two eras; see Klieman 2003 for arguments relating to the earlier periods of Bantu 
history.

Map 2. Center of diversity: Nyong-Lomami era.
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centers. When the maps are viewed in chronological order, the step-by-
step eastward movement of the successive centers of diversity at each 
stage of Bantu expansion stands out sharply, and the multiplicity of the 
migration events involved in this long-term history become clear.4

Th e fi rst two periods of Bantu divergence, the proto-Bantu and 
proto-Nyong-Lomami eras, gave rise to six distinct branches: Coast-
lands, Mbo, Tanga-Bomwale, Buneya, Babole, and Sangha-Kwa. All but 
one of these six are tightly clustered in the farthest northwest part of 

4 Th e classifi cation followed here combines Klieman’s fi ndings for the western equa-
torial rainforest languages, based on lexicostatistics and phonological innovation his-
tories (see references in Klieman 2003) with the fi ndings of Bastin, Coupez and Mann 
1999; Ehret 1999; and Ehret 2001a. 

Map 3. Center of diversity: Sangha-Kwa era.
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Map 4. Center of diversity: proto-Forest-Savanna era.

the modern-day parts of Africa in which Bantu languages are spoken, 
occupying less than fi ve per cent of the total Bantu-speaking areas, as 
Map 2 shows. Th e remaining Bantu languages, which spread across 
more than 95 per cent of the Bantu sphere, belong to a single branch, 
Sangha-Kwa. Th e center of diversity at the fi rst stages of Bantu history, 
and therefore the original territories of proto-Bantu and proto-Nyong-
Lomami, lay without doubt in the farthest northwest areas.

At the third stage of Bantu language history, the proto-Sanga-Kwa 
era, the center of diversity continued to be in the far northwest. Th e 
Sangha-Kwa branch diverged at that period into four sub-branches: 
Ngondi, Okani, Kota-Wumvu, and Forest-Savanna-Bantu. Again, three 
of the four sub-branches are restricted to the northwest, as Map 3 
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depicts, with just one of the four sub-branches, Forest-Savanna-Bantu 
accounting for all the rest of the Bantu languages.

At the fourth stage in this history, the proto-Forest-Savanna period, 
at least eight sub-sub-branches evolved out of the Forest-Savanna 
sub-branch: Mboshi, Langa-Mbesa, Boan, Enya-Binja, Lebonya, Teke-
Mbede, Nzadi, and Savanna-Bantu. Th e locations of these branches 
reveal a new center of diversity for this fourth era of Bantu expansion, 
along the lower and middle Congo River, although still in the north-
western quadrant of the modern-day Bantu sphere. Again, as Map 4 
reveals, only a single sub-sub-branch, Savanna-Bantu accounts for all 
the Bantu languages spoken east and south this still relatively narrow 
center of diversity.

Map 5. New expansions in proto-Savanna-Bantu era.
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Th e fi ft h and sixth stages of Bantu divergence, the proto-Savanna-
Bantu and proto-Eastern-Savanna eras, successively broadened the 
areas occupied by early Bantu speech communities. But in each case 
the new centers of diversity again lie adjacent to the centers of diversity 
of the immediately preceding periods, as is apparent from Maps 5 and 
6. Savanna-Bantu diverged into four sub-sub-sub-branches, three of 
which abut other of the major sub-sub-branches of Forest-Savanna-
Bantu and only one of which, Eastern-Savanna, has a vastly wider 
spread, accounting for all the numerous Bantu languages spoken far-
ther east. Eastern-Savanna in turn broke up into fi ve sub-sub-sub-sub-
branches, with four of those groups spoken adjacent to the rest of the 
Savanna-Bantu group, and just one, Mashariki, of again wide dispersal, 

Map 6. New Expansions, proto-Eastern Savanna era.
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accounting for all the Bantu languages spoken across the eastern side 
of Africa.

Th e fi rst four stages in this history appear to have followed in rela-
tively close succession, with each period lasting just a few centuries 
and with the next era of wider spread beginning even as the previous 
stage was still unfolding. Kairn Klieman proposes dating the Nyong-
Lomami expansion to the early centuries of the third millennium BCE, 
and the Sangha-Kwa spread to around the middle of the millennium.5 

5 Klieman (2003: chapter 2) lays out the arguments for this chronology and explains 
how the overlapping of linguistic changes from one period into the next reveals the 
early stages of Bantu population and language movement as having proceeded one 
aft er other without out any major breaks.

Map 7. New Expansions, at end of proto-Mashariki era.
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Th e proto-Forest-Savanna and proto-Savanna eras likely belong to the 
late third and earlier second millennia BCE respectively. Th e still later 
proto-Eastern-Savanna stage probably took shape around the middle 
centuries of the second millennium.

Only in the last two periods of Bantu divergence, the successive 
proto-Mashariki and proto-Kaskazi/proto-Kusi eras depicted in Map 7, 
did Bantu-speaking immigrants begin to establish themselves through 
eastern and southeastern Africa. Th e developments set in motion by 
these expansions extended across the centuries from the early last mil-
lennium BCE to the mid-fi rst millennium CE. Th e narrow distribution 
of one of the three subgroups of Mashariki, Western Mashariki, around 
the middle of Lake Tanganyika, fi ts in with the proposal that this last 
major era of Bantu immigration originated just west of that lake, at 
the eastern edges of the regions reached by previous proto-Eastern-
Savanna era of expansion, and radiated out northward, eastward, and 
southeastward from there.6

To sum up, the linguistic evidence reveals a long succession of incre-
mentally wider expansions of Bantu speech communities over three 
millennia. Th e population movements that spread Bantu languages 
began in the far northwestern corner of the equatorial rainforest of 
Africa, probably early in the third millennium BCE. At the proto-
Forest-Savanna period, the fourth stage in the linguistic history dating 
to around 2000 BCE, Bantu languages for the fi rst time spread beyond 
the northwestern corner of the rainforest belt, apparently principally 
following the Congo River both up and downstream. At the fi ft h and 
sixth stages, the proto-Savanna and proto-Eastern Savanna eras, Bantu 
communities spread into western and central parts of the southern 
savanna belt. A seventh stage in the spreading out of Bantu com-
munities began around 1000 BCE, with the proto-Mashariki initially 
establishing themselves in the western parts of the African Great Lakes 
region. Aft er mid-fi rst millennium BCE this settlement gave rise to a 
wide scattering out of the speakers of two branches of the Mashariki 
Bantu languages, Kaskazi and Kusi, whose communities by the middle 
of the fi rst millennium CE extended across much of eastern and south-
ern Africa. Contrary to ideas common in earlier African historiogra-
phy, there was no single “Bantu expansion.” Th e Bantu languages did 

6 Ehret (1998: chapter 2) lays out the origin areas and early expansions of the 
Mashariki Bantu; Chapters 6 and 7 describe the later settlements of their Kaskazi and 
Kusi descendants.
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not explosively expand across Africa, and the various migrations of 
Bantu-speaking communities were not driven by some single cause, 
such as the possession of ironworking.7

The Demography and Social History of Population 
Movements: Word Borrowing Testimonies

Th e Numic and the Bantu examples illustrate how the evidence of lan-
guage relationships and the mapping of those relationships reveal ori-
gin areas and outline the broad directions of such migrations. But from 
a historian’s perspective that is mere framework. History is about cause 
and consequence in human lives. Positioning migration in the nexus 
of historical change requires us to ask more demanding questions. 
What scale and kind of migration of people accompanied a particular 
language spread? What was the relative demographic contribution of 
incoming populations? What kinds of relationships played out among 
immigrating people and previously established people? What kinds of 
social change ensued? Economic change? Political change? Cultural 
change?

Questions like these require a diff erent kind of linguistic argumenta-
tion, drawing on the evidence of word borrowing over extended peri-
ods of time. It turns out that diff erent defi nable patterns of historical 
encounter between speakers of diff erent languages—whether brought 
about by migration or other causes—each engender a diff erent pattern 
of word borrowing over time. Th e diff erent histories, in other words, 
leave behind diff erent word-borrowing signatures in the languages 
concerned. Modeling from real-time cases, both African and non-
African, has allowed this writer to propose an overall categorization 
of the diff erent word-borrowing signatures and the varieties of histori-
cal encounter between societies that can generate these patterns.8 Th is 
scheme, presented in Figure 1, though still in many respects a work in 
progress and in need of ongoing refi nement, has already proved to be 
an eff ective interpretive tool in a variety of African cases where written 
evidence is lacking, as well as in cases where written documentation 

7 Ehret 2005: vol. 2, pp. 664–670, presents a detailed overview of this very longue 
durée history.

8 Ehret (forthcoming: chapter 4 ‘Historical Inference from Word Borrowing”) pro-
vides the most up-to-date presentation of the categories.
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does exist.9 Note that the eff ective identifi cation of word borrowings 
depends on fi rst working out the regular sound correspondence pat-
terns of the language that has adopted them and the language from 
which they came. In addition, determining when a word borrowing 
took place and its historical signifi cance requires a clear language clas-
sifi cation and stratigraphy into which to fi t this datum.

Four illustrative case studies out of the many that could be cited 
draw our attention here. Th e migration of Semitic speakers into the 
northern Horn of Africa in the mid-fi rst millennium BCE; the migra-
tion of the ancestral Malagasy people from Indonesia to Madagascar 
in the very early fi rst millennium CE; and the movement of certain 
Luhyia Bantu speakers into the proto-Kalenjin society in Kenya in the 
mid-fi rst millennium present three contrasting examples of the speci-
fi city of the inferences possible from loanword evidence. Th e case of 
Maa and Maasai history in central East Africa illustrates the appli-
cations of this kind of resource in constructing a longue durée his-
tory characterized by recurrent episodes of population movement and 
by the succession of demographic, social, and cultural changes set in 
motion by those migrations.

Intrusive Enclave Settlement: 
Early Semitic Speakers in the Horn of Africa

Th ree thousand years ago, nearly all the languages spoken from the 
Red Sea shores of modern-day Eritrea as far south as south-central 
Ethiopia belonged to the Cushitic branch of the Afroasiatic language 
family. Today the great majority of people in those regions speak one 
of fi ft een Semitic languages. One of those languages, Amharic, is the 
fi rst language of millions of people and the common language of gov-
ernment and education in Ethiopia. Two others, Tigre and Tigrinya, 
are the majority languages of Eritrea. Th e Ethiopic Semitic languages 
all descend from a single language, proto-Ethiopic, spoken about 
2500 years ago. What kind of migration brought this language to the 
 Ethiopian highlands? Where did this migration take place? How did 

9 For an especially insightful application of these categories in seventeenth and 
eighteenth-century Sudan history to matters ignored in the existing written sources, 
see Spaulding 1990. 



132 christopher ehret

proto-Ethiopic gain wide currency in the fi rst place, and how did it and 
its daughter languages become fi rst languages in so many areas? Th e 
categories of word borrowings in the proto-Ethiopic language from the 
pre-existing Cushitic languages of the region reveal crucial elements of 
this story.

Proto-Ethiopic, in linguistic historical terms, was in origin a spo-
ken dialect of the common Yemeni language of the fi rst millennium 
BCE, so-called “Epigraphic South Arabian”. Immigrants from South 
Arabia carried this language with them when they settled in modern-
day Eritrea and far northern Ethiopia. Th e immigrants at fi rst formed 
only a tiny minority of the overall population. Why do we know this? 
Th e proto-Ethiopic language borrowed large numbers of words from 
an indigenous language of the northern Ethiopian highland belonging 
to the Agaw branch of the Cushitic group. Th e Agaw loanword set 
specifi cally displays the characteristics of the category “intensive bor-
rowing,” category 3A of Figure 1. To wit:

(1) Agaw loanwords occur all through the vocabulary of proto-
 Ethiopic;

(2) an exceptional number of Agaw loanwords entered the core vocab-
ulary of proto-Ethiopic.

Th e latter feature is the key to identifying this category of borrowing. 
Table 1 at the end of the chapter lists the six Agaw loanwords in proto-
Ethiopic among the 100 items that make the standard core vocabulary 
list.10 Core vocabulary is so highly resistant to word borrowing that 
even as few as six word borrowings from another language in the 100-
meaning list count as an extraordinary number.

Intensive word borrowing has two kinds of correlative histories. Th e 
less usual context is a very specifi c kind of violent conquest, in which 
the conquerors speak a language very closely related to the language 
of the conquered people. In this limited context, the conquered major-
ity borrow core vocabulary words from the conquerors’ language, yet 
within a very few generations the immigrant conquerors give up their 
language in favor of the language of the conquered. Th e Danish impact 
on Anglo-Saxon in ninth- and tenth-century Britain is a prime exam-

10 By core vocabulary is meant the words for meanings that make up the standard 
100-word list of basic vocabulary, oft en called the “Swadesh list”: see, for example 
Hymes 1960. 
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ple. Th is kind of history does not apply in the proto-Ethiopic case. 
Th e Semitic languages, although belonging to the same language fam-
ily as the Cushitic languages, are only very, very distantly related. As 
well, proto-Ethiopic did not soon fall out of use, but in fact eventually 
spread in the northern Horn of Africa and evolved into a number of 
daughter languages that spread still more widely in the Ethiopian high-
lands in later centuries.

Th e alternative and far more usual correlative history of Category 
3A, intensive word borrowing, is one in which the borrowing speech 
community forms a persistent minority enclave population within the 
wider territories of a far more numerous majority society. It is that his-
torical situation which the loanword evidence entails for the original 
proto-Ethiopic speakers. An enclave of this kind may arise through the 
spread of a new majority population into the territories surrounding 
the minority population. Alternatively, the enclave can be formed by an 
intrusion of new settlers into the midst of a longer-established popula-
tion. Th e linguistic geography of proto-Ethiopic’s closest relatives, the 
Epigraphic South Arabian dialects of the last millennium BCE, puts 
it beyond doubt that the proto-Ethiopic speakers were intruders from 
Yemen: proto-Ethiopic was the language of migrants who had moved 
across the Red Sea and settled in enclaves in the midst of long-estab-
lished Agaw-speaking peoples.

What kind of enclaves were these? A further category of word bor-
rowing, Category 2C, a semantically restricted subset of terms relating 
to agriculture, lies embedded within the overall intensive Agaw loan-
word set of proto-Ethiopic. Th is subset points us toward an answer. 
Th e people who brought the proto-Ethiopic language to the Ethiopian 
highlands in the fi rst millennium BCE, it is evident, were not them-
selves farmers, but followed an entirely non-farming occupation and 
obtained their food from the indigenous Agaw populations. Th e evi-
dence on this point is compelling. Th e proto-Ethiopic speakers came 
from Yemen, where the full suite of Middle Eastern agricultural crops 
had been established for several thousand years. Yet many of the most 
basic agricultural terms of proto-Ethiopic, including words even for 
crops long grown in the Ethiopian highlands, but ultimately of Middle 
Eastern origin—wheat, barley, chickpeas, and fl ax11—and for the plow, 
were borrowed from Agaw (Table 2 at the end of the chapter lists some 

11 Appleyard (1974) details an extensive array of this evidence; see also Ehret 
1979. 
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of these terms). Th e borrowing of such words took place even though 
Semitic speakers had ancient acquaintance with these items, and even 
though ancient Semitic root words for all these crops and for the plow 
existed in the contemporary sister dialects of proto-Ethiopic spoken in 
southern Arabia in the fi rst millennium BCE.

So how did this initially very tiny minority of immigrants estab-
lish themselves as enclave populations, and why did the language of 
this tiny minority of immigrants eventually become widely adopted by 
former Agaw Cushitic speakers in the northern Ethiopian highlands? 
Th e tendency of proto-Ethiopic to maintain older Semitic commerce-
related vocabulary, in contrast to its extensive adoption of borrowed 
Agaw terms in agriculture, implies a special relation of the immigrant 
proto-Ethiopic speakers to commerce—that the immigrants came ini-
tially as merchants in pursuit of trade and that commerce formed the 
economic basis of their separate social existence. Th is kind of rela-
tion led to the use of their language, proto-Ethiopic as a lingua franca 
and thus as a second language of Agaw participants in the new kind 
of trade. Th e fragmentary epigraphic documents and the signifi cantly 
fuller archaeological evidence conform to this proposal. Th ey reveal 
that, by the 5th century BCE, the immigrants had established towns 
that were centers of commercial exchange in Eritrea and far northern 
Ethiopia, very much the kind of enclave, distinct in language from the 
surrounding countryside but dependent on surrounding peoples for 
agricultural produce, that the linguistic evidence requires.

To sum up, proto-Ethiopic borrowed many farming terms from 
Agaw because the immigrant speakers of the language in the northern 
Horn of Africa in the mid-fi rst millennium BCE were not farmers but 
urban dwellers specializing in commerce. Because it was the language 
of merchants, proto-Ethiopic also became a lingua franca, widely used 
as a second language by the Agaw majority population of the coun-
tryside.

In the later fi rst millennium CE, for which fragmentary epigraphy 
and fuller archaeology exist, a regime of city-states arose, culminating 
in the emergence of the Aksumite empire in the early fi rst millen-
nium CE. In these polities the various daughter dialects of proto-
Ethiopic, especially Ge’ez in Aksum, took on the enhanced status of 
vehicles of governance and hence of access to power, infl uence, and 
prestige. Provincial governors and their agents and servants—political 
migrants—spread these usages still more widely in the Aksumite high 
era, 100–500 CE. Over time the spoken Ethiopic Semitic dialects have 
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gained currency as new fi rst languages among many even of the most 
rural farming populations, in much the same fashion as Vulgar Latin 
did in the western Roman Empire.

Mapping Long-Distance Migration from Loanwords: 
The Malagasy Case

Th e problem of Indonesian migration to Madagascar, bringing the 
Malagasy language and culture to the island, has been the topic of a 
number of studies. Otto Dahl showed decisively a half century ago that 
the ancestral Malagasy came ultimately from Borneo, where their clos-
est related language, Maanjan, is spoken.12 An issue still bruited about, 
however, is the question of whether the proto-Malagasy sailed directly 
from Borneo to Madagascar or followed a more indirect route around 
the northern and western portions of the Indian Ocean. A generally 
neglected set of linguistic data, by allowing us to reconstruct a cultur-
ally signifi cant intermediate stage of travel in that migration, answers 
this question decisively with respect to the African side of this history. 
Th ese data, consisting of loanwords in Malagasy from an early coastal 
East African Bantu language as well as a few Malagasy loanwords in 
Bantu languages of the same region (see Table 3 at end of the chapter), 
reveal with culturally specifi c detail that, before settling in Madagascar, 
the proto-Malagasy sojourned for a time on the northern coasts of East 
Africa. Less directly, this evidence confi rms Dahl’s earlier conclusions 
that the proto-Malagasy migration around the shores of the Indian 
Ocean took place during the fi rst three centuries CE.13 Both sides of 
this encounter along the East African coasts were of a socially periph-
eral nature and principally involved the transference of new items of 
culture from one society to the other.

Th e proto-Malagasy borrowed words came from an extinct Bantu 
language, for which the name Azanian has been proposed,14 spoken 
along the northern Tanzanian coasts beginning around the second cen-
tury BCE. Th e Azanians began to be displaced no later than the third 
century CE by new Bantu communities speaking an early dialect of the 

12 Dahl 1951 and 1991. 
13 Dahl 1951 and 1991. 
14 Gonzales 2009. 
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Upland Bantu group. Th e Upland dialect in turn gradually dropped out 
of use in favor of a diff erent Bantu language, proto-Northeast-Coastal, 
the early speakers of which fi rst migrated to the coast from the East 
African interior at around the fourth century CE.15 Th e archaeology of 
especially the transition from Upland to Northeast-Coastal speaking 
societies is clear and strong and shows that it took place over a period 
of many generations, lasting roughly from around the late 300s up to 
the 600s CE.16 For the borrowed words in proto-Malagasy to have come 
from the Azanian Bantu language, the cross-cultural encounters have 
to date to the earliest part of this sequence, before 200 or 300 CE, at a 
time when Azanian Bantu speakers still predominated at the coast.

Th e borrowings of Bantu words for animals and a kind of shield fi t 
the pattern of Category 2A, semantically restricted borrowing, in this 
case refl ecting the acquisition of a new subset of subsistence knowl-
edge and one item of weaponry. Inherited Austronesian vocabulary 
maintained in Malagasy shows that the proto-Malagasy brought pigs 
and chickens and South Asian crops along on their migrations. Th e 
word borrowings (depicted in Table 3) show, on the other hand, that 
they adopted cows, sheep, and an African grain, sorghum, and a new 
kind of shield from the Bantu along the East African coast. In fi tting 
the pattern of Category 2A, semantically restricted borrowing, the 
Bantu loanwords reveal the spread of a new knowledge set but give 
no indication whether or not Bantu people were assimilated in any 
signifi cant numbers into the migrant proto-Malagasy community. Th e 
contrasting lack of any Malagasy word borrowings from the Northeast-
Coastal Bantu dialects, which replaced the Upland Bantu language in 
the coastal areas from the fourth to the seventh centuries CE, has a 
further implication, namely, that those proto-Malagasy communities 

15 Gonzales (2009) presents extended and detailed arguments for the point-for-point 
correlation of the three stages in the archaeological sequence of the Kenya-Tanzania 
coastal region, 200 BCE to the mid-fi rst millennium CE, with the linguistically-attested 
three-stage sequence of Bantu-speaking populations; see also Ehret (1998: 184–189), 
who identifi es the evidence for the Upland and proto-Northeast-Coastal Bantu parts 
of the sequence.

16 Chami (1994) documents this transition in pottery styles. Chami’s recent book 
(2006) obscures these fi ndings by arguing the view that African developments in East 
Africa over thousands of years form an unbroken continuity. Gonzales (2009) decon-
structs this view and disentangles the separate but historically overlapping elements 
of the picture.
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who migrated farther south to Madagascar embarked on this venture 
by no later than around the fourth century.

Just as clearly, not all of the proto-Malagasy picked up and moved to 
Madagascar. Some communities persisted for a while along the south-
ern Kenya and far northern Tanzania coasts, bequeathing knowledge 
of the South Asian crops, rice and bananas, to two descendant societies 
among the incoming Northeast-Coastal Bantu. Table 4 at the end of the 
chapter presents this very short list. Th e word borrowings fi t Category 
1 of Figure 1: they are single word borrowings, indicative of the spread 
of individual items of material culture from one society to another, but 
not of the migration of people. A third single word borrowing, of the 
generic term for the chicken, although probably originally adopted by 
the Azanian and Upland Bantu before 300 CE, subsequently diff used, 
with the spread of chickens to other Bantu-speaking societies, right 
across much of the eastern side of Africa. Th e slightness of the proto-
Malagasy contribution to the lexicon of the early Northeast-Coastal 
peoples has a further implication worthy of note: the proto-Malagasy 
groups who stayed behind along the East African coast were very, very 
few in number relative to the expanding Northeast-Coastal Bantu peo-
ples and were eventually absorbed with little or no cultural impact.

Gendered Migration

A third example, intriguing for quite diff erent reasons, comes from the 
history of the Luhyia, a grouping of Bantu peoples of western Kenya, 
and the Kalenjin peoples of the adjacent western Kenya highlands 
during the fi rst millennium CE. On the Luhyia side of this history, 
the dominant feature evident in the linguistic evidence for the whole 
period from the early fi rst millennium CE up to recent centuries has 
been the recurrent episodes of Luhyia migration into territories for-
merly Kalenjin in speech. Reprising that history would add examples 
of the kinds already reviewed with respect to the Numic and early 
Bantu expansions. What is diff erent about the encounters between 
Luhyia and Kalenjin is what the evidence has to teach us about recov-
ering the social history of migration. Th e expansions of the Luhyia 
involved the absorbing again and again of former local Kalenjin-speak-
ing communities as a whole into the expanding Luhyia settlements. On 
the Kalenjin side of the ethnic divide, however, migration during the 
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proto-Kalenjin period, ca. 500–800 CE, appears to have been highly 
gendered, with Luhyia women as the migrants.17

Why do we infer that migration from the early Luhyia society to the 
proto-Kalenjin society was mainly of women? In contrast to the wide 
range of Kalenjin loanwords in Luhyia, the Luhyia words adopted into 
the proto-Kalenjin language, with one exception, relate to the area of 
activity that is and was anciently women’s work in the Luhyia societies. 
Th is set of loanwords consists principally of cultivation and cooking 
terms, although it includes one term, for “tree stump,” that evokes the 
one notable Luhyia male agricultural contribution, the cutting down of 
trees in clearing new fi elds.18

What social mechanisms or relations might make sense of this evi-
dence of a one-way spread of women’s expertise? Th e proto-Kalenjin 
of the early and middle fi rst millennium CE were strongly pastoral 
people, who also practiced some cultivation of grains. To contract a 
daughter’s marriage, a family required the prospective bridegroom and 
his family to pay bridewealth in cattle and other livestock. Th e early 
Luhyia of the same period, in contradistinction, were primarily cultiva-
tors, who also raised some livestock. Th e comparative ethnographic as 
well as supporting linguistic evidence, indicate that in early periods in 
the history of Bantu-speaking peoples, bride service and not a payment 
of bridewealth preceded marriage. Th e young man seeking to marry 
had to perform an extended period of service in the household of his 
intended bride and satisfy especially the older women of the house-
hold of his worth.19 In very early Luhyia society 2000–1500 years ago 
it seems probable that this same pattern held true. A corollary of bride 
service is that it made men the immigrants, the ones who changed 
their place of residence. Paying bridewealth, in contrast, makes women 
the immigrants, even if only over a short distance.

Th e marrying of Luhyia women to Kalenjin men would have con-
ferred benefi ts for men in both societies. Luhyia women contributed an 

17 Ehret 1977. 
18 Ehret 1971: 157, Table E.2. A further word of less clear historical implication is 

the proto-Kalenjin borrowing of the old Luhyia term for “father’s sister.” Just why the 
in-marrying women’s term for their paternal aunt should have become established 
in the proto-Kalenjin language, but not any other kin terms, is unclear. But uncov-
ering the history behind this borrowing should be an interesting matter for future 
 investigation.

19 Saidi (2009) presents a variety of arguments and evidence for the ancientness of 
these kinds of relations among Bantu-speaking peoples.
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expanded agricultural variety and productivity to the Kalenjin home-
stead. Cattle ownership in Kalenjin societies was above all the pre-
rogrative of men and the primary source of wealth and status. Luhyia 
fathers, by marrying their daughters to Kalenjin men, could increase 
their own wealth in cattle and so enhance their positions in society. 
Th e numerous early Kalenjin loanwords in the Luhyia livestock lexi-
cons are in keeping with this inference.20 Th ey indicate that the fl ow 
of livestock and livestock raising expertise, associated with men, was 
just as one-way as the fl ow of cultivation lexicon and expertise associ-
ated with women, but in the exact opposite direction. Over the long 
term such relations, by increasing men’s wealth in cattle, undoubtedly 
helped bring into being new customary balances between women’s and 
men’s authority and status in the Luhyia societies. Th ese societies are 
today patrilineal, unlike the ancestral Luyia who appear to have been 
matrilineal.21 Th ey contract marriage through payment of bridewealth 
rather than through performance of bride service, and women and not 
men are the ones who move house when they get married.

Word Borrowing as a Register of Long-Term 
Demic Encounter

Th e migration histories surveyed to this point from the perspective 
of word-borrowing evidence fall into types widely studied: cases of 
long-distance ethnic migration by sea to new areas of settlement, of 
the merchant establishment of trading colonies in new lands, and 
of shorter-distance social migration across ethnic boundaries. Much 
more commonly in history, however, societies have engaged in what 
might be characterized, not as single migration events, but as cumu-
lative migrations unfolding over generations. Th e Numic and Bantu 
expansions, although each covers a radically diff erent timescale, are 
cases in point. People expand their frontiers outward into the lands 
of neighboring peoples through recurrent episodes of aggression or 
through the cumulative eff ects of recurrent, peaceful, short-distance 

20 Ehret 1971: 144, Table D.9; Ehret 1998: 317, Table 33A.
21 Ehret 1998 (Chapter 5) lays out the lexical evidence for matrilineal clans as the 

original basis of unilineal kinship among the Bantu-speaking peoples. Pp. 150–151 
make the case for the earliest Luhyia on the basis of metaphors encapsulated in terms 
today referring to patrilineal descent.
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movements of families and local communities. Strongly pastoralist 
peoples seem especially associated in the histories of Asia and Africa 
with policies of aggressive expansion. Th e Maasai of central East Africa 
are such a case.

Th e skein of social and cultural history that leads directly down to 
the emergence of the Maasai society began with the movement of a 
particular group of strongly pastoral, cattle-raising people from what is 
today far southern Sudan into the Turkana Basin of present-day north-
western Kenya, at some point in the fi rst half of the fi rst millennium 
CE.22 We call this society the pre-proto-Ongamo-Maa. Th eir heirs in 
language, the proto-Ongamo-Maa, entered a second stage of expansion 
in the eighth century CE, moving farther south from the Turkana Basin 
and establishing themselves in the Baringo Basin and adjacent Laikipia 
Plateau. By no later than around 1000, a third migration began, with a 
signifi cant portion of the pastoralist Ongamo-Maa breaking away and 
moving southward into the plains around Mount Kilimanjaro. Th e 
term “Ongamo-Maa,” by the way, comes from the names the diff erent 
descendants of the proto-Ongamo-Maa gave themselves. Th ose who 
moved south to the Kilimanjaro region called themselves in later times 
the Ongamo. Th e communities that remained behind in the Baringo 
Basin and Laikipia Plateau seem very early to have adopted a new eth-
nic self-identifi cation, Maa.

Th e Maa society expanded its territories more widely in the Baringo 
Basin and neighboring areas during the early second millennium. Late 
in the fi rst half of the second millennium, following this expansion, 
the Maa diverged into three diff erent regional collections of communi-
ties: the ancestral Sampuru, who adapted their pastoral pursuits to the 
dryer grazing lands of the eastern Baringo Basin; the Camus, who took 
up intensive irrigation agriculture near Lake Baringo; and the ancestral 
Maasai, who took advantage of the pastoral possibilities farther south 
in the highland grasslands of the Laikipia Plateau and southern Bar-
ingo Basin.23 Th e last era of this history, beginning around 1500, was 
marked by a new great expansion of the Maasai from southern Baringo 
southward via the Kenya Rift  Valley into the extensive grasslands of 
northern Tanzania.

22 Ehret 1983. 
23 Vossen 1988.
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In the current state of our knowledge, two fi rm, although approxi-
mate, dates anchor the chronology that leads down in time from the 
pre-proto-Ongamo-Maa to the latter-day Maasai people. Archaeologi-
cal fi ndings establish ca. 700 CE as the threshold of the second stage 
of this history, the movement of the proto-Ongamo-Maa from the 
Turkana Basin into the Baringo Basin of north-central Kenya.24 Th e 
independent testimonies of the oral traditions from several societies of 
Kenya and Tanzania provide the second date: they conjoin in placing 
the beginnings of the much later Maasai expansion southward from 
Baringo through the Rift  Valley of Kenya and into northern Tanzania 
in the decades immediately following 1500.25 Figure 4 depicts the lin-
guistic stratigraphy of this history, naming the succession of societies 
and providing an approximate dating scale along the right-hand side.

Th e linguistic and demic histories of the Maasai tell two diff er-
ent although inextricably intertwined stories. Th e evidence of word 
borrowing attests that, at each period of migration of the linguistic 
ancestors of the Maasai into new territories, they encountered well-
established pastoral societies already resident in those regions. Th e 
early pre-proto-Ongamo-Maa settled among Eastern Cushitic peoples 
in the Turkana Basin. Th e further expansion of their proto-Ongamo-
Maa descendants into Baringo around 700 CE engendered major inter-
actions with an early society speaking a Southern Nilotic language 
related to the modern-day Kalenjin languages of Kenya. Around the 
early second millennium, the Maa spread wider in southern Baringo 
and the adjacent Laikipia Plateau, where they competed with a well-
established Southern Cushitic-speaking society.

In each of these periods the language ancestral to Maasai borrowed a 
major set of loanwords, of the heavy general category (3B in Figure 1). 
Th is category of borrowing has major implications for demographic 
change. It consistently goes with a history in which the existing society 
at fi rst outnumbers the incoming population. A signifi cant period of 
bilingualism ensues, but over the longer term the people of the existing 
society of a region gradually assimilate into the intrusive society, oft en 
creating a new cultural synthesis of features drawn from both cultural 
backgrounds. Th e original genetic contribution of proto-Ongamo-Maa 
settlers in northern Kenya in the fi rst millennium CE was repeatedly 

24 Ambrose 1982.
25 Ehret 2001c.
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further thinned out at each period by the incorporation of a new major 
demic component from the prior populations of each region.

Tables 5–8 at the end of the chapter provide representative selec-
tions of the word borrowings dating to each of the successive peri-
ods of expansion of the peoples leading down to the Maasai. Th ese 
illustrate the defi ning types of loanwords characterizing heavy general 
borrowing, as well as reveal specifi c elements of the social and cul-
tural exchanges that accompanied the processes of assimilating exist-
ing populations into the societies of the incoming immigrants. Among 
other transferences:

(1) Th e Eastern Cushitic society of the Turkana basin in the fi rst mil-
lennium CE passed on new pastoral vocabulary to the already 
strongly pastoralist pre-proto-Ongamo-Maa, including notably a 
new item of material culture, metal cowbells (Table 5). Although 
erstwhile Eastern Cushites formed a major element in the genetic 
ancestry of the pre-proto-Ongamo-Maa people, there are no indi-
cations in the available evidence of signifi cant Eastern Cushitic 
impact on the social or political structure of society.

(2) In the subsequent era, beginning around 700, the incorporation 
of a Southern Nilotic people of the Baringo Basin into the proto-
Ongamo-Maa society appears, in contrast, to have set off  signifi -
cant social changes. Specifi c word borrowings for the “young man” 
stage of life and for the act of circumcision, the rite that initiated 
a boy into that life stage, indicate that the Ongamo-Maa society 
adopted from the Southern Nilotes both circumcision as a male 
rite of passage and at least one part of the age ranking system for 
men characteristic of more recent Maa peoples (Table 6). Th e like-
liest explanation for the adoption of this demanding rite was that 
it had already been a long established, socially pivotal observance 
among the majority element in the amalgam of communities 
incorporated into the proto-Ongamo-Maa society, that majority 
element being the former Southern Nilotic-speaking society of the 
Baringo Basin.

(3) Th e Southern Cushitic society involved in the interactions of the 
subsequent Maa period of the early second millennium had an 
even more startling impact on the people who moved into their 
lands. Th e new society that evolved out of this encounter retained 
the older ethnic name of the Southern Cushitic society, Ma’a, in the 
form Maa, as the self-name of the new society, even while  shift ing 
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to the Ongamo-Maa language of the immigrants (Table 7).26 
In other words, a considerable sense of societal continuity prevailed 
across the transition. Th e formerly Southern Cushitic society, it can 
be argued, did not break up in the face of the immigrants’ inroads, 
but instead found ways to accommodate to their presence. One of 
the eff ects of that accommodation is likely to have been a period 
of extensive bilingualism, with the immigrant language over the
longer term fi nally displacing the Southern Cushitic language 
from use.

(4) Finally, later on in the fi rst half of the second millennium, the 
South Kalenjin brought with them into late Maa society new social 
and political features, while having an impact on livestock raising 
as well as on religious and medical ideas. Notably, the Kalenjin 
communities who were incorporated into late Maa society con-
tributed a cluster of new vocabulary relating to the functions and 
roles of the age grades (formally defi ned and ritually recognized 
stages of life) of “young men” and “elders”. When boys were cir-
cumcised, they were initiated into a named age set. In conjunc-
tion with their joining the age set, they simultaneously graduated 
as a group from the status of boy into the age grade of young 
man. Fift een or more years later the age set underwent a second 
graduation, from the young man age grade (see Table 6) to the age 
grade of “elder” (see Table 8). Th e grades together constituted the 
political system: the young man age grade had responsibility for 
war and defense; from the elder grade came the oligarchy of elders 
who governed the society.

Th e infl ux into the Maa language during this last period of new terms 
from South Kalenjin relating to age grades and age sets probably indi-
cates that some restructuring of how the grades carried out their roles 
in society took place. For example, the two terms, ol-porror and e-sirit, 
depict fi ghting groups of young men, while the borrowing of ol- payian 
“elder” may indicate changes in Maa conceptions of the elder age grade, 
although what the changes if any might have been is not yet known.

26 Th e term Maasai, which became the name of a major descendant people of the 
Maa, is itself a probable borrowing of an old, now lost Southern Cushitic plural form 
of Ma’a.
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Yet despite the adoption of new terms from South Kalenjin, the 
older Maa structuring of the overall political system persisted. In the 
proto-Kalenjin society of the later fi rst millennium CE, and probably 
also among the South Kalenjin, a cycle of eight age-set names existed.27 
When a new age set was formed it took the next name on the cycle. 
In most Kalenjin societies, a new age set was initiated approximately 
every fi ft een years, so that aft er about 120 years had passed, the age 
set names began to repeat. Th e Maa had, in contrast, a linear nam-
ing system for age-sets—they chose an entirely new name each time 
a new age set of young men was initiated—and that pattern persisted 
from the early Maa down through their more recent cultural and lin-
guistic heirs, the Sampuru and the Maasai. Th e heavy general category 
of South Kalenjin word borrowings in Maa fi ts the conclusion that 
the South Kalenjin initially outnumbered the Maa groups expanding 
into their lands. But the persistence of the Maa linear structure of the 
age-grade/age-set system, despite the infl ux of new Kalenjin terms for 
particular elements of the system, shows that the Maa communities 
held the politically central position in the long-term processes of eth-
nic incorporation that their expansion set in motion.

Prospects and Scope

Th is chapter barely scratches the surface of what can be done and what 
has already been done with linguistic evidence in probing histories of 
migration. Especially, the materials presented on the contribution of 
loanwords studies are the merest tidbits of the feast of information this 
set of techniques can uncover. Th e techniques of this kind of work have 
immense potential anywhere the written sources are sparse or lacking. 
Even where written sources seem extensive, analysis of the patterns of 
word borrowing over time can suggest new avenues for exploration 
and may bring to light unsuspected aspects of the person-to-person 
level of encounter between immigrants and indigenes.28

For the African continent there already exist complex studies, 
with linguistic evidence as a primary resource, of long-term regional 

27 Ehret 1971: 64.
28 Spaulding 1990, already cited in footnote 9, is a striking demonstration for eight-

eenth-century Sudan history of this latter potentia.
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 histories involving multiple spreads of peoples and the intricate inter-
sections and diff usions of ideas and things associated with those devel-
opments. Th e southern half of the African continent is particularly well 
served by such studies, among them Jan Vansina’s Paths in the Rainfor-
ests,29 David Schoenbrun’s A Green Place, A Good Place,30 this writer’s 
An African Classical Age,31 and Kairn Klieman’s Th e Pygmies Were Our 
Compass.32 African linguistic historical data have also contributed to 
the modeling of the long-term eff ects of the development of early agri-
culture on the migrations of people and the spread of language.33

Th e teaching and applying of linguistic methods for history never-
theless tend largely still to focus on the questions of where languages 
originated and where they spread and on what reconstructed early 
vocabulary can reveal about past culture. As valuable as this informa-
tion can be, it leaves aside the complexity of cultural encounter and 
its human dimensions that sophisticated and detailed examination of 
loanword histories reveals. It is that body of method this chapter par-
ticularly aims at bringing to the attention of scholars of migration. Th e 
utility and power of these methods in studying pre-modern migration 
is clear, and they are likely to have much to tell us about migration in 
the past 500 years as well.

29 Vansina 1990.
30 Schoenbrun 1998.
31 For which see footnotes 3 and 4.
32 Klieman 2003. 
33 Ehret 2003. 
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Table 1. Agaw Core Vocabulary Loanwords in proto-Ethiopic.

Ethiopic root Source of borrowing Commentary 

*t’әs “smoke” proto-Agaw (PA) *t’әza 

*s’ägwär “hair” Agaw: Bilin šәgwәr; proto-
East Cushitic (PEC) 
*t’ogor-(< proto-Cushitic 
(PC) *t’agwar-) 

Vnk’ak’Vh ̣ 
“egg” 

PC *ʔink’ok’anḥ- (proto-
Soomaali *ukah ̣; proto-
Southern Cushitic 
*k’ok’aanh ̣-) (East Cushitic: 
Oromo ank’ak ’u is 
borrowing from Ethiopic)

Not known in modern-
day Agaw languages, but 
regular pre-PA shape 
of this root would have 
been *ʔәnk’ak’aḥ-; hence 
borrowing from extinct 
Agaw language is indicated 
here 

*dämmänä 
“cloud” 

PA *dәmmәn-/*dämmän-

*ʕas-“fi sh” PA *as- ~ *ʕas- Borrowed from Agaw 
language in which ʕ was 
retained 

*bärärä “to fl y” Agaw: Kemant bärär; 
PEC *barar-

*ʕok’ “to know” PA *akw’- Borrowed from Agaw 
language in which ʕ was 
retained 
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Table 2. Agaw Agricultural Loanwords in proto-Ethiopic.

Ethiopic root Source of borrowing Commentary 

proto-Ethiopic 
(PE) *ʔәrf-
“plowshare” 

proto-North Agaw (PNA) 
*ärb-әn (proto-Agaw [PA] 
*ʔärf-) 

Agaw form attests common 
North Agaw ablaut, f/b 
stem-fi nal (from earlier f/p 
variant: *p > PA *b) 

PE *sәnrä ~ 
*särnä “wheat” 

PA *sinra From Agaw 

PE *tälba ~ 
*tәlba “fl ax” 

PNA *tәrba From Agaw 

PE *dagusa 
“fi nger millet” 

PA *dagus- “fi nger millet”; 
also proto-East Cushitic 
(PEC) *dingaws-: Yaaku 
tinkausi “bulrush millet”; 
Gawwada tisk-aar-“wheat” 
(PC *dingaws-/*dangaws-) 

From Agaw: meaning and 
phonology support this 
conclusion 

PE *t’äf “tef ” PA *taf-(PNA *tab-) Agaw form attests common 
North Agaw ablaut, *f/*b 
stem-fi nal 

PE *bәgg-
“sheep” 

PA *bәga From Agaw 

proto-North 
Ethiopic (PNE) 
*säk’-“barley” 

PA *säk-um From Agaw 

PNE *nәw-
“plow” 

PNA *nuw- “plow”; 
Beja niu “plow handle” 

From Agaw 
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Table 3. Upland Bantu Loanwords in proto-Malagasy.

Malagasy root 
word

Source of borrowing Commentary 

*ampemby 
“sorghum” 

*m-pembe < proto-
Kaskazi (PK) *-pemba ~ 
*-pembe (*m- is Bantu 
n. class prefi x) 

Innovation of the Kaskazi 
group to which Azanian 
Bantu belonged; Malagasy 
added *a- because *mp 
cannot occur word-initially 

*ombikombi, 
*angomby “cow” 

PK *ŋombe (proto-
Mashariki) 

Consonant *ŋ did not 
exist in proto-Malagasy: 
as a result, speakers either 
deleted it or changed it 
to ng 

*ondrikondri 
“sheep” 

early Kaskazi (South 
Nyanza areal cluster) 
*ŋondi 

Specifi cally innovation of 
South Nyanza areal cluster 
of communities, from which 
the Upland Bantu diverged 
in the late 1st millennium 
BCE; see preceding note for 
phonological treatment; 
*nd > *ndr is Malagasy 
sound change 

*ampinga 
“shield” 

*m-pinga < proto-
Mashariki and PK *-ping- 
“to put across, bar, 
obstruct, put in the way 
of ” (m- is Bantu n. class 
prefi x) 

Innovated term apparently 
unique to extinct Azanian 
language of the coast; *a-
added because *mp cannot 
occur word-initially in 
Malagasy 
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Table 4. Proto-Malagasy loanwords in Northeast-Coastal Bantu languages.

Northeast-
Coastal root 
word 

Source of borrowing Commentary 

proto-Seuta 
*i-huti “banana” 
(< pre-proto-
Seuta *i-puti) 

proto-Malagasy *futi 
(from Austronesian *puti) 
 (modern-day Malagasy 
fotsy (pronounced [futsi]) 

*i- is Bantu n. class prefi x 

Swahili wali 
“cooked rice” 

proto-Malagasy *vari 
(from old Austronesian 
root) (modern Malagasy 
spelling vary) 

*n-kuku 
“chicken” (this 
term later 
diff used as far 
south as South 
Africa) 

proto-Malagasy akuku 
(> modern-day 
Malagasy akuhu) 

If this were a Bantu loan 
in Malagasy, it would have 
yielded Malagasy *ankuhu 
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Table 5. Eastern Cushitic Loanwords in pre-proto-Ongamo-Maa Period.

Loanword Eastern Cushitic 
Root

Loanword Eastern Cushitic 
Root 

Core vocabulary Livestock lexicon 

*-boliboli “egg” Proto-Eastern 
Cushitic (PEC) 
*BolBol “egg”

εm-balelo “lamb”

*-tuala “cow bell”

*-maal “dewlap”

LEC: Oromo balale, 
etc.

LEC: Oromo duwala, 
etc.

PEC *ma‘al-

(large wild animals)

*-sarrai “oryx” PEC: *sar- “sp. large 
antelope” 

Other material culture lexicon

Peripheral basic lexicon

ɔl-balbal “lake” PEC *bal-, *balbal-

ε-sıpıl “iron point, 
blade”

ε-maro “large 
homestead”

LEC: Oromo sibila 
“iron”

proto-Eastern 
Cushitic *mar- “to 
reside” (Afar maro 
“homestead”)

Small and medium animals

Numerals

ɔl-kaldas “baboon” 
ɔl-cuki “kind of 

 mongoose

εn-garrarraiyo 
“chameleon”

PEC *geldees-
PEC *cuuk’- 

(Soomaali 
shuuqshuuq)

Lowland Eastern 
Cushitic (LEC): 
Oromo garara

saal “nine” (loss of 
*g is regular Maa 
change)

ip “hundred”

PEC *sagaal”

LEC: Oromo d’ibba, 
etc.
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Table 6. Southern Nilotic Loanwords in proto-Ongamo-Maa.

Loanword Southern Nilotic
Root

Loanword Southern Nilotic 
Root

Large wild animals Various culture lexicon 

*-makau 
 “hippopotamus”

*-sirua “eland; 
eland-colored 
cow”

*-ınkat-“wildebeest”

SNil *makau ~ *makai

SNil *siirua

SNil *ınkat

*-supeni “ewe lamb”

*-lɔŋɔ “long oval 
shield”

*-piron “fi restick”
*-murrani “youngman 

(age grade)”

 SNil *supeen

SNil *lɔɔŋ-

SNil *piron
SNil *muren

Small and medium animals 

*-kɔrɔi “colobus 
 monkey”

SNil *kɔrɔɔi- *-mυrat-“to 
 circumcise”

SNil *mυraat

*-motonyi “vulture” SNil *motoony
*-k-olupa “centipede” SNil *ooluup-

Numerals 

*-tikitam “twenty” SNil *tiktem
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Table 7. Southern Cushitic (Ma’a) Loanwords in early Maa language.

Loanword Southern Nilotic 
Root

Loanword Southern Nilotic 
Root

Core vocabulary Small and medium wild animals

*-sapuk “big” (bor-
rowed root plus 
Maa *-k adj. suff .)

PSC *�af- “to grow” e-suni “blue duiker”
*-kumani “bush 

 duiker”

Ma’a soni
SCush *guman-

(not known 
in present-day 
Ma’a

Large wild animals Subsistence lexicon

ɔl-arro “buff alo” present-day Ma’a aro 
“elephant”: earlier 
SCush meaning 
“large herbivore 
(gen.)”

e-luaata “herd” (stem 
*lua plus Maa *-ta 
noun suff .)

SCush *lawa 
“enclosed 
homestead (in 
which herd is 
kept at night)”

e-maalo “greater 
kudu”

present-day Ma’a malo, 
from earlier *ma’alo

-was “black cow with 
white fl anks”

SCush *wasi 
 “colobus mon-
key” (which 
is black and 
white)

*-sarga “bushbuck” SCush *sarig-“antelope 
sp.” (not present in 
modern-day Ma’a)

en-kurma “cultivated 
fi eld”

Ma’a-Kurume
“cultivated 
fi eld” 
(SCush *kur-
“cultivate”)

Ethnic name

*Maa “the Maa 
peoples”

Ma’a, self-name of 
the Ma’a Southern 
 Cushites
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Table 8. Kalenjin Loanwords in the Maa language.

Loanword Kalenjin Root Loanword Kalenjin Root

Core vocabulary Various material culture

*-Irυra “to sleep Proto-Kalenjin (PK) 
*rur

ɔl-mυrυnya “razor”
ɔ-sosian “stick for 

cleaning 
calabashes”

PK *mυrυnyɑ
PK soosiɑn

Large wild animals ε-mɔɔtian “quiver” PK *mɑɑt- plus 
PK *iaan noun 
suff .

(e)-ŋiro “rhinoceros, 
rhino-colored, 
brown”

PK *ŋir- “rhinoceros” ε-sampυr “pouch”

ɔl-kεsεn “baby-sling”

PK *sɑɑmpυr 
“kind of hide 
sack”

PK *kesen “to 
carry (child) 
on back”

εn-anka “cloth” PK *aanka

Peripheral basic lexicon 

-misimis “to be dark” PK *miis “to make 
dark”

Society and beliefs

εn-kanyıt “honor” PK *kɑɑnyıt
Small and medium animals ɔl-payian “elder 

(age grade)”
PK *pɑɑyɑɑn

o-suiyani “wild dog” PK *suiyɑɑn ol-porror “age-set 
band”

PK *poror

e-sirit “age-set band” PK *sirit
Environment εn-tɔmɔnɔnı, pl. 

ın-tɔmɔnɔk 
“pregnant woman”

PK *tɔmɔnɔ

ɔŋata, aŋata “plains”

Livestock terminology

PK *ɑŋata *-sai “to pray”
-sakut “to work 

magic on”

PK *sɑɑi ~ *saai
PK *saakut 

“medicine; to 
work magic on”

ε-sεtan “magic” PK *sεεtan 
 “amulet”

aros “cow, black and 
white spotted on 
underbody”

PK *ɑɑruus “dappled, 
mostly blue-gray 
cow” Numerals

keri “cow, with black 
stomach, white 
back” 

PK *keri “black-and-
white; striped”

ɔsɔm “thirty” PK *sosom

ol-meregeʃ “ram” PK *merekic artam “forty” PK *artam
o-sitima “young ram” PK *setiim “wether” onom “fi ft y” PK *kɔɔnɔɔm
ε-sυnya “fat cuts of 

meat”
PK *suun- (plus PK 

noun suff ., -ia)



THE ARCHAEOLINGUISTICS OF MIGRATION

Patrick McConvell

Introduction

In prehistory, we do not have direct documentary evidence of migra-
tions, but archaeology and linguistics may provide clues. Oft en there 
are material objects and traces (studied by archaeology) and languages 
or linguistic features (studied by diachronic linguistics) in one place 
which bear a resemblance to those in another place. One type of expla-
nation of such a distribution is migration: people moved from one 
place to another and took their artefacts and styles of life and/or their 
languages with them.

In the history of both archaeology and linguistics, migration has 
been the dominant form of explanation of such patterns at various 
times in various places. However this has caused a reaction at vari-
ous phases, and the sceptics about migration-driven explanation usu-
ally turn to one or other form of diff usion of traits as an alternative. 
In archaeology, trade is another way in which artefacts can be trans-
ported from place to place, and styles of production and life can also 
move from place to place without signifi cant people-movement, either 
in association with trade or independently.

Languages can spread by migration of groups into unpopulated 
areas, or by driving out or, more rarely, exterminating indigenous pop-
ulations. In such cases infl uence of other languages on the migrants’ 
language may be minimal, and changes which the language of the 
migrants undergoes are driven by internal factors. Where migrants 
move into contact with or through other groups, aspects of languages 
can also be adopted by neighbours (such as loanwords) oft en in tan-
dem with trade and diff usion of other cultural traits, in processes 
known as ‘language contact’ or ‘adstrate infl uence’.

Adoption of whole languages without signifi cant people movement 
is a more doubtful scenario, both in terms of theory and historical 
experience. But certainly whole groups of people can undergo ‘lan-
guage shift ’ to a migrant language when exposed to relatively small 
numbers of migrants, under the right conditions (Figure 1a). Th is is 



156 patrick mcconvell

oft en thought of as a consequence of invasion and ‘elite dominance’ 
militarily and politically by the newcomers. Th e adoption by a central 
European group of the language Hungarian, which has its origins far 
to the east, is probably an example of this.1 It occurs also between 
groups where power relations are not on the face of it so unequal, as 
in the ‘downstream spread’ cases to be discussed further below.

More frequently, migrant groups undergo language shift  to the lan-
guages of the people among whom they come to live (Diagram 1b): 
this is the common case in recent historical migrations. Pakendorf also 
shows that some groups of Yakuts in Siberia shift ed to Even when 
they moved into their area in prehistory.2 Where language shift  has 
occurred, historical linguistics can frequently detect what is called 
‘substrate’ infl uence—aspects of the previous language spoken by the 
group continuing in the new language that they have adopted.

1 Pakendorf (2005) for the Siberian cases cited here uses bio-genetics, specifi cally 
mitochondrial DNA, to establish whether language shift  has occurred or not, and at 
least in clear and relatively recent cases, this is probably the most powerful tool we 
have at the moment. Th e fact that Hungarians are very similar to the peoples sur-
rounding them genetically while speaking an unrelated language points to language 
shift  having taken place based on a small migrant population (Sokal 1988).

2 Pakendorf 2005.

Figure 1a & 1b. Language Shift  and Migration.
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Migrations without language shift —exceptions to the tendency for 
language shift  in one direction or the other to accompany migration—
include mass colonizations by people such as Europeans in the Ameri-
cas, Australasia and Southern Africa, and a few exceptional cases of 
smaller groups of people retaining their old language for some gen-
erations, like some Romany groups, and the Sprachinseln (language 
islands) formed by groups which impose isolation and cultural con-
servatism on themselves, like the German Mennonites in America 
and Russia. Other Yakuts groups apart from the ones which shift ed to 
Even retained their original language despite migrating. Th e absence 
of language shift  is also characteristic of ‘upstream spread’ to be dis-
cussed later.

All the diff erent processes of language spread and interaction 
described above involve an element of migration, and the diff erent 
scenarios do have diff erent linguistic ‘signatures’ which enable us to 
distinguish them in undocumented cases. Th ese signatures are more 
clearly discernible where we can add archaeological and bio-genetic 
evidence to them. Spreads of language families oft en involve complex 
sequences of migration and language shift , but it is argued here that 
this is not random but displays a pattern, which is discussed under the 
heading of the ‘upstream-downstream’ model.

Migration in Archaeology

Adams et al. announced the ‘retreat from migrationism’ and Anthony 
bemoaned the fact that anti-migrationism and ‘immobilism’ had been 
dominant in archaeology for over two decades.3 By 1997 though, 
‘banished’ migration could be said to have been ‘readmitted . . . to the 
wings’.4 Reviewing the position of migration in archaeology at the 
beginning of this century Burmeister remarks that in archaeology 
‘migration is largely absent as an object of study’5 but this has been 
enacted in diff erent ways in diff erent traditions: in Britain and  America 

3 “Migrationism” is the notion that cultural change is generally linked to the migra-
tion of human populations. In the early twentieth century this view was commonly 
displaced by “diff usionism,” the notion that cultural patterns could spread and change 
independently of migration. Adams et al. 1978; Anthony 1990.

4 Chapman and Hamerow 1997a: 1.
5 Burmeister 2000: 539.
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the predominant attitude has been blanket rejection of migration as an 
explanation, whereas in the German tradition migration has been the 
default explanation of similarities but without serious justifi cation or 
theorisation of it. Burmeister calls for ‘a method of establishing proof 
of migration and the expansion of the theoretical understanding of 
migration as an element of cultural behaviour’.6 Anthony in his com-
ment on Burmeister says that these aims are already being addressed 
in what he calls ‘new migration studies’ and, referring to his earlier 
paper,7 that the ‘role of migration studies has changed dramatically 
in the last ten years’.8 Th e beginnings of success in distinguishing 
between the evidence for migration and for cultural diff usion links 
to the notion supported in this paper that we need to develop robust 
characterisations of ‘signatures’—characteristic patterns—of migration 
and of cultural diff usion in the interdisciplinary fi eld of archaeology, 
linguistics and bio-genetics.9

‘Immobilism’ and ‘anti-migrationism’ was particularly strong in 
Australianist archaeology from the 1960’s to the early 1990’s, with 
major fi gures such as Richard Gould promoting the idea of cultural 
continuity and stability in the Western Desert for over 10,000 years.10 
Nowadays this region is well recognised as having seen many changes, 
including in population and language, during that period,11 although 
there is still resistance to embracing strong migrationist hypotheses.

Anthony states correctly, but contrary to the prevailing view in much 
of 20th century archaeology, that in prehistory and history ‘Migration 
is not an exception but a constant’.12 Much recent work in archaeology 
and in the interdisciplinary prehistory involving linguistics, such as 
Bellwood, has crucially involved notions of migration as the primary 
means by which languages spread.13

 6 Idem: 540.
 7 Anthony 1990.
 8 Anthony 2000:554.
 9 Th ere has also been work on ‘models of human colonization’ deriving its impetus 

mainly from archaeology, which relates to prehistoric migration studies e.g. Moore 
and Campbell (2000).

10 Gould 1969.
11 Smith 2005 and other papers in Veth, Smith & Hiscock eds. 2005.
12 Anthony 1997:29.
13 Bellwood 2005.
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Migration in Linguistics

Th e view proposed here is that migration has been signifi cant through-
out Australian prehistory and is associated with the spreads of language 
families. Th is view is expressed here in terms of linguistic models of 
family trees and punctuated equilibrium.

Th e comparative method and language contact

Th e comparative method in diachronic linguistics has oft en been allied 
to migration scenarios. Th e model has as its central mechanism the 
diff erentiation of a proto-language into dialects and then into separate 
languages, which in their turn split into yet another language (Figure 2).
Commonly this process is aligned with an expansion and dispersal of 
the speakers of the proto-language, although this is not strictly part of 
the model.

Figure 2. Th e Family Tree Model of Change in Linguistics.
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Th e nature of the trees linguists can construct using such methods has 
also been thought valuable in forming hypotheses about where the 
homeland of the proto-language was and therefore where languages 
(and by inference the groups speaking them) travelled from there. 
For instance the idea, stemming from Sapir, that the area in which 
the greatest diversity of languages is found in a family or subgroup 
is probably close to the homeland, is still used frequently as a fi rst 
approximation in such work, although in fact historical contingencies 
can render this method less useful in many cases. Th e fact that such 
theorising was called ‘Migration Th eory’ gives an indication of how 
close the connection between language divergence and migration has 
been considered to be in linguistics.14

Another aspect of language spread, apart from divergence and 
dispersal, is that unless the expansion is into unoccupied territory, 
speakers of the expanding language will encounter speakers of other 
languages. Th ere is usually some eff ect on the language of both the 
expanding group and the encountered group. Th is may involve

1. diff usion of some traits in one or both directions and/or
2. language shift  on the part of one group to that of the other

Language shift  has also been a major issue in recent work by archae-
ologists drawing on linguistic evidence. Th e leading studies15 have put 
forward a strong case that language spread and language shift  are most 
strongly associated with the spread of farming. As Anthony points out 
this is oft en linked to an argument that the more intensive food pro-
duction practices increase populations and produce numerical domi-
nance, which triggers language shift  on the part of the less intensive 
hunter-gatherers.16 Th is type of argument has also been used to sup-
port the idea that hunter-gathers with intensive foraging practices 
also outnumber and spread their languages to those who have less. A 
strictly demographic approach has been criticised by Anthony, who 
thinks that socio-cultural factors may play an independent additional 
role in triggering language shift : we return to this issue below in dis-
cussing marriage systems.

14 Dyen 1956.
15 Renfrew 1987; Bellwood 2005.
16 Anthony 1997: 27.
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Despite the eff orts of Anthony, archaeologists have drawn little on 
the various conceptual schemes involving social network theory in 
migration studies, but the inclusion of an article by Leslie and James 
Milroy in the book edited by Chapman and Hamerow was a signifi -
cant attempt to introduce archaeologists to social network approaches 
in sociolinguistics. Th e Milroys stress the indexical functions of lan-
guage diff erences in symbolising group identity and draw parallels 
with the analysis of the social-symbolic function of artefact styles by 
archaeologists.17 Th ey point out the value of contemporary sociolin-
guistic studies of language variation and language shift  as assisting in 
understanding prehistoric situations. Alongside the ideas of language 
divergence (discussed above in relation to the comparative method) 
they stress the importance of instances of linguistic convergence and 
what is known as ‘focussing’, which are forms of language mainte-
nance acting to counter divergence. Th eir hypothesis is that close-knit 
networks make for language maintenance, and loosening of close-knit 
ties makes for language change.18 Th is work can also be linked to other 
studies of linguistic convergence eff ects within migrant communities 
in recent historical times, such as koineisation (merger of dialects). 
Th e resultant new dialects19 or immigrant koines20 include the Hindi/
Bhojpuri varieties spoken in Fiji, Mauritius and South Africa, and New 
Zealand and Australian English,21 of which further below.

Challenges and modifi cations of the family tree model:
Punctuated Equilibrium

Punctuated equilibrium as applied to the fi eld of diachronic linguistics 
by Dixon takes the view that the kind of divergence which is the basis 
for the family tree model in linguistics is only applicable to certain 
periods of ‘punctuation’.22 For much of prehistory, though, according 
to Dixon, the major force in language dynamics was not divergence 
but convergence through massive multidirectional diff usion of traits 
across large ‘linguistic areas’, which can be as wide as whole continents 

17 Milroy and Milroy 1997:73.
18 Idem: 77.
19 Trudgill 1986.
20 Siegel 1985:364; Kerswill 2002.
21 Trudgill 2004.
22 Dixon 1999, 2002.



162 patrick mcconvell

in the case of Australia. Such has been the eff ect of such diff usion and 
convergence that language families which might have been formed 
much earlier on are no longer discernible in the data, according to 
this hypothesis—Australia is adduced as a prime example. (Figure 3).
Th e convergence scenario is associated with long periods of lack of 
signifi cant migration.

For Australia, most historical linguists disagree with this picture and 
believe that there is strong evidence for language families of the classic 
type, including very large ones like Pama-Nyungan which covers a large 
part of Australia except for the central north. While diff usion is clearly 
at work,23 as elsewhere, many linguists believe that its eff ect has been 
overstated by Dixon and some others.24 As to the incidence of  migra-
tion internally in Australia, this is still to be investigated empirically

23 Heath 1981, 1984.
24 Alpher 2005; Evans and Mason 2005; Bowern 2006.

Figure 3. Punctuated Equilibrium Hypothesis.
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by a combination of evidence from bio-genetics, archaeology and 
 linguistics.

Renfrew seems to accept Dixon’s characterization of the Pama-Nyun-
gan family in Australia as formed by areal convergence and places a lot 
of weight on that in his latest revised model of Indo-European spread.25 
In fact most Australianist linguists believe that Pama-Nyungan is a 
language family formed by divergence as others elsewhere.26 Clendon 
also develops convergence-based ideas for Australia,27 but comments 
in the debate following the article28 are critical of his approach. Note 
that it is not argued here that linguistic convergence never occurs, for 
instance between dialects, during some phases of divergence, and this 
is for instance what Garrett argues for some parts of early Indo-Euro-
pean.29 Later the sociolinguistic situations which may underlie some 
level of resistance to divergence and even convergence during some 
phases of migration and language spread are discussed.

Hunter-gatherers and farmers

Bellwood provides cogent evidence for language expansion associ-
ated with farming dispersal.30 Th ere is a tendency for some writers 
to claim that the demographic profi les and migration behaviours of 
hunter-gatherers were very diff erent from those of farmers and pas-
toralists. Th e position that the ‘Neolithic Revolution’ brought about a 
great change in the way people related to land, and the behaviour of 
languages, is most explicit in the work of Nettle.31 A similar set of ideas 
which infl uenced Nettle but was originally not so explicitly linked to 
the hunter-gatherer/food-producer divide is the ‘punctuated equilib-
rium’ framework of Dixon, discussed above.32 Th ere is certainly a great 
deal of evidence that hunter-gatherers have led migrations that have 
spread large language families, throughout the world, but relatively 
little attention has been given to these.33

25 Renfrew 2003:20.
26 Bowern & Koch 2004, Evans 2005; Alpher 2005.
27 Clendon 2006.
28 Including McConvell 2006.
29 Garrett 2006.
30 Bellwood 2005.
31 Nettle 1999.
32 Dixon 1997.
33 See papers in Güldemann, McConvell and Rhodes forthcoming. 



164 patrick mcconvell

Language Spread

Spread zones and the Upstream-downstream model

Nichols has developed a notion of ‘spread zones’ for areas in which 
successive language spreads take place.34 McConvell has combined this 
idea with that of the ‘pulsating heart’,35 which Sutton applies to Aus-
tralia,36 to yield a model of language spread applied initially to Aus-
tralia. More recently Hill has applied the model to North American 
hunter-gatherer language spreads with some success.37

Upstream spreads are those in which groups spread into lightly 
populated corridors, usually in the arid inland. Th ese groups are 
highly mobile and, in the case of Australia at least, take advantage of 
a smaller and lighter tool kit. Th ey interact with others from the origi-
nal off shoot group but not greatly with others outside the corridor, at 
least initially. Th eir language is spread by movement of speakers and 
changes rather slowly with norms being reinforced by high levels of 
interaction with same language speakers and low levels of pressure 
from other languages.

Aft er expanding through such corridors, the same groups can enter 
a downstream phase, where they interact with people in richer environ-
ments outside the corridor. Th is interaction may involve violence and 
raiding, in combination with intermarriage and ritual alliance. While 
some movement of people is involved in this phase, language spread 
is also a result of language shift  by the people on the corridor margin 
to that of those in the corridor to a much greater extent, including the 
adoption of the new language by children of mixed marriages.

Many writers have called attention to the wide extent of range, par-
ticularly of hunter-gatherer groups, in relatively arid zones. Nichols 
distinguishes between ‘locus’ (a focal area, which could be equivalent 
to the initial upstream expansion area) and ‘range’, a broader zone 
travelled and used by speakers of a language. Th e range expands along 
an internal ‘corridor’ relatively devoid of other groups.

34 Nichols 1992, 1998.
35 McConvell 1996, 2000; McConvell & Evans 1997; Evans and McConvell 1998.
36 Sutton 1990.
37 Hill 2002. Hill (forthcoming) applies the hypothesis to two branches of the Uto-

Aztecan family, Takic and Numic and fi nds some that some predictions of the hypoth-
esis apparently do not work for these branches. See further below for discussion. 
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One aspect of this range in its early stages at least could be that it 
maintains a relative homogeneity of language despite its extensive size. 
One possible explanation for this is the maintenance of quite dense ties 
(including kinship, marriage and quasi-kinship) between people in the 
range. Th is grouping also impinges very little on any other groups and 
languages and is thus little aff ected by language contact infl uence.

Th e following diagrams depict a typical sequence which may be fol-
lowed in language spread, modelled on a situation like Australia with 
an arid inland and relatively wet and fertile nearer the coast in many 
areas. In initial upstream spread a segment of a group on the edge 
of the more fertile belt ventures further into the inland and begins 
too establish a more far-reaching range (Figure 4–5). Figure 6 shows 
what is proposed to be the typical situation of groups in an upstream 
phase, with high mobility in the expanding corridor and maintenance 
of dense networks. Figure 7 pictures a downstream spread back into 
the fertile belt, with language shift  on the part of those resident in the 
fertile belt playing a part.

Genetic, linguistic and archaeological signatures of
upstream and downstream

Th e two phases should produce distinctive bio-genetic signatures. 
Upstream phases will continue the features of the homeland popu-
lation with perhaps some ‘founder’ bottleneck eff ect if the numbers 
of the migrants are relatively small. Th ere will be a sharp bio-genetic 
division between these upstream people and those outside the cor-
ridor in the downstream area, except that there will be some closer 
connections with the people of the origin area if their descendants are 
still there.

On the other hand the downstream phase involves high levels of 
intermarriage and language shift  on the part of the resident popula-
tion, so those outside the corridor in the downstream periphery may 
switch to a new language but will continue the bio-genetic features 
of the resident population with some admixture from the corridor 
upstream population.

In linguistics, an upstream phase generally involves no language shift  
and little contact with other languages, since it is similar to ‘initial col-
onization’, as it is assumed that the area into which the migrant speak-
ers are moving is sparsely populated. Language change is  internally 
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Figure 4. Initial Upstream Spread.

Figure 5. Range Expansion.
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Figure 6. High mobility, Dense networks.

Figure 7. Downstream spread.
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motivated, and this should be capable of being distinguished in most 
cases from contact-induced change. For instance there is more likeli-
hood that meanings of environmental vocabulary will change, or new 
terms be coined, as people move into new ecological zones, since the 
option of borrowing terms from neighbours is less available.38 Fur-
ther the idea is being considered in this paper that this phase can also 
involve homogenisation or convergence of diff erences which may have 
been present in the initial upstream-migrant group, and/or resistance 
to development of diff erences.

Th e downstream phase will be distinctively diff erent in its linguistic 
consequences. Innovations will proliferate both from direct infl uence 
of the contact of languages in the downstream zone and the breaking 
of networks which tended to maintain homogeneity in the upstream 
phase. Environmental vocabulary will be borrowed from the newly 
encountered groups living in the downstream zones, oft en massively, 
rather than change in meanings of terms, and cultural vocabulary 
will also be borrowed, either supplanting or supplementing existing 
terms.

Th e downstream phase not only involves borrowing of vocabulary 
and some grammatical features because people are interacting and 
becoming profi cient in each other’s languages, but also, according to 
the hypothesis, involves language shift . Th is may be language shift  of 
the upstream people to the downstream people’s language (migrants 
adopting host language) but also language shift  of the downstream 
people to the language of the incoming upstream people (hosts adopt-
ing migrant language). Since this is not, in Australia or in many other 
situations, a case of ‘elite dominance’ as usually understood, the social 
dynamics of the latter case has to be a focus of scrutiny. Judging 
from Australia, at least at some periods there are elements of violence 
involved with the upstream people raiding the downstream people, 
oft en to take away women and children. However a more peaceful and 
regularised form of marriage exchange may evolve in which upstream 
men may acquire multiple wives from among the downstream people 
and impose the use of their language on the children of such unions. 
It may be the case that prestige of the ritual of the upstream people 
and along with it their language also reinforces this pattern leading to 
language shift .

38 McConvell, forthcoming b.
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In the last twenty years especially a lot more attention has been 
given to diff erent patterns of language and social interaction by histor-
ical linguists, including the specifi c outcomes of language shift  versus 
other less radical contact episodes. A watershed was the publication 
of Th omason and Kaufman, where language shift  was said to involve 
‘imperfect learning’ of the target language in many cases.39 Although 
they discuss the diffi  culty of distinguishing between shift  (substra-
tum) outcomes and borrowing without shift , they do point out that 
the infl uence of the substratum language in shift  will be particularly 
strong in phonology, syntax and lexical semantics.40

Archaeologically, the upstream phase is likely to show an adapta-
tion to greater mobility and scarcer resources. In Australia the cor-
relates are a lighter-weight more streamlined tool-kit. Greater reliance 
on more reliable but more labour intensive strategies such as seed-
grinding seems to be also associated with this change of lifestyle. Th e 
downstream phase will show a partial readaptation to the less mobile 
life of the downstream residents and to some extent their technology, 
but elements of the technology used in the upstream phase may be 
retained.

Additionally oral histories or legendary stories of migrations and 
interactions of groups in the past can also be useful in reconstructing 
prehistory. While anthropologists have oft en tended to be sceptical of 
the reality of the episodes described, and ascribed symbolic meanings 
to them having more to do with recent political realities than actual 
past events, they are still likely to be grounded in actual events and are 
a legitimate source of evidence about prehistory.

Pama-Nyungan: upstream and downstream phases

Th e Pama-Nyungan language family (PN) includes the languages 
throughout about 80 percent of the Australian continent, except for 
the tropical central north where a number of other smaller Non-Pama-
Nyungan language families are located.

PN is a large and complex grouping which is no doubt the result 
of a cumulation of language expansions over several thousand years 
mainly in the mid-Holocene, but continuing until more recent times. 

39 Th omason and Kaufman 1988.
40 Idem: 50; 119.
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Th e main point to be made here is that the component spreads are 
not all of the same type, but include both upstream and downstream 
spreads.

Earlier genetic studies showed a correlation between genetic profi le 
and the PN-NPN divide indicating that there is a signifi cant migration 
component to PN spread. Moving on to recent Y-chromosome studies, 
Kayser et al. also report that ‘the high frequency of the DYS390.1del/
RPS4Y711T haplotype in Australians can be explained by a popula-
tion expansion in Australia that started about 3700 years ago in a few 
hundred individuals [a fi gure of about 4700 years ago is also yielded 
by another study].41 Th ey also note that this is in ‘remarkably good 
agreement with archaeological evidence for a mid-Holocene ‘intensi-
fi cation’ in Australian prehistory beginning ~4000 years ago’.

41 Kayser et al. 2001:185.

Figure 8. Pama-Nyungan.
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Van Holst Pellekaan et al. point to diff erent characteristics of the 
mitochondrial DNA of two populations which they call AD (Australian 
Desert, based on samples from Warlpiri people) and AR (Australian 
Riverine, around the Darling/upper Murray in New South Wales),42 
and this is supported by more recent studies.43 Th e fi rst group, AD, are 
Pama-Nyungan speakers and of a group within an ‘upstream’ migra-
tion as discussed below. Th e second group are also Pama-Nyungan 
speakers but one of the components (Paakintji) is a riverine group 
whose language diverges from other PN languages. Internal diff er-
ences in this sample group seem to refl ect less and more of the ‘des-
ert’ component.44 An interpretation of this could be that in the case of 
the Murray-Darling peoples, their adoption of Pama-Nyungan came 
about through a ‘downstream’ spread in which language shift  played a 
dominant role, allowing strong retention of original genetic patterns, 
as well as linguistically some quite heavy interference from substrate 
languages.45

In archaeology, as well as the evidence for ‘intensifi cation’ in the 
mid-Holocene, the distribution of the ‘backed artifacts’ type of blade 
has a very good fi t with the distribution of the PN family of languages; 
in the north where there are non-Pama-Nyungan languages a diff er-
ent type, the ‘bifacial blade’ is found. Backed artefacts are found in 
the north-east of Australia as early as the late Pleistocene, over 10,000 
years ago and at sites around the east coast in the early Holocene, but 
the great proliferation of this tool type came across the east of the 
continent in the period 5000–4000 years ago and in the west some-
what later.46 Th is chronology is very suggestive of a correlation with 
Pama-Nyungan expansion. Hiscock links this surge to the occupation 
of the interior due to the amelioration of the climate in the early-mid 
Holocene.47 It is certainly not always the case that technologies spread 
with people, or with languages, but in this case this is a reasonable 
hypothesis.

42 Van Holst Pellekaan et al. 1998.
43 Van Holst Pellekaan and Harding 2006.
44 Van Holst Pellekaan et al. 1998, Pardoe 2003.
45 Unlike in the north, there are no relic non-Pama-Nyungan languages (apart from 

Tasmanian, about which we know very little) so it is more diffi  cult to substantiate a 
specifi c substratum hypothesis.

46 Hiscock and Attenbrow 2005.
47 Hiscock 2002.
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As Jones remarks ‘there is quite suggestive genetic, linguistic, and 
archeological evidence for a fairly recent (from about six thousand 
years ago) demic expansion’ in Australia.48 Th e occupation of the 
inland in this main early phase of Pama-Nyungan expansion would 
have presumably been led by a series of ‘upstream’ migrations which 
are only sketchily represented by arrows on the fi gure 8. In what fol-
lows I will focus on two later spreads that form part of the general 
Pama-Nyungan spread in the late Holocene: the upstream spread of 
the occupation of the Western Desert by Wati speaking people; and 
the downstream spread of the Eastern Ngumpin languages into the 
Victoria River District of the Northern Territory. Th e characteristics of 
these two types of spreads will be illustrated by these two cases.

A downstream spread: Ngumpin-Yapa

Th e Ngumpin-Yapa subgroup of Pama-Nyungan is the northernmost 
subgroup in the central part of the family, in the western part of the 
Northern Territory and the north-eastern part of Western Australia 
(the southern Kimberleys). It abuts on to several non-Pama-Nyungan 
in the north. It has been shown to be a well-defi ned subgroup by the 
standard technique of identifying a bundle of shared innovations.49

Th e southern languages of Ngumpin-Yapa (Yapa and Western 
Ngumpin) are found in the Tanami and Great Sandy Deserts, but the 
Eastern Ngumpin languages are found in the riverine areas north of 
the desert. Th ey appear to be jutting up from the main body of Pama-
Nyungan languages and intrude between two branches of a non-
Pama-Nyungan family Mirndi.50 Th is geographical scenario supports 
a hypothesis that the languages broke away and moved north from the 
southern Ngumpin-Yapa languages. Th is looks like a classic ‘down-
stream spread’. Th e timing of this move is uncertain but a combina-
tion of archaeological and linguistic evidence suggests between 3000 
and 2000 years ago.51 Clarkson suggests that archaeological changes in 
the same area (Victoria River District) are related to the more extreme 
phase of the El Nino Southern Oscillation in the period 3500–2000 

48 Jones 2003.
49 McConvell and Laughren 2004.
50 Harvey 2008.
51 McConvell and Smith 2003.
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years ago which led to less predictable and less abundant resources.52 
Although Clarkson does not draw this conclusion, this climatic change 
could also lie behind the downstream spread of the Eastern Ngumpin 
languages north into the Victoria River District.

Linguistically the Eastern Ngumpin languages have innovated mainly 
under the infl uence of the neighbouring northern non-Pama-Nyungan 
languages. It seems likely that these eff ects are at least in part a result 
of non-Pama-Nyungan speakers shift ing to Eastern Ngumpin—that is 
what is known as ‘substrate’ infl uence.

Around 40 percent of the vocabulary of Gurindjii, a central Eastern 
Ngumpin language, are loanwords from non-Pama-Nyungan north-
ern neighbours. For instance the word for ‘meat, animal’ in Eastern 
Ngumpin is ngarin, a northern Jarragan loanword, whereas the word 
in Yapa and Western Ngumpin is kuyu/kuyi, an old Pama-Nyungan 
word for ‘fi sh’ originally, later ‘meat, animal’.53 Th e proportion is 
higher in environmental domains, indicating that the need for new 
vocabulary in the new ecological zone was satisfi ed by borrowing as 
predicted in the ‘downstream’ phase. Th ere are some loans in more 
‘core’ domains such as body parts, but grammatical elements such 
as pronouns, demonstratives and infl ecting verbs are not borrowed, 
and the systems of nominal and verbal infl ection in the neighbour-
ing Pama-Nyungan (Eastern Ngumpin) and non-Pama-Nyungan lan-
guages remain completely distinct.

In this area verbal concepts are expressed mostly by a combination 
of a non-infl ecting ‘coverb’ element with an infl ecting ‘light’ verb and 
the coverbs are heavily borrowed from non-Pama-Nyungan languages. 
Th is pattern of contact borrowing is found around the world where 
similar complex verbs are found and in the case of Eastern Ngumpin 
the existing ‘preverbs’ became more like their Non-Pama-Nyungan 
coverb counterparts in terms of syntactic position and behaviour, 
which facilitated borrowing. Th is can be taken as an example of syn-
tactic infl uence of the substrate.54

52 Clarkson 2007.
53 McConvell 1997 and forthcoming b. Incidentally this continuation of the same 

root with a meaning changing with environmental factors is typical of the upstream 
spreads which drove much of Pama-Nyungan expansion and contrasts with the bor-
rowing or substratum retention of ngarin in the Eastern Ngumpin downstream case 
(McConvell forthcoming a).

54 Th omason and Kaufman 1988.
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In phonology the Eastern Ngumpin languages underwent a sound 
change of lenition (a pattern in consonant shift ) whereby words like 
ngapa ‘water’ became ngawa. Th is sound change appears to have origi-
nated in northern and western Jarragan languages (non-Pama-Nyun-
gan) which were spoken in areas which subsequently became Eastern 
Ngumpin speaking, and are currently still spoken to the north-west of 
Eastern Ngumpin. Th omason and Kaufman emphasise the importance 
of phonological interference of the substrate.55

While Th omason and Kaufman do not themselves adduce examples 
of lexical semantic infl uence of the substrate, they predict that this 
will be present. Th is is found in instances of where polysemy pat-
terns—multiple meanings of a word—derive from the substratum, not 
from the original pattern in the language group. So for instance in the 
rest of the Ngumpin-Yapa subgroup the concepts ‘hill’ and ‘rock’ are 
expressed by the same word whereas in Eastern Ngumpin the words 
‘head’ and ‘hill’ are expressed by the same word—a pattern also found 
in all the northern non-Pama-Nyungan neighbours.56 Similarly in the 
rest of the Ngumpin-Yapa group and more widely among desert lan-
guages the words for ‘throw at’ and ‘grind’ are the same, but in Eastern 
Ngumpin this is not so—the polysemy is between ‘sharpen’ and ‘grind’ 
as in the northern Non-Pama-Nyungan languages.57

Th is linguistic evidence is quite suggestive of a language shift  hav-
ing taken place. Th e bio-genetic evidence, which can be so helpful in 
deciding this issue, is not available in fi ne-grained enough detail to 
be of assistance for this area,58 and archaeological work in the Vic-
toria River District, while providing some incidental support for the 
model, is not specifi cally directed at such questions. Local legends are 
somewhat ambiguous on this point also. Several myths refer to groups 
of beings or men entering the Victoria River District from the south 

55 Ibidem.
56 McConvell 2002.
57 McConvell and Smith 2003. In this paper it is also suggested that extension and 

change in meaning of words occurs also in upstream spread, without language shift . 
Th e two types of change are diff erent, however: the upstream case results from such 
phenomena as needing a term for something newly encountered and adapting existing 
vocabulary to that purpose, whereas the case in downstream shift  involves substrate 
ethno-classifi cation/semantic organisation. 

58 As noted earlier, there has been work on mitochondrial DNA for a sample taken 
from Warlpiri people who belong to the southern ‘upstream’ branch of Ngumpin-
Yapa from whom the eastern Ngumpin split off , but there is no comparable sample 
from the Eastern Ngumpin speaking population available for study.
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and fi ghting battles with indigenous groups, oft en named as local non-
Pama-Nyungan groups such as Ngaliwurru, at points south of where 
these groups currently live. Th is could be interpreted as a scenario of 
driving the previous residents out. However other legends speak of 
the Warlman people coming north (Warlmanpa being the name of a 
Yapa desert dwelling group) and teaching new ceremonies to people 
as well as fi ghting, which implies accommodation and intermarriage, 
and thus probably language shift . Another important myth is that of 
the Yawarlwarl pigeon who quarrels with her sister over a grindstone 
used for grinding cereal seed and carries it north down the Victoria 

Figure 9. Painting (map) of Kulungurru (head of Victoria River District) 
by Spider Banjo.
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River, fi nally letting it go at the point which marks the current bound-
ary between Pama-Nyungan and non-Pama-Nyungan languages.
Th is myth, illustrated by the painting by Spider Banjo in Figure 9 
seems to refer to the extension of the seed-grinding economy to the 
north along with the Eastern Ngumpin.59

An upstream spread: Western Desert

As mentioned earlier, the Western Desert of Australia, which covers a 
huge expanse of inland Australia has been the focus of hypotheses that 
the culture and people have changed little over the last 10,000 years. 
It is looking more and more likely that this is very far from a true 
picture. In fact major movements of people and changes in language 
and culture have gone on throughout the Holocene including in the 
last two millennia, and this is beginning to be recognised.

Linguists who come equipped with a standard training in compara-
tive linguistics are likely to have come to this conclusion on the basis 
of the superfi cial picture of languages alone. Th e Western Desert is 
covered by over twenty closely related dialects, and people thousands 
of kilometres away from each other can understand each other. Th e 
fi rst explanation that comes to mind is that this language spread over 
this area relatively recently, perhaps in the last millennium or so, and 
has not had time to diverge into separate languages. It is argued here 
that this is basically correct. Th e possibility of retardation of diver-
gence and higher than usual levels of convergence in ‘upstream’ spread 
is also considered here (see below) but this could not provide a total 
alternative explanation of the similarities between forms of language 
throughout the Western Desert.

Th e main thrust of the spread of the Western Desert is an ‘upstream’ 
migration of people into an area which had been occupied from time 
to time since the Pleistocene but had been largely abandoned at the 
time that the Western Desert speakers began to recolonise it. Th us 
there is little interaction with other groups of people at least in the 
early stages of the expansion, and no language shift  unless perhaps 
by small groups encountered. Later as the migrating Western Des-
ert people encountered other groups at the edge of the desert, dif-

59 McConvell and Smith 2003.
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ferent kinds of interaction occurred including ‘downstream’ spread. 
Th is includes borrowing of vocabulary from peripheral languages and 
probably cases of language shift  to Western Desert language by speak-
ers of some other languages.

Th e archaeology shows the increase in human activity at sites in the 
desert in the last 1500 years and particularly in the last 1000 years on 
the eastern side, which can be identifi ed with the spread of the West-
ern Desert language and its speakers.60 Once again there is a notable 
correlation with climate change—the end of the severe El Niño South-
ern Oscillation (ENSO) variability, and increased and more predictable 
rainfall in the period from 1500 BEP which may have opened up the 
desert for migration and reoccupation. Th e bio-genetics shows a prob-
able source of the Western Desert people as being in the western Pil-
bara, and this may be among Kartu-speaking people, whose languages 
may be the linguo-genetically closest to the Wati subgroup (Western 
Desert and Warnmarn). It also shows a striking ‘bow-wave’ pattern 
of genes, including that of tawny hair61 crossing the desert from west 
to east. At the eastern edge of the desert in Central Australia, where 
the Western Desert language abuts on to Arandic languages, there is 
a sharp discontinuity in the genetic clines called ‘the Aranda scarp’ by 
Birdsell.62 Th is indicates a recent meeting up of the desert and Cen-
tral Australia groups which Birdsell estimates as taking place about 
between 500 and 1250 years ago, but favoring the older date, which we 
now know is similar to what archaeological evidence is telling us about 
new activity in the eastern Western Desert.63 Th ese are signatures of a 
migration episode.64

Aside from some innovations at the periphery the linguistic predic-
tion in such a case of ‘upstream’ migration is that there will not be a 
great deal of innovation and indeed central Western Desert dialects do 
appear generally conservative phonologically, and syntactically.

60 McConvell 1996, Smith 2005.
61 Birdsell 1993:196.
62 Ibidem: 453.
63 Ibidem: 454.
64 Birdsell (1993:453) cites a diff erent hypothesis, from Stephen Wurm, about the 

migration which produced this pattern—that of Arandic people migrating from the 
north-east. While it may be that such a migration did occur it was probably much 
earlier and is not the reason for the observed pattern.
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North American Language Spreads which are Largely 
Upstream (Migrations)

Athabaskan

Athabaskan is a widespread family of languages with its heartland in 
north-western Canada and south-eastern Alaska, but with a number 
of off shoots far to the south, with pockets along the west coast of the 
USA and a large grouping of Apachean languages in the mid-west 
extending in recent times times to the south-west. It has usually been 
considered quite separate from other Amerindian families, forming 
a separate phylum in Greenberg’s scheme;65 it is assumed to have 
arrived from Siberia later than the bulk of Amerindian languages but 
before Eskimo. Evidence showing quite plausible detailed connections 
between Na-Dene (Athabaskan-Eyak-Tlingit) and the Yeniseic Sibe-
rian language Ket have recently been presented,66 but we will not be 
concerned with the early out-of-Asia phase of migration here.

According to Ives,67 the Athabaskan proto-language would have 
been spoken in north-western Canada around 3000–3500 years ago, 
expanded inland and to the south through western Canada around 
1900 years ago, and on a broad front through the prairies with outliers 
nearer the coast around 1250 years ago. Th e latter expansion was quite 
rapid and was fuelled in large part by the specialisation of southern 
Athabaskan groups as buff alo (bison) hunters. By 600 years ago the 
Athabaskan hunters had left  these areas or been locally absorbed, leav-
ing only a few isolated pockets still speaking related languages. Th e 
Apachean subgroups continued moving south where they are repre-
sented by groups such as the Navaho.

Jane Hill writes that early movements of the Athabaskans, includ-
ing the move into Oregon and California, probably took place at the 
expense of autochthonous groups, and may have involved some tech-
nological advantage, probably the use of the bow and arrow.68 Other 
movements, especially the migration of the Apacheans, probably 
involved movement through territories that had been depopulated by 

65 Greenberg 1987.
66 Vajda 2008.
67 Ives 2002; Ives & Rice forthcoming.
68 Hill 2002.
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drought. Where we have evidence for possible language shift s, this is 
consistent with the Evans and McConvell proposals.69

Admixture of genes from the north and east seems to support 
the idea, however, that ‘downstream’ language shift  could have been 
involved in the earlier stages of migration,70 while the later stages of 
the migration of Apacheans into the south-west initially seemed to 
support an ‘upstream’ spread without language shift . Th ere is however 
evidence that mitochondrial DNA (which is passed down the female 
line) from non-Athabaskan neighbours also came into Apachean 
groups in the south-west, but did not move in the opposite direction.71 
Intermarriage between these groups has been rare in recent times 
as the matrilineal clan system tends strongly to promote endogamy 
within the language/ethnic group, but Hunley and Long proposed that 
these constraints were looser at some period closer to the arrival of the 
Athabaskans in the south-west. Th is evidence does seem compatible 
with an earlier phase (before Apachean social and linguistic boundar-
ies became nearly impermeable) of some language shift , in the sense 
at least of children of marriage with non-Apachean women growing 
up speaking Apachean languages.

Linguistic evidence for Apachean migration was drawn from 
changes in meaning of vocabulary in an early classic article by Sapir.72 
He compares meanings of words in Navaho and Apache with cog-
nates in Canadian and Californian branches of Athabaskan. In many 
cases the meaning has shift ed to accommodate the new situation—e.g. 
new plants used for diff erent functions, and farming practices. A root 
meaning ‘animal’s horn’ in the north (and retained in Apache with 
that meaning) was used in compounds meaning ‘spoon’ since horns 
were craft ed into spoons. Th e Navaho word for ‘gourd’, a plant not 
found in the northern homelands or staging points of Athabaskan 
migration, is called by a refl ex of this same ‘horn’ root. It is polyse-
mous, also meaning ‘gourd dipper or ladle’. Th e function of spooning 
provides the bridge between the old and new meanings. An expression 
in Navaho used in farming for ‘seeds lying on the ground’ is related to 
an old root meaning ‘snow lying on the ground’ in the northern lan-
guages. Th ere seems to be a preference for adapting existing meanings 

69 Evans and McConvell 1998.
70 Brown et al. 1998.
71 Hunley and Long 2005.
72 Sapir 1936/1949:214 ff .
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to new meanings as opposed to borrowing words from neighbours, 
which may relate to the ‘upstream’ nature of the the main southern 
thrust of the Athabaskan spread.

Numic

Numic is a northern branch of Uto-Aztecan, found in the deserts of 
the Great Basin. Unlike other branches of Uto-Aztecan, most Numic 
speakers were hunter-gatherers. A number of scholars regard these 
groups as being in the lead of an expansion of hunter-gatherers, who 
were not converted to farming. Hill however had argued strongly that 
they were once farmers, some of whom ‘reverted’ to foraging when 
they entered the arid environments where they lived.73

Numic divides up into three branches which appear to ‘fan out’ 
from the south-west, as in Figure 10, and the weight of evidence 
does appear to support the idea that this is indeed what they did, his-
torically. Th is expansion of Numic has been the object of intensive 

73 Hill 2003.

Distribution of modern Numic languages at contact. Aft er Madsen and Rhode 
(1994).
Source: Kaestle & Smith 2001

Figure 10. Numic.
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interdisciplinary enquiry probably equal to any devoted to any group, 
certainly to any group of hunter-gatherers.74

More recently, mitochondrial DNA evidence has shown that the 
expansion of the languages and cultures was largely also a migration 
or migrations of new people, not just a diff usion via language and 
culture shift .75 Th e source of the new genes in the Numic zone was in 
the south-west (California), confi rming the ‘traditional’ view of the 
origin of the Numa.76

Hill argues that the evidence from this area does not support some 
of the predictions of the ‘upstream-downstream’ model. In particu-
lar there is no signifi cant diff erence in the amount of innovations in 
Numic, which looks like an ‘upstream’ migration episode, as opposed 
to Takic which has much more the appearance of a ‘downstream’ 
incursion into the Californian ‘accretion zone’ and may have involved 
more language shift .77

But while the genetic evidence probably supports a migration sce-
nario for Numic, there is some doubt about whether the Numic spread 
was as free of involvement with resident populations in the initial 
occupation of the desert as Western Desert speakers were in Australia. 
As Madsen writes, according to archaeological evidence ‘two popula-
tions with technologically distinct tool kits [hunter-gatherers, probably 
Numic speakers and farmers, probably non-Numic] co-existed; one 
may eventually have absorbed remnant elements of the other,78 but one 
could not have become the other’. If, as the genetic evidence appears to 
show, there was little language shift  to Numic in the desert, we come 
back to the question of whether we can tell the diff erence between 
shift  (substratum) infl uence (possibly the case in Takic) and heavy 
borrowing (presumably what occurred in Numic) from the linguistics 
alone. As noted above, Th omason and Kaufman did single out areas 
which are more heavily aff ected in shift  (phonology, syntax and lexical 
meaning), and further research might home in on discovering in more 
detail what are the characteristic linguistic signatures of shift .79

74 See the papers in Madsen and Rhode 1994.
75 Kaestle and Smith 2001.
76 Madsen & Rhode 1994:214. Th e conclusions of Kaestle & Smith have been cast 

into some doubt by more recent work using a more sophisticated type of simulation 
by a team including Kaestle (Cabana, Hunley & Kaestle 2008).

77 Hill (forthcoming).
78 Madsen 1994:29.
79 Hill (forthcoming) also uses measures of how ‘marked’ (unusual) typologically 

the Takic and Numic languages are to test the upstream-downstream hypothesis. 
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Convergence in Upstream Spread

Retardation of linguistic change and dialect levelling

Th e idea that language change happens more slowly in colonised iso-
lated outposts of migrants is well-known in linguistics because of cases 
like Icelandic where the rate of change in basic vocabulary over 1000 
years has been calculated at 4 percent whereas that in Norwegian is 
around 20 percent.80 It also appears to be the case that diff erent dia-
lects of languages spoken by migrant groups tend to become mixed 
and levelled at least where these groups are in unpopulated territories 
or are relatively isolated from any surrounding population socially, 
as illustrated below by dialect convergence among Australian white 
settlers. Migrants who are spreading into new areas under similar cir-
cumstances may maintain high levels of social relations between each 
other despite distance and be relatively slow to develop linguistic dif-
ferences until and unless social divisions begin to appear, as appears 
to have occurred in the earlier stages of Polynesian expansion into the 
Pacifi c.

Th e same retardation of dialect and language diff erentiation, and 
even convergence, may occur in what has been called here ‘upstream 
migration’ as opposed to the relatively rapid innovation found in 
‘downstream migration’ cases where there is substrate and adstrate 
contact infl uence coupled with breaking of social networks with the 
origin group in the upstream corridor. Finally in this section, the role 
of marriage patterns and networks in the ‘upstream’ and ‘downstream’ 
spread types and the transition between them is briefl y considered.

Australian English dialect convergence

Th e example of development and maintenance of English dialect uni-
formity in settler Australia is cited as supporting the Milroys’ hypoth-
esis about ‘focussing’ but the situation here is characterised as that 

Th is is presumably related to Th omason and Kaufman’s argument that ‘simplifi ca-
tion’ of language structures accompanies imperfect learning in language shift , (more 
 characteristic of the downstream spread), which can be taken as meaning marked 
features are reduced, among other possible interpretations. On Th omason and 
Kaufman’s own admission though, evidence of a correlation between ‘simplifi cation’ 
and language shift  is not particularly strong.

80 Bergsland and Vogt 1962.
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of ‘numerous weak ties’ rather than strong ties. Diff erent explana-
tions are off ered by Bernard that the new dialect arose independently 
among working class children of the fi rst generation born in the colo-
nial towns;81 and by Horvath,82 who attributes convergence to the high 
mobility of the early settlers.83

Polynesian: convergence and internal migration

According to Marck, Hage and Shutler aft er the Polynesian groups 
set out from the south-west Pacifi c around 3000 years ago, colonis-
ing islands as they went, the total population remained relatively low 
across the great range of their migration for hundreds of years. But 
they say

. . . the average person moved around a great deal . . . oft en simply to visit, 
fi nd an eligible marriage partner and so forth.84

Th is mobility and the importance of maintenance of inter-island net-
works while population was low and spouses of a suffi  cient genealogical 
distance were sought aft er, were the major factors in limiting diver-
gence of dialects and preventing formation of separate languages.

However by around 2000 years ago the population had begun to 
rise signifi cantly and marriage partners were easier to fi nd on the 
same island or in nearby islands. As a result, languages in the diff er-
ent island groups became quite distinct. Language cohesion is a func-
tion of internal-migrant-years. As internal-migrant-years decline as 
a proportion of people’s lives when populations become larger and 
internal migration becomes less common on average, language cohe-
sion declines.

81 Bernard 1969.
82 Horvath 1985.
83 Collins 1989:16–17. Recent debate on the issue of colonial mixed dialects (Trud-

gill et al. 2008; Barrett et al forthcoming) has focussed on the issue of whether the 
process of mixing is automatic, arising from accommodation between speakers alone, 
and their frequency of interaction, or motivated by the formation of a sociolinguistic 
identity by speakers—an emergent ‘national identity’ in the case of settler Australia 
and similar situations. In these situations people typically immigrate from diff erent 
locations with diff erent dialects and congregate in one area. While this may have 
occurred in some places in prehistoric Australia, America, or the Pacifi c, it is not the 
typical situation in what is being called here ‘upstream spread’ so analogies can only 
apply to a limited extent.

84 Marck et al. 2005.
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Th ere may be parallels here between the upstream phases of migra-
tion as in the Western Desert case in Australia where people were 
extremely mobile within the corridor, kept in touch with relations 
and contracted marriages with their own people (speakers of dialects 
of the same language) over very long distances. While social network 
size and language cohesion is claimed to be self-limiting in the Poly-
nesian case by population increase, it is doubtful if the same applies 
in the typical upstream migration case in inland indigenous Austra-
lia, where population increase is generally severely limited by carry-
ing-capacity of the land and unpredictability of rainfall. Th e option 
of further migration was available in some parts of the Pacifi c (e.g. in 
the colonisation of Aotearoa/New Zealand). In the case of upstream 
migration in Australia the main option for people suff ering hardship 
in desert conditions and looking for a better life and new marriage 
partners was to move ‘downstream’ into touch with residents of the 
peripheral riverine areas.

Casting the marriage net

Th e discussion of the Polynesian case stresses the importance of avail-
ability of marriageable partners, given that most human groups avoid 
any suspicion of incest by trying to fi nd partners who are genealogi-
cally remote. If the population is low as it was in the early Polynesian 
colonisation of the Pacifi c, and in the Western Desert, there is pressure 
to fi nd distant spouses. In the Western Desert and similar situations 
this will heighten the importance of maintaining long-distance rela-
tions with speakers of the same language in the upstream corridor. As 
well as avoiding ‘incest’ this strategy provides other affi  nal ties which 
can be utilised in times of shortage or other problems in the home 
area. Th is may well add to ‘language cohesion’ as in the early Polynesia 
case. ‘Marriage rules’ which restrict possible marriage partners prob-
ably function to extend these networks, which are benefi cial, but may 
also exacerbate diffi  culties of fi nding spouses especially when there is 
drought, lack of food and a small population pool.85

Th is could be an important factor in turning people towards a 
‘downstream’ solution. Th is may be accompanied in its early stages 
by upstream people raiding and ‘stealing’ wives from downstream 

85 See also White and Denham 2008.
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people, and the formation of more regular marriage alliances with 
the downstream people can follow. Th is allows upstream people to 
forage in the downstream areas, and also to introduce some of their 
culture and ritual, encouraging shift  to their language. However as the 
interaction with the downstream people becomes more intense, the 
networks linking those moving in on the downstream people to their 
upstream countrymen weaken and their languages diverge, especially 
as the ‘imperfect learning’ of that language takes eff ect through lan-
guage shift .

It is likely that the kinship and marriage systems of the peoples 
involved are both moulded by these population dynamics and have 
an eff ect on them. As Jones notes:

. . . the interaction between kinship as a social institution and population 
processes like migration and diff usion may be a particularly rewarding 
topic for future investigation. For example, prehistorians commonly 
argue that demic expansions are driven by innovations in subsistence, 
especially domestication. But which groups spread and both when and 
how they did is sometimes a function not just of material technology 
but of social structure . . . Instead of kinship systems being passively car-
ried along by population expansions and diff usion like neutral genetic 
polymorphisms, they may play an active role in these processes, which 
may in turn feed back to infl uence kinship.86

Th is is not a topic which can be adequately covered in this paper. It 
may be noteworthy though, that in those cases which we have labelled 
‘upstream’, similar changes in kinship and marriage systems occurred. 
In Numic and Western Desert, there is quite good evidence that a 
Kariera type of kinship and marriage system was the original one, but 
that this gave way to a system with less obvious emphasis on Dravidi-
anate and Kariera characteristics. Th is kind of development is also par-
alleled in the development of ‘Mackenzie Basin’ systems from earlier 
Dravidianate systems in Athabaskan, again probably in situations of 
bands occupying diffi  cult and sparsely populated peripheral terrain.87

In the opposite kind of expansion (called ‘downstream’) kinship 
systems of an original Kariera type also adapt but in a diff erent way 

86 Jones 2003.
87 Ives 1990:350. Kariera/Dravidianate systems make a strong distinction between 

‘cross’ and ‘parallel’ kin e.g. a cross-cousin like a mother’s brother’s daughter is not 
called a sister, but oft en a ‘wife’ or a special term, whereas a parallel cousin like a 
mother’s sister’s daughter is called a ‘sister’. In the more poorly resourced zones where 
people migrated mentioned above, this strong distinction starts to break down.
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than in the case of Western Desert, Numic or northern Athabaskan. 
Two kinds of change are found widely: (a) unilineal systems—Omaha 
or Crow; and (b) asymmetrical cousin marriage systems. While these 
are diff erent they both have the functional eff ect of widening and dis-
persing alliances.88 Arguably the second cousin marriage and Aranda 
system have a similar eff ect.

Th ese are strategies which allow for successively deeper extension of 
marriage ties from the incoming migrants. Unlike in the upstream case 
of loosening the notion of cross-cousin marriage and associated ter-
minology, here the idea is retained but the potential partners become 
more distant as certain options are eliminated.

Conclusions

Migration is only just re-emerging as a respectable concept in archae-
ology, especially in Australia. In linguistics, the central model of lan-
guage divergence over time has been oft en associated with migration, 
and this has been less stigmatised than in archaeology, but nowadays 
is to some extent under the shadow of theoretical frameworks which 
emphasise equilibrium, convergence and stasis.

It is clear however that migration is the most important driving 
force in spreading languages and cultures in all eras, among hunter-
gatherers as well as among farmers and pastoralists. Th ere is oft en 
debate in discussions of language spread, between those who empha-
sise population replacement or displacement and those who empha-
sise language replacement (language shift  on the part of a resident 
population when contacted by migrants). Both occur, oft en in complex 
combinations, and linguistic, archaeological and particularly recently 
bio-genetic research are assisting us to diff erentiate cases. For instance 
in this paper the occupation of the Western Desert of Australia by 
speakers of one language, and the expansion of Numic and Athabas-
kan in North America were largely carried out by migration without 
signifi cant language shift  by indigenes.

However this is not to say that language shift  to migrant languages 
by residents is not important as a secondary peripheral aff ect follow-
ing on migration. A model of language spread has been presented, in 

88 McConvell 2001, McConvell and Alpher 2002.
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which ‘upstream’ spread is primarily purely by migration and ‘down-
stream’ spread at least partially by language shift .89 Th e characteristics 
of these phases have been compared with other models of language 
diff erentiation and convergence, and examples are presented from 
Numic and Athabaskan in North America and Pama-Nyungan in 
Australia. Th e task of listing the distinctive signatures of these types of 
language spread, in genetics, linguistics and archaeology has begun.

Two issues which emerge from this model have been particularly 
highlighted

1. the apparent presence of a period of language expansion without 
signifi cant divergence, which I have identifi ed with the ‘upstream’ 
phase;

2. the role of marriage and related kinship systems in the termination 
of this phase and engagement with other groups in what I identify 
as the ‘downstream’ phase.

Similar concerns arise about issue 1 in the work of Jeff  Marck and 
others on the pattern of Polynesian break up,90 indicating that we are 
dealing here with a phenomenon which is not confi ned to hunter-
gatherers or arid continental landscapes.

Th e issue of marriage patterns and the feedback between this and 
change in kinship systems and terminologies in these diff erent situ-
ations is also raised, in this context. It is argued that not only do 
upstream groups look for spouses outside their own group in the 
downstream phase but that this aff ects the type of marriage rules used. 
Previously marriageable partners in a prescriptive system are rendered 
unmarriageable by various changes including Omaha skewing, which 
are traceable from linguistic evidence.91 Such changes cause increasing 
marriage dispersal in both the upstream and downstream populations 
leading ultimately to language shift .

Th e question of how to muster evidence to decide if the spread of 
a language or cultural traits was by migration or language shift , or 
some combination, is crucial to those studying prehistory. For many 

89 McConvell 2001.
90 Marck et al. 2005.
91 “Omaha skewing” is a pattern in kinship terminology that identifi es members 

of a person’s mother’s patrilineage by a single term across two or more adjacent 
generations.
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of those studying historical or contemporary migration this is not 
so much of an issue, as the basic facts of the migration episodes are 
already known. What may be of more immediate relevance are the 
approaches developed by archaeologists and linguists to how linguistic 
and cultural change occurs and is propagated in and between groups. 
Here archaeolinguistic prehistory has drawn on contemporary socio-
linguistics and anthropology including social network theory.

It is suggested that linguistic (and perhaps other cultural) mainte-
nance and even internal dialect convergence, while not as signifi cant as 
some ultra-diff usionists suggest, can play a role within some migrant 
groups at certain initial phases, which I have labelled ‘upstream’. Th is 
possibility does however raise an issue that we need to attend to. In a 
case like the Western Desert, the similarity of language across a vast 
area has been explained here by the simple reasoning that it is a result 
of a recent migration. However another mechanism has also been dis-
cussed, that of linguistic maintenance, dialect mixing and convergence, 
which may operate in such cases to slow down change. In the case of 
the Western Desert the archaeological and bio-genetic evidence indi-
cates that we are indeed looking at a recent migration, so if the main-
tenance/convergence factor has been active, it has not had a major 
eff ect. We do however need to carefully isolate and weigh up these two 
factors of divergence and convergence in language histories.

Th e issue of what social forces and feedback processes lead to the 
termination of the upstream migration phase, and the transition to a 
‘downstream’ spread via language shift  and associate linguistic diver-
gence within the migrants’ language is a broad one which may be stud-
ied in many contexts, not just among arid country hunter-gatherers, 
so has a more general interest for scholars of global migration. Th e 
issue of how these transitions relate to questions of endogamy and 
exogamy, types of marriage rules and types of kinship systems, simi-
larly is surely a common issue for all.
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ANCIENT IMMIGRANTS: ARCHAEOLOGY 
AND MARITIME MIGRATIONS1

Jon M. Erlandson

Our African Exodus was the greatest of all human journeys, a global 
endeavor that took our ancestors over every conceivable obstacle thrown 
up by nature. . . . It is a testimony to human resilience and resourcefulness 
that we overcame these hurdles in a few dozen millennia, leaving only 
a handful of ocean islands and the polar caps unconquered until recent 
times.2

Introduction

From early hominid movements out of Africa to the global diasporas 
of the last few centuries, migrations have played a fundamental role 
in human history. Th e spread of humans out of Africa into the previ-
ously unoccupied continents of Eurasia, Australia, and the Americas, 
then to other regions (the Pacifi c Islands, Iceland, Greenland, etc.), had 
major cultural and ecological impacts around the world. Ancient civi-
lizations emerged, were challenged, and sometimes collapsed due to 
migrations and their far-ranging consequences. In some cases, the dis-
eases or domesticates that accompanied migrating humans into their 
new homelands were responsible for some of the most devastating 
eff ects. Ultimately, the outcomes these societies engineered depended 
on a variety of factors, including the eff ectiveness of their leaders and 
the responses craft ed to address societal challenges.

1 Unless otherwise indicated, all dates in this paper are expressed in calendar years. 
I want to thank Patrick Manning, Leo Lucassen, and Jan Lucassen for encouraging me 
to write this chapter, their patience, and their editorial guidance. While researching 
and writing this paper I was supported by a Knight Professorship of Arts and Sciences 
from the University of Oregon, support that has allowed me to travel and explore ave-
nues of research that might not otherwise have been available to me. Finally, over the 
years I have profi ted intellectually from discussions or collaborations with Geoff  Bai-
ley, Scott Fitzpatrick, Nic Flemming, Rob Foley, Doug Kennett, Marta Lahr, Madonna 
Moss, Mike Morwood, Torben Rick, Peter Underhill, David Yesner, and many others. 
Nonetheless, the contents of this paper are solely my responsibility.

2 Stringer and McKie 1997:149.
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Given the potentially profound eff ects of current and future migra-
tions on modern geopolitical structures, it is imperative that we learn 
from the successes and failures of these ancient examples.3 Under-
standing the historical repercussions of ancient migrations, and the 
many cultural collisions and environmental problems that resulted 
from such movements is essential. With a history of hominid migra-
tions spanning nearly two million years, however, reconstructing the 
environmental, technological, demographic, social, and economic con-
texts under which such demographic movements took place is a com-
plex endeavor.

Clearly, a complete understanding of the history of human migrations 
cannot be limited to a single discipline.4 Today it requires the expertise 
of archaeologists, biological anthropologists, geneticists, geographers 
and geologists, historians, linguists, paleontologists, statisticians, and 
other scientists. Fortunately, scholars now have powerful and sophisti-
cated tools with which to address past migration processes, including 
well-documented historical examples, comparative linguistic studies, 
analysis of DNA and other biological traits (blood proteins, skeletal 
morphology, etc.) from modern and ancient populations, detailed cli-
matic and environmental records, and a variety of data generated by 
archaeologists.

In this paper, I examine several examples of how archaeology can 
illuminate our understanding of past human migrations, focusing on 
four maritime migrations that played an important role in human his-
tory over the past 100,000 years, the methods used to reconstruct the 
social, demographic, and ecological eff ects of such migrations, and the 
increasing importance of interdisciplinary collaboration in the study 
of human migration processes. My emphasis is on archaeological and 
anthropological examples of major coastal or maritime migrations that 
signifi cantly expanded the geographic distribution of humans, with 
major repercussions for world history. Th ese migrations include: (1) an 
early migration of anatomically modern humans (AMH, Homo sapiens 
sapiens) from eastern Africa along a hypothesized “southern disper-
sal route” that followed the south coast of Asia and resulted in the 
maritime colonization of greater Australia (a.k.a. Sahul) approximately 
50,000 years ago; (2) an Upper Paleolithic movement of maritime 

3 Diamond 2005.
4 See Manning 2006a.
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peoples into the Ryukyu Islands and Japan that ultimately may have 
contributed to the peopling of the Americas; (3) a much later radiation 
of Austronesian and Polynesian peoples from Southeast Asia into the 
islands of remote Oceania; and (4) the movement of Viking and later 
European peoples to the far reaches of the globe. In examining these 
migrations, I show that many of the most important migrations of the 
past 100,000 years have been coastal or maritime in nature and that 
an early development of seaworthy boats had profound implications 
for human history. I also explore some of the fundamental methods 
and problems inherent in the archaeological study of human migra-
tions, demonstrating that the most eff ective and comprehensive study 
of ancient migrations involves interdisciplinary approaches that use 
multiple and independent lines of evidence to reconstruct the past.

Migration Studies in Archaeology

As long as there have been philosophers and natural historians, schol-
ars have been confronted with fundamental questions about where 
the human occupants of a region came from, when they fi rst arrived, 
how they got there, and who they were related to. Once the antiq-
uity of humanity and the basics of evolutionary theory were estab-
lished, anthropologists, archaeologists, historians, and other scientists 
grappled with such questions. As knowledge of world cultures, their 
historical underpinnings, and the biological diversity of human popu-
lations accumulated, the answers to such questions grew increasingly 
detailed and sophisticated—if not always correct. As new methods 
were invented and applied to such questions, hypotheses or theories 
have been proposed, tested, and modifi ed as needed.

Prior to the 1960s, archaeology was explicitly linked to history and 
invention, migration, and diff usion were the basic processes by which 
changes observed in archaeological cultures were explained. Most 
archaeologists relied on the ‘direct historical approach’ to reconstruct 
the culture history of an area, starting with ethnographic societies 
and projecting their more tangible cultural traits (technology, archi-
tecture, etc.) backward in time to understand their origins. When a 
discontinuity was identifi ed—a distinctive artifact type, architectural 
feature, or a constellation of cultural traits in a given region—archae-
ologists oft en scanned the known world for similar artifacts, features, 
or traits. If similar manifestations were identifi ed, sometimes across 
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vast  distances of empty space (e.g., pyramids in Egypt and Meso-
america), arrows were drawn suggesting that the two archaeological 
cultures were linked by migration. Some of the hypothesized connec-
tions were eventually proven, but numerous far-fetched connections 
stretched credulity to such an extent that the study of long-distance 
migration was marginalized by a generation of archaeologists who 
viewed it as non-explanatory. Interest shift ed to explaining why demo-
graphic expansions took place, with population growth, environmental 
change, resource shortages, and social stress among the most popular 
archaeological  explanations.

From the 1960s to the 1990s, due to the excesses of an earlier gen-
eration of archaeologists and amateurs that oft en invoked migration 
to explain superfi cial cultural traits or convergence, the study of long-
distance migrations or contacts—especially maritime or trans-oceanic 
examples—was marginalized in anthropological archaeology. Th ese 
changes were part of a broader intellectual movement, especially evi-
dent among American scholars, that archaeological research should be 
driven by anthropological, ecological, and evolutionary theory rather 
than explicitly historical approaches. Th ese changes aggravated a deep 
and longstanding methodological and intellectual divide between 
‘prehistoric’ archaeology and the more historically-based disciplines 
of classical and historical archaeology.5 Since many of the best-docu-
mented and most interesting migrations in human history took place 
during historical times, such division further peripheralized the study 
of migration processes in anthropological archaeology.

For decades, most anthropologists and archaeologists also believed 
that modern humans evolved from discrete regional populations of 
Homo erectus that had lived in Africa, Europe, and Asia for a million 
or more years. Th is model of “multiregional evolution” provided a long 
chronology for understanding the dispersal, development, and diversity 
of human cultures around the world. Within this framework, there was 
little reason for archaeologists to look for evidence of ancient human 
migrations within the Old World, at least until humans fi rst colonized 
greater Australia, the Americas, and the Pacifi c Islands. In the 1980s, 
driven initially by genetic evidence later supported by archaeological 
and paleontological data, a very diff erent model of later human evolu-
tion emerged—the Eve Hypothesis or Out of Africa theory. Th is new 

5 See Lightfoot 1995.
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theory, proposing that anatomically modern humans (Homo sapiens 
sapiens) arose in Africa roughly 200,000 years ago and spread rapidly 
around the world over the past 100,000 years—replacing our archaic 
hominid cousins—has contributed to the rejuvenation of archaeologi-
cal, genetic, and interdisciplinary studies of human migration.6

The Antiquity of Boats, Seafaring, and Maritime Migrations

Discoveries over the past few decades have also reinvigorated the archae-
ological study of fi shing cultures, seafaring, and maritime migrations 
in human history. Historians have long recognized the signifi cance of 
ships and maritime technologies in the demographic, economic, mili-
tary, and political developments of the past several millennia. Until 
recently, however, most anthropologists and archaeologists believed 
that coastal adaptations, boats, and maritime migrations were very late 
developments in human history, limited to the last 10,000 to 15,000 
years. In the late 1960s, two prominent anthropologists argued that:

During most of human history, water must have been a major physical 
and psychological barrier and the inability to cope with water is shown 
in the archaeological record by the absence of remains of fi sh, shellfi sh, 
or any object that required going deeply into water or using boats. Th ere 
is no evidence that resources of river and sea were utilized until this 
late pre-agricultural period . . . for early man, water was a barrier and a 
danger, not a resource.7

Such interpretations were reiterated by numerous archaeologists and 
other scholars, including archaeological summaries of the history of 
seafaring, maritime peoples, and boats.8 Gamble listed the major habi-
tats encountered by our hominid ancestors as they spread around the 
globe,9 for instance, none of which were marine or aquatic. How did 
Homo erectus migrate from Africa and to East Asia almost two million 
years ago without at least rudimentary abilities to cross water barriers, 
including rivers or narrow straits?

More recently, I have argued that aquatic capabilities, coastlines, and 
maritime migrations played a much more important role in human 

6 See Stringer and McKie 1997; Wells 2002; Oppenheimer 2003.
7 Washburn and Lancaster 1968:294.
8 E.g., Bass 1972; Greenhill 1976; Johnstone 1980; Yesner 1987.
9 Gamble 1994.
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prehistory than previously thought.10 Support for this idea came from 
Morwood’s11 discovery of 800,000 year old artifacts on the Southeast 
Asian island of Flores—apparently separated from the Asian mainland 
by the 10–20 km wide Lombok Strait even during glacial low-stands. 
Th e colonization of Flores by Homo erectus represents the earliest evi-
dence for a hominid maritime migration and Bednarik interpreted the 
crossing of Lombok Strait as evidence that Homo erectus in Southeast 
Asia had off shore fi shing and seafaring skills.12

Based on current evidence, however, the distribution of hominids 
in island Southeast Asia is limited to the same islands reached by land 
mammals (e.g., the primitive elephants known as stegodonts) with only 
limited oceanic dispersal capabilities.13 Hominids also do not appear to 
have made the additional voyages required to colonize New Guinea and 
Australia until some 750,000 years later and there is no clear evidence 
that Homo erectus or even archaic Homo sapiens crossed comparable 
water barriers such as the Straits of Gibraltar. Earlier hominids clearly 
had some aquatic foraging and dispersal skills (wading, swimming, 
simple fl otation devices, etc.), but there is no evidence of true seafaring 
skills until AMH developed more sophisticated boat technologies.

Anatomically Modern Humans, Coastal Adaptations, and 
Early Seafaring

Aft er two decades of vigorous and oft en rancorous debate,14 the Out of 
Africa theory—supported by a growing body of genetic (DNA), pale-
ontological, and archaeological data—has attracted a general consen-
sus of scholarly support. It proposes that anatomically modern humans 
evolved in Africa roughly 200,000 years ago, then spread around the 
globe during the last 100,000 years, replacing all archaic hominids 
in the Old World and colonizing Australia, the Americas, and many 
remote island groups for the fi rst time in human history. It is not clear 
what enabled this phenomenal geographic expansion and demographic 

10 Erlandson 2001; Erlandson and Fitzpatrick 2006; see also Bailey 2004; Manning 
2006.

11 Morwood et al. 1998, 1999.
12 Bednarik 2001, 2003.
13 Michael Morwood, pers. comm., 2006.
14 Stringer and McKie 1997.
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success of our species, but the appearance of AMH is associated with 
a number of behavioral changes and technological innovations dur-
ing the Middle Stone Age and Upper Paleolithic that suggest greater 
intelligence, problem solving, and planning capabilities. Th ese include: 
(1) a reliance on blade-based chipped stone technologies and the fi rst 
appearance of formal bone, ground stone, weaving, ceramic, and other 
technologies; (2) the fi rst widespread evidence for artistic and symbolic 
expression, including the regular use of red ochre, beads, and other 
ornaments; (3) considerably larger exchange and interaction networks; 
(4) the more diversifi ed and intensive use of marine and other aquatic 
resources, including fi sh; and (5) the earliest evidence for planned 
maritime voyaging.15

Th ere is archaeological evidence for shellfi sh collecting and simple 
aquatic foraging (scavenging, etc.) by earlier hominids,16 but the earliest 
evidence for more intensive and diversifi ed aquatic foraging is found 
among Middle Stone Age peoples in Africa. Along the South African 
Coast, several Middle Stone Age shell middens have produced evidence 
for the mixed use of both terrestrial and marine resources.17 Th e latter 
include shellfi sh, seals, and penguins, but fi sh remains are rare in most 
sites. Bone points and fi sh bones have been found in 75,000 year old 
strata at Blombos Cave, however, and at the freshwater Katanda site 
in Zaire.18 Th e barbed and symmetrical Katanda harpoons, believed 
to be between 80,000 and 90,000 years old, represent a technological 
sophistication unrivalled by anything produced by archaic hominids. 
Shell beads and red ochre were also found in the 75,000 year old stra-
tum at Blombos Cave,19 as well as sites in Morocco, Algeria, and Israel 
dated between about 80,000 and 135,000 years ago.20 Th ese ornaments 
are widely considered to be evidence for the appearance of “modern” 
human behavior and they suggest that AMH may have settled much of 
the African Coast by approximately 100,000 years ago. More intensive 
exploitation of aquatic foods may have provided a more diverse and 
stable resource base that fueled population growth and the expansion 
of AMH out of Africa.21

15 See McBrearty & Brooks 2000.
16 See Erlandson 2001.
17 Parkington 2003.
18 Yellen et al. 1995.
19 Henshilwood 2004.
20 Bouzouggar et al. 2007; Vanhaeren et al. 2006.
21 Erlandson 2001; Lahr & Foley 1998:168.
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Th e movement of AMH out of Africa represents the beginning of the 
most momentous migration in human history, the initial steps in the 
spread of humans like us to the far reaches of the globe. Th e timing 
and dispersal routes involved in this series of migrations are not yet 
completely understood, but tremendous progress has been made by 
scientists in the past two decades. One of the earliest successful migra-
tion corridors involved in the migration of AMH out of Africa, some-
times referred to as the southern dispersal route (see map Figure 1), 
may have started from the Red Sea area in northeast Africa and fol-
lowed the south coast of Asia eastward.22

Th ere is currently only limited archaeological evidence from south-
central Asian coastlines to support this theory, but studies of DNA 
among living peoples of southern Asia provide some support for such 
a route23 and the peopling of Island Southeast Asia, Australia, and New 
Guinea provides important supporting evidence that such a migration 
may have taken place.

From Sunda to Sahul: Seafaring and the Settlement of 
Greater Australia

During glacial periods, the geography of Southeast Asia, New Guinea, 
and Australia was transformed as lower sea levels exposed broad 
expanses of now submerged continental shelves and connected many 
modern islands into larger land masses. Even in full glacial times, how-
ever, the larger landmasses known as Sunda (Southeast Asia) and Sahul 
(Australia, Tasmania, and New Guinea) were separated by a series of 
deep marine straits, with strong currents that form a major biogeo-
graphic barrier. Crossing from Sunda to Sahul through the islands of 
Southeast Asia was a formidable journey few terrestrial animals have 
successfully completed.

Prior to about 1970, archaeological evidence from Australia sug-
gested that even humans did not reach Sahul until near the end of the 
Pleistocene—consistent with the idea that maritime adaptations and 
seafaring were very late developments in human history. In subsequent 

22 See Bulbeck 2007; Lahr & Foley 1998; Mannino & Th omas 2002; Oppenheimer 
2003; Stringer 2000.

23 Endicott, Gilbert et al. 2003; Endicott, Macaulay et al. 2003; Macaulay et al. 2004; 
Oppenheimer 2003; Wells 2002.
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decades, however, Australian archaeologists steadily pushed back the 
antiquity of the human colonization of Australia and New Guinea (and 
seafaring) to 33,000 years ago, then 40,000 years ago, and now 50,000 
or more years ago.24 Th e colonization of New Guinea and Australia 
required several separate sea crossings, including voyages of at least 
80 km.25

For a time, some scholars clung to the idea that the peopling of 
Australia was accomplished by accident. In the late 1980s, the discov-
ery of several Pleistocene sites in the Bismarck and Solomon Islands 
of western Melanesia26 laid to rest any doubts about the role of delib-
erate maritime voyaging in the peopling of Australia. Settlement of 
these islands, now dated to roughly 40,000 years ago,27 added several 
substantial voyages to those required to reach Sahul. Some of these 
early Melanesian sites were located along shorelines with very steep 
bathymetry, so they remained near coastal habitats even when sea lev-
els were considerably lower than today. Several of these sites contained 
shell middens with the marine shellfi sh and fi sh remains expected of 
maritime peoples. Th e Melanesian evidence also suggests that mari-
time voyaging capabilities improved between about 35,000 and 15,000 
years ago. While the settlement of Sahul, New Britain, and New Ireland 
required voyages of up to 100 km, colonization of Buka in the Solomon 
Islands about 30,000 years ago required a minimum sea voyage of 140 
km and possibly 175 km.28 By roughly 20,000 years ago, Melanesian 
seafarers had also reached Manus Island in the Admiralty group, which 
required a voyage of 200–220 km, 60–90 km of which would have been 
completely out of sight of land.29

Archaeological research on the islands between Sunda and Sahul 
continues to provide additional evidence for Late Pleistocene occupa-
tion by AMH, including shell middens in cave sites of East Timor dated 
to about 35,000 years ago.30 Early sites have also been documented on 

24 See Bowler et al. 1970; Groube et al. 1986; Roberts et al. 1990; Turney et al. 
2001.

25 Irwin 1992.
26 See Allen et al. 1989; Wickler & Spriggs 1988; Torrence et al. 2004.
27 Allen and Kershaw 1996:185.
28 Irwin 1992:20.
29 Irwin 1992:21.
30 O’Connor et al. 2002; Veth et al. 2005.
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the Aru Islands,31 which were attached to the coastal margin of Sahul 
during periods of lower sea level.

Out of Asia, Into the Americas—By Sea?

Further evidence for Pleistocene seafaring by AMH in East Asia 
comes from Okinawa and the other Ryukyu Islands. Th e Ryukyus are 
located between Taiwan and Japan, both of which were connected to 
the Asian mainland during periods of signifi cantly lower sea level. 
Th e Ryukyus are separated from Asia’s continental shelf by deep oce-
anic straits, however, and have not been connected to the mainland 
in recent geological history. No Pleistocene shell middens are known 
from the Ryukyus, but the presence of humans clearly demonstrates 
that boats were used to reach the islands. On Okinawa, human bones 
were discovered beneath a charcoal-rich stratum in Yamashita-cho 
Cave dated to about 35,000 years ago. Human remains dated between 
about 29,000 and 17,000 years have also been found at Minotogawa 
and other limestone caves on Okinawa and the smaller islands of the 
Ryukyu chain.32 Several sea voyages were required to reach Okinawa 
from Japan, including one roughly 75 km long. At Pinza-abu Cave 
on Miyako Island, moreover, human bones found below a calcareous 
fl owstone were associated with charcoal dated to about 29,000 years 
ago.33 Reaching Miyako Island, from either Japan or Taiwan required 
several sea voyages of up to 150 km.34

While the oldest shell middens in Japan are only about 10,000 years 
old, evidence for Pleistocene seafaring also comes from the island of 
Honshu in Japan. Here, Upper Paleolithic archaeological sites dated 
between about 25,000 and 20,000 years ago have produced artifacts 
made from obsidian found only on Kozushima Island, located approxi-
mately 50 km off shore.35 Th e geographic extension of early seafaring 
capabilities into Japan is signifi cant, in part, because it places compe-
tent mariners in the cool waters of the North Pacifi c during the Last 
Glacial Maximum, early enough for these maritime peoples to have 

31 O’Connor et al. 2005.
32 Matsu’ura 1996.
33 Matsu’ura 1996:187.
34 Erlandson 2002.
35 Oda 1990.
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contributed to the initial colonization of the Americas.36 From north-
ern Japan, the Kurile Islands stretch northeastward like stepping stones 
to the Kamchatka Peninsula and the southern shores of Beringia. Th is 
northeast Asian coast is also an area of high linguistic diversity that 
Manning proposed as one of the major dispersal points for AMH.37

It now seems likely that early seafaring peoples in Japan had the 
capabilities to follow a coastal pathway to the Americas. Whether they 
made such a journey is still unknown, and the evidence that could 
resolve the issue—like so many questions related to the evolution of 
early maritime adaptations—may lie submerged on the continen-
tal shelves of the North Pacifi c. Relying primarily on ecological data 
related to the potential productivity and distribution of Pacifi c Rim 
kelp forests just aft er the last glacial maximum, Erlandson, Graham 
et al. argued that the linearity, resource diversity, and ecological simi-
larity of kelp forests may have provided a kind of “kelp highway” that 
facilitated a coastal migration of maritime peoples from Japan to the 
Americas (Figure 2).38

A decade ago, most archaeologists probably would have argued that 
we knew with reasonable certainty when and how humans fi rst entered 
the Americas. For most of the 20th century, the initial peopling of the 
Americas was viewed as a solely terrestrial migration, with hunters 
marching from northeast Asia and across the frigid plains of Beringia, 
through the fabled ice-free corridor, and into the heartland of North 
America. Most archaeologists believed that the fi rst Americans arrived 
about 13,000 years ago and spread rapidly through uninhabited inte-
rior regions leaving scattered Clovis points, kill sites, and campsites to 
mark their presence. American coastlines—according to this story—
were not systematically settled until several thousand years later, as 
large game animals were hunted out of interior regions and people 
were forced to adapt to the supposedly less productive coastal habitats 
and resources (shellfi sh, etc.). Th us, coastlines were largely irrelevant 
to the initial colonization of the New World and the early stages of 
cultural development in North America. Th is story fi t comfortably in 
a larger body of anthropological theory that argued that seafaring and 
maritime adaptations developed relatively late in human history.

36 Dixon 1999; Erlandson 1994, 2002; Fedje et al. 2004.
37 Manning 2006:144.
38 Erlandson, Graham et al. 2007.
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An alternative, the Coastal Migration Th eory, has existed on the margins 
of American archaeology for several decades.39 Recent discoveries—
including widespread acceptance of claims for a 14,500 year old archae-
ological site of Monte Verde near the coast of Chile—have propelled 
the coastal migration theory to the forefront of the debate about how 
and when the Americas were fi rst colonized. Recent geological studies 
also suggest that the ice-free corridor may not have opened for a mil-
lennium aft er the purported occupation of Monte Verde. Th e Coastal 
Migration Th eory has also gained credibility in recent years because 
of new evidence from early sites along the Pacifi c Coast of the Ameri-
cas, including terminal Pleistocene sites on islands off  Alta and Baja 
California.40 If such an early coastal migration occurred, archaeologi-
cal, genetic, and linguistic evidence suggest that it was one of several 
migrations that resulted in the peopling of the Americas.41 In the last 
decade, however, the emergence of the Coastal Migration Th eory as 
a viable alternative for the peopling of the Americas, has stimulated 
a new wave of interdisiciplinary research aimed at a more thorough 
evaluation of the theory.

Austronesians, Polynesians, and the Pacifi c

As historic and impressive as the late Pleistocene maritime migrations 
of AMH were, they were limited to coastal waters or islands that could 
be reached via sea crossings of about 200 km or less. Signifi cantly lon-
ger voyages, such as those that resulted in the settlement of the remote 
islands of the Pacifi c, Indian, and Atlantic oceans appear to have been 
limited to the Late Holocene, aft er about 4000 years ago. Th ese lon-
ger oceanic voyages may have posed technological and logistical chal-
lenges that could not be overcome until more sophisticated boats were 
developed, along with the agricultural products needed to survive on 
more remote and biologically depauperate islands.

One of the best examples of such fully oceanic migration involves the 
dispersal of Austronesian-speaking peoples from Southeast Asia into 
many of the island archipelagos scattered through the vast expanses of 
the Indian and Pacifi c oceans. Here, in an area spanning almost half 

39 See Fladmark 1979.
40 Des Lauriers 2006; Erlandson, Moss, et al. 2008; Johnson et al. 2002; Rick et al. 

2001.
41 See Greenberg et al. 1986; Kemp et al. 2006; Manning 2006.
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the globe—from Madagascar to Easter Island—linguistic and archaeo-
logical evidence has long identifi ed signatures of one of the most amaz-
ing migrations in human history. Archaeologically, the details of this 
migration are best documented in the Pacifi c Islands, beginning with 
the migration of agricultural Lapita peoples from island Southeast Asia 
into Melanesia and western Polynesia.

Th e origin of these Austronesian-speaking peoples is still debated, 
but it probably involved maritime agriculturalists moving out of South-
east Asia between about 5,000 and 6,000 years ago.42 Archaeological 
and linguistic data suggest that one branch of Austronesians moved 
westward along the south coast of Asia and the east coast of Africa, 
traveling as far as Madagascar by about 2000 years ago. Beginning 
about 3500 years ago, another branch of the Austronesian migration 
settled the thousands of islands of Micronesia, including the Palau, 
Mariana, Caroline, Marshall, Kiribati, and Tuvalu islands. A third 
branch, marked by distinctive decorated ceramics (Figure 3) that are 
clearly connected historically, is known as the Lapita dispersal.

Lapita sites along the coasts of New Guinea, the Bismarck Archipel-
ago, and the Solomon Islands have been dated between about 3500 and 
3200 years ago.43 Shortly thereaft er, Lapita peoples began to colonize 
more distant island groups in Melanesia, fi rst reaching the Santa Cruz 
Islands aft er a voyage of nearly 400 km, then to the Vanuatu Islands and 
New Caledonia. By about 3100 years ago, Lapita settlements had been 
established on the islands of Fiji, a remarkable journey that required 
sailing 850 km against the prevailing winds and currents.44 Sailing still 
further east, Lapita peoples also settled Tonga, Samoa, and other Poly-
nesian islands in the vicinity. Lapita sites are almost instantly recog-
nized by the presence of their distinctive ceramics, but they include a 
wider range of diagnostic elements, including shell and stone adzes, 
shell fi shhooks and ornaments, and the remains of domesticated pigs, 
dogs, and chickens.45

At least a millennium later, aft er the loss of the distinctive Lapita and 
later proto-Polynesian ceramics, the appearance of fully  Polynesian 
peoples is marked by a further migratory radiation that settled virtu-
ally every habitable island of remote Oceania between about CE 300 

42 Kirch 1997:48.
43 Kirch 2000:93.
44 Kirch 2000:95.
45 Kirch 1997. See also the chapter of Pawley in this volume.
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and 1000. Th is rapid migration of Polynesian peoples throughout the 
Pacifi c included voyages of up to 2000 km and the settlement of some 
the most isolated islands on earth, including Hawai’i, New Zealand 
(Aetoroa), and Easter Island (Rapa Nui). Archaeological evidence sup-
ported by DNA data also shows that Polynesian peoples made contact 
with Andean peoples along the Pacifi c Coast of South America—
roughly 3500 km from Rapa Nui—transmitting the Polynesian chicken 
to the Americas46 and carrying the American sweet potato (Ipomoea 
batatus) and gourd (Lagenaria spp) back to Polynesia.47 On linguistic 

46 Storey et al. 2007.
47 Kirch 2000:241.

Figure 3. A decorated Lapita potsherd, an “index artifact” diagnostic of the 
Austronesian expansion from New Guinea into Melanesia, and Western Polynesia 
between about 3500 and 3000 years ago (photo adapted from the Photographic 

Archive, Department of Anthropology, University of Auckland.).
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and artifactual grounds, Jones and Klar proposed that Polynesian sea-
farers also contacted native peoples of the southern California Coast,48 
but the evidence for such contacts is much more ambiguous and highly 
controversial.49

Th e rapid radiation of peoples carrying a common Polynesian cul-
ture into diff erent island environments provides the opportunity to 
explore the varied sociopolitical responses of various groups to diff er-
ent environmental challenges—some of them anthropogenic in origin. 
Th e Polynesians utilized large, sail-powered, ocean-going catamarans 
capable of carrying substantial numbers of people and large amounts of 
cargo, including a variety of domesticated plants (taro, yams, paperbark 
mulberry, etc.) and animals (pigs, dogs, chickens, and rats) required to 
survive on the isolated islands of the Pacifi c. Th e introduction of these 
“transported landscapes”—especially when combined with terrestrial 
hunting, forest clearance, and other landscape modifi cations—led to 
the extinction of numerous endemic bird species and other ecological 
impacts.50 As populations grew, evidence for cultural complexity, social 
stress, and warfare generally increased.51 On a number of islands, these 
cultural developments led to the construction of unique examples of 
monumental architecture, from the famous stone statues of Rapa Nui, 
to the large ceremonial heiaus (temples) of Hawai’i, and hilltop fortifi -
cations on Rapa and Aetoroa. Th e accomplishments of these intrepid 
Oceanic explorers have amazed westerners for centuries, ever since 
Europeans fi rst ventured into the Pacifi c.

Th e Vikings: Vanguard of European Colonialism and Globalization

For roughly a millennium beginning in the 7th and 8th centuries CE, 
Europeans from a variety of nations undertook a series of maritime 
migrations that fundamentally altered the course of recent human 
history, with repercussions that continue to frame some of our most 
pressing world problems today. Th ese voyages of exploration, plunder, 
and settlement resulted in colonization, commercial enterprises, and 
cultural exchanges that ushered in the fi rst truly global economy. It 
could be argued that this era of globalization began even earlier, with 

48 Jones and Klar 2006.
49 See Anderson 2006; Arnold 2007.
50 Steadman and Martin 2003.
51 See Kirch 1984.
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the exploration of African and south Asian shores by Arab and Medi-
terranean peoples, but these earlier voyages were tentative forays for the 
most part that did not result in sustained contacts or  colonization.

Th ese voyages of European expansion began early in the Viking Age 
with the movements of Norse raiders and traders from modern Scan-
dinavia southward along the Atlantic seaboard to the British Isles and 
Normandy, as well as southeastward from the Baltic up the great rivers 
of eastern Europe to the Black, Caspian, and Mediterranean seas (see 
Figure 4).52

Later in the Viking Age, this maritime expansion continued with 
Norse settlement of Iceland approximately 870, Greenland in 985, and 
a temporary presence in North America ca. 1000.53 Th e roots of the 

52 Jones 1968:241–268.
53 Fitzhugh 2000:13.

Figure 4. Map showing the chronology of Norse voyages and migrations of 
the Viking Age.
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Norse expansion lay in population growth resulting from a combi-
nation of productive agriculture and fi sheries, a period of relatively 
benign climate (the Medieval Warm Period) between about 800 and 
1300,54 the development of maritime ship-building skills—especially 
the shallow-draft  Viking longships capable of rapid coastal voyages 
and oceanic crossings—and a cultural system that encouraged wealth-
questing, ferocity, and death in battle.55 Archaeological data have been 
instrumental in reconstructing the movements of Norse peoples, 
including the landscapes and seascapes of settlement, conquest, raid-
ing, and trading that typifi ed the historical Viking experience. Similar 
to the Polynesians, the Vikings were maritime agriculturalists who left  
behind a distinctive suite of archaeological signatures. Th ese include 
an architectural preference for wood-framed long houses oft en built 
of sod (Figure 5), the skilled use of metallurgy to manufacture iron 
weapons, jewelry, ring pins (Figure 6) made of brass or iron, and many 
other artifacts, and occasional use of runes carved in stone.

Norse migrants also transported other aspects of a characteristic 
Viking landscape with them, bringing domesticated plants (e.g., wheat 
and barley) and animals (pigs, cows, sheep, horses, and dogs) with 
them to new lands. Th e remains of these fl ora and fauna, when found 
in securely dated archaeological contexts, are as diagnostic of Norse 
migrations as their distinctive architecture and artifacts. Th e extent of 
Norse trading, raiding, and contacts can also be traced in the distribu-
tion of artifacts from far-fl ung cultures, including Venetian glass beads, 
hoards of gold and silver coins, and even objects of Arabic or Bhuddist 
origin.56

By the year 1000 much of the Norse world had converted to Christi-
anity, leading to profound societal changes, including the construction 
of churches, changes in burial practices, and a cessation of the raiding 
that terrifi ed much of western Europe for several centuries. Here again, 
archaeology has provided a wealth of information about the evolution 
of everyday life across this complex “conversion era.” Some of these 
changes have been illuminated archaeologically at a remarkable com-
plex of Viking Age sites at Hrísbrú in the Mosfell Valley of southwest 
Iceland, where a mixture of pagan and Christian practices has been 

54 McGovern 2000:330.
55 Fitzhugh & Ward 2000.
56 Ibidem.
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Figure 5. Photo of reconstructed Norse-style turf house in Iceland. Similar sod 
house construction techniques were brought to North America by Scandinavian 

immigrants in the 19th century (photo by Erik Erlandson).

Figure 6. A Viking Age iron ring-pin from Kirkjuhóll, Mosfell Valley, Iceland 
(photo by Phil Walker).
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documented at two adjacent knolls known as Kirkjuhóll (Church Knoll) 
and Hulduhóll (Elfi n Hill) that appear to have been used contempo-
raneously.57 Th e chieft ain’s farm and church at Hrísbrú are mentioned 
prominently in several of the Icelandic sagas, accounts that illuminate 
the archaeology of the Mosfell Valley in the Viking Age.

Th e sagas, written down by Icelandic scholars in the 12th or 13th cen-
turies, also provide a wealth of information on voyages, violence, and 
everyday life in the Viking Age. Ironically, many Scandinavian scholars 
rejected the historicity of the Icelandic sagas—the only detailed written 
accounts of Viking Age life recorded by Scandinavian scholars within 
250 years of the end of the Viking Age.

Due to the distinctive architectural, artifactual, and faunal signatures 
of Norse peoples, however, archaeological research has helped demon-
strate that aspects of the sagas are historical. Th is includes the settle-
ment of Iceland (unquestioned due to modern DNA and linguistic 
data) and Greenland by Norse peoples, as well as their brief presence 
in northeastern North America (confi rmed at the L’anse Au Meadows 
site in Newfoundland). Linguistic, historical, and DNA data also sup-
port many archaeological aspects of the Norse expansion, although 
historical and popular portrayals are dominated by British accounts 
that are profoundly biased.58

Norse maritime migrations in the Viking Age were followed by a 
series of well known European explorations of the Atlantic, Indian, 
and Pacifi c oceans from the 15th century on. Th ese led to the Euro-
pean conquest of the Americas and Australia, as well as the competi-
tive political and commercial division of much of the world by western 
colonial powers. By the 16th and 17th centuries, these European ‘voy-
ages of discovery’ had led to the establishment of the fi rst truly global 
economy, waves of disease and violence that decimated the indigenous 
peoples of Australia, the Americas, and the Pacifi c Islands, a series of 
global demographic diasporas, an unprecedented wave of extinctions 
and ecological changes, and other wrenching cultural, economic, and 
political upheavals. Once again, much of this European expansion and 
globalization was either accomplished or facilitated by maritime tech-
nologies that included the continuing evolution of ship-building capa-
bilities and naval power. Although this era of European expansion and 

57 Byock et al. 2005.
58 Tveskov & Erlandson 2007.
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globalization is well-documented historically, archaeology has played 
a signifi cant role in elucidating the general migration processes as well 
as the everyday lives of the immigrants from a variety of continents, 
cultures, and socioeconomic classes.

Summary and Conclusions

My brief archaeological survey of four major maritime migrations 
highlights both the antiquity and importance of such coastal and oce-
anic population dispersals in human history. Aft er the evolution of 
anatomically modern humans in Africa roughly 200,000 years ago, and 
the gradual development of new mental and technological capabili-
ties over the next 100,000 years or so, something spurred a relatively 
small group of humans to leave Africa and migrate eastward, probably 
along the southern coast of Asia. Th is fateful journey led to a series of 
incredible and relatively rapid migrations by our ancestors, including 
the peopling of Island Southeast Asia, greater Australia, the archipela-
gos of East Asia, all of Eurasia, the Americas, and most of the remote 
island archipelagos of the Pacifi c, Indian, and Atlantic oceans.

If the historical importance of recent maritime migrations and polit-
ical-economic power has long been recognized, the signifi cance of pre-
historic seafaring and coastal migrations in deeper human history has 
not. In this paper, I have argued that for at least 150,000 years—coastal 
adaptations and dispersals played an increasingly important role in 
human history and demography around the world. Evidence from 
archaeology, genetics, geochronology, and paleogeography demonstrate 
that several of these migrations—from Sunda to Sahul, the Austrone-
sian and Polynesian expansions, and the radiation of Vikings—were 
maritime in nature, and the settlement of the Americas may have been, 
as well. To spread from Africa through Eurasia, even early Homo erec-
tus must have had the ability to cross some major water barriers—by 
swimming, on logs or other fl otation devices, or in simple raft s or boats. 
Until the appearance of anatomically modern humans, however, there 
seem to have been signifi cant technological (and perhaps intellectual) 
limitations to systematic aquatic travel and exploration. Some archaeo-
logical evidence suggests that the Middle Stone Age in Africa was an 
important major behavioral and technological watershed,59 especially 

59 Klein 2004; McBrearty and Brooks 2000.
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between about 125,000 and 75,000 years ago when more sophisticated 
symbolic behaviors, fi shing technologies, and perhaps seaworthy boats 
were developed. Somewhere along the shores of southern Asia, possi-
bly aft er AMH reached Southeast Asia roughly 70,000 to 60,000 years 
ago, relatively sophisticated and seaworthy watercraft  were developed, 
boats that allowed the navigation of substantial sea crossings and 
strong currents. Th ese Pleistocene seafaring technologies continued to 
evolve for millennia and enabled humans to colonize island Southeast 
Asia, Greater Australia, western Melanesia, the islands of Japan, and 
possibly the Americas. Th ese Pleistocene maritime dispersals left  large 
parts of the world’s oceans uninhabited by humans, however, until the 
invention of eff ective sailing technologies. Around the world, these 
new sailing technologies ushered in an era of maritime technological 
innovation and seafaring that carried humans to the farthest reaches 
of our planet—from Austronesian and Polynesian voyaging canoes that 
crossed the vast reaches of the Pacifi c and Indian oceans, to the Viking 
ships that allowed the colonization of the North Atlantic, and the other 
great maritime traditions of the world.

Th ere are major gaps in our knowledge of coastal adaptations and 
maritime migrations. Some of the gaps are spatial in nature, includ-
ing the shorelines of western and eastern Africa, southern and north-
east Asia, and archipelagos such as the Andaman, Nicobar, and Kurile 
islands. Other gaps are temporal, especially from the last glacial maxi-
mum to the early deglacial (~27,000 to 8,000 years ago), when sea 
levels were considerably lower, coastlines more distant, and coastal 
archaeological records are severely defi cient. Th e single largest gap of 
all—both temporal and spatial—lies beneath the sea on the now sub-
merged landscapes and coastlines where our ancestors once walked, 
hunted, paddled, fi shed, and sailed. Th e search for the deeper history 
of many maritime societies must include these submerged landscapes 
and shorelines.

Important progress has been made in the last 30 years, with archae-
ologists and other scientists overcoming a variety of preservation 
problems and theoretical pitfalls to better understand the history of 
maritime peoples and their migrations. Some of these gaps can (and 
will) be fi lled through archaeological research, but interdisciplinary 
approaches are essential to future progress. As I have shown, a vari-
ety of disciplines have contributed to what we know about maritime 
migrations in human history, including ecology, geology, geography, 
linguistics, human paleontology (biological anthropology) and genet-
ics, and traditional history. Archaeology contributes much to our 
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understanding of historical migrations, providing invaluable infor-
mation on the material aspects of life, health conditions, ecological 
changes, assimilation processes, and the lives of minority or lower class 
groups poorly represented in historical records. New and innovative 
ideas oft en emerge from the margins of a discipline, however, espe-
cially in those areas where diff erent disciplines overlap or intersect. 
In reconstructing the story of the evolution of anatomically modern 
humans—and the series of dramatic migrations that led to develop-
ment of the human cultural diversity characteristic of our species—we 
have a truly compelling example of the power of such interdisciplinary 
research and collaboration.



THE FAMILY FACTOR IN MIGRATION DECISIONS

Jan Kok

Introduction

Until recently, migration history was focused largely on European and 
trans-Atlantic migration streams.1 Also, economic diff erentials between 
regions were generally translated into the decision-making of indi-
vidual actors, who were supposed to weigh the costs and benefi ts of 
migration. Th is dominant but implicit ‘model’ hid from view the ways 
in which migration is embedded in family structures, that—across the 
world—can be very diff erent from the Western European ones. Th e 
traditions, values and daily practices related to the family aff ect migra-
tion in many ways. Th e intensity and composition of migration fl ows 
is aff ected by inheritance customs, household structures, marriage 
patterns, family strategies and ties between kin. Th is chapter aims to 
identify and discuss these ‘family factors’ in a structured form to see 
whether their impact on migration diff ers in various regions of the 
world as well as in diff erent periods. To begin with, I will introduce my 
defi nitions of family and migration and discuss my selection of themes 
within this vast fi eld.

We can defi ne family as ‘socially signifi cant’ kin with whom one 
shares basic activities.2 First of all, family members provide emotional 
warmth and support to one another. Families take care of reproduc-
tion and the socialization of children. Family members who co-reside 
in households are engaged in procuring and processing goods needed 
for consumption. In their division of labor for these tasks, families act 
as ‘budget units’, which means they exchange work and goods with-
out internal reckoning. Also, families manage and transmit property 
from one generation to the next. Finally, families form specifi c social 
networks enabling members to leave the household and engage in dif-
ferent economic activities.

1 Lucassen 2007; Lucassen and Lucassen 2009.
2 Harrell 1997.
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Th ese widely diverging functions of the family have their own logic 
and are studied by diff erent scientifi c disciplines. Th ey are also con-
nected to migration in diff erent ways. For the sake of simplicity, we will 
make a distinction between three ‘domains’ of family activities. Th e 
fi rst domain encompasses marriage and family formation, household 
composition and the succession of generations. Th e rules that struc-
ture these activities have been studied extensively in anthropology. Th e 
regionally dominant practices of family formation and succession are 
oft en summarized in the highly generalized form of ‘family structures’, 
or—as we shall call them here—‘family systems’. How are family sys-
tems—regarding the rules on who marries whom, who inherits, who 
co-resides with the parents—related to diff erences in migration pro-
pensity by gender and by sibling position? Th e second domain con-
cerns the economic logic of co-residence in family households. Joint 
production and consumption give rise to migration dynamics of their 
own. Balancing the family budget sometimes means attracting house-
hold members, sometimes expelling them. Also, families can generate 
additional income by sending family members to work elsewhere and 
send their income or part of it home. We take our inspiration for this 
domain from micro-economy. Th e third domain relates to the connec-
tions between dispersed family members, who may provide informa-
tion and support to another. Th e study of family ties and networks is 
particularly advanced in sociology. Th e importance of family networks 
in generating and sustaining migration streams is widely recognized. 
What are the dynamics of these family networks and how are they 
related to other social ties and networks?

What is migration? Following Tilly and Moch,3 migration can be 
defi ned as those geographical moves that are relatively long-distance 
and relatively permanent. Th is defi nition allows us to separate migra-
tion from both permanent but highly short-distance moves (intralocal, 
residential mobility) and potentially long-distance but non-permanent 
moves (commuting, tourism). Migration implies a rupture with daily 
activities and connections and a reorganization of life in a new place. 
Depending on the distance and the social organization of the move, 

3 Tilly 1978; Moch 1992. In Manning’s typology of migration (Manning 2005: 3–15), 
migration is defi ned as moves within or between communities based on common lan-
guages and customs. In the 19th and 20th centuries, because of global language conver-
gence a purely linguistic defi nition of community has become less revealing.
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Tilly describes four distinct patterns of migration. Th e fi rst one, local 
migration (1), is characterized by short distances and continuing ties 
with the place of origin. We can think of women moving on marriage 
to a neighboring parish (marriage migration), of farmers moving aft er 
having acquired plots of land in the vicinity (land migration), or male 
or female workers hiring themselves out to farms in the area. Circular 
migration (2) entails moves over longer distances but with even less 
intention to stay. Th is pattern includes the seasonal labor migration 
that was common in past societies. In many areas, groups of workers 
left  to work hundreds of miles from home, in harvesting, construction 
work, brick-making et cetera. In chain migration (3), the move is more 
permanent but still embedded in close ties with home. In this pattern, 
‘pioneers’ pave the way for subsequent migrants by sending informa-
tion to members of their family or village and helping them with a job 
and a place to sleep. Finally, a much more individualized and perma-
nent form of migration emerges in modern, industrial society in the 
form of career migration (4). In this pattern, people move according to 
the dynamics of their companies or (state) organizations in accordance 
with their own career plans.

In this contribution, I will survey the literature on the links between 
the three family domains we have just described and the fi rst three 
patterns of migration. First, I will concentrate on the ‘structural’ 
determinants of migration emanating from family ‘systems’. How did 
property transmission and the rules of succession give rise to diff er-
ent migration patterns? How do marriage practices relate to gender 
diff erences in migration? Do diff erent family systems also imply dif-
ferent age patterns in migration? For instance, is migration of the 
elderly in Western European family systems diff erent from Asian? 
Th en the micro-economy of households and in particular the house-
hold strategies to maintain and improve living standards take central 
place. Under what circumstances do these strategies give rise to spe-
cifi c migration streams? Finally, I will focus on the relations of fam-
ily members beyond the household. How are family networks created 
and sustained and how do they stimulate migration? I will also look 
at recent attempts of historians to chart spatially extended family net-
works and to assess their impact on migration decision making. In this 
context, I will discuss new concepts such as ‘spatial capital’ and ‘family 
territories’. In Figure 1 the domains and the topics discussed in each 
section are summarized.
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Th e family systems form the starting point as well as the main point 
of reference throughout the paper. Th us, in discussing the migration 
strategies of households, we will compare them across family sys-
tems. Likewise, in the section on family networks, we are interested in 
whether diff erent family systems generate diff erent family ties and net-
works. Th e vertical arrows indicate important feedback mechanisms. 
Family systems give rise to diff erent household strategies, family net-
works and migration patterns. Conversely, migration itself may lead to 
fundamental social changes, including changes in fundamental family 
values and relationships. Finally, the horizontal arrows indicate that 
there are obvious and close relations between household strategies of 
migration and family-based migration networks. Indeed, the existence 
of networks forms a major factor in the decision-making process of 
household heads.

Family Systems and Migration Systems

A global typology of family systems

Family systems can be defi ned as the normative, preferred pattern of 
family practices.4 Although aff ected by social and economic changes 

4 Skinner 1997.

Figure 1. Relation between family domains and patterns of migration.
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and by laws regulating succession, the cultural norms central to fam-
ily systems are highly persistent. In a sense, these norms constitute a 
longue durée of mentality. At least, that is the interpretation presented 
by Emmanuel Todd who has written several studies on family systems 
and their implications for ideological, political and economic history. 
In his view, family systems stand for elementary inter-personal rela-
tionships, which are transmitted from one generation to the next and 
form the roots of global variation in attitudes towards equality and 
authority.5

In Todd’s perspective, cultural norms related to equality originate in 
inheritance practices. Partible inheritance means equality among sib-
lings, at least among brothers, whereas impartibility sets one favored 
child apart from the others. Norms related to authority originate from 
patterns of co-residence. Authoritarian systems prescribe co-residence 
of married children with their parents, whereas in non-authoritarian 
systems neo-local residence of married couples is the preferred pat-
tern. By combining these two dimensions, Todd creates a matrix with 
four diff erent family systems. In doing so, he builds on the pioneering 
work of Le Play.6 Th e fi rst system is characterized by both neo-local 
residence and egalitarian inheritance. Todd names this the ‘egalitarian 
nuclear family system’. Th e second, the ‘absolute nuclear family sys-
tem’ also has neolocal residence, but allows for impartible inheritance. 
Th e third, the ‘authoritarian family system’ is defi ned by coresidence 
of married couples in two generations and by impartible inheritance. 
In principle, this implies that the older generation co-resides only with 
the heir and his/her spouse and children. Finally, the ‘community fam-
ily’ combines partible inheritance with co-residence of more than two 
married couples in two generations or more.

Th ese four forms already cover a large part of the societies of the 
world. Todd refi ned the model further by adding another basic anthro-
pological principle: the incest taboo. In most societies, the incest taboo 
results in rules prescribing exogamy. In some societies, however, these 
rules are relaxed to allow for marriage between cousins. Th is holds 
true for community families in the Muslim world and for some nuclear 
family systems, e.g. in South East Asia. Since the latter can be seen as a 
negation of the rule prescribing the separation of siblings, Todd names 

5 Todd 1985, 1987 and 1990.
6 Le Play 1879, see also Th erborn 2004: 6–7.
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this the ‘anomic family system’. Finally, he clusters the highly varied 
and complex family systems in Africa in a separate group. Where are 
these systems to be found and do the diff erences in inheritance, co-
residence and exogamy extend to other domains as well? Todd has 
verifi ed the historical persistence of Le Play’s mid-nineteenth classifi ca-
tion of European families in the 20th century as well as in hundreds 
of studies on rural society in the medieval and early modern periods.7 
For the other continents, his evidence rests on anthropological sources. 
According to Todd the main systems are the following:

1) Th e egalitarian nuclear family system exists in various European 
regions (northern France, northern Italy, central and southern 
Spain, central Portugal, Greece, Romania and Poland) and in South 
America. It is characterized by partible inheritance and neo-local 
residence upon marriage. Division of plots may be counteracted by 
endogamous marriages.8 Th e choice of the marriage partner is free 
and descent (and property transmission) is generally bilateral, that 
is through men and women alike. Th e latter factors provide for a 
relatively good position for women.9

2) Th e absolute nuclear family system can be found in Denmark, Hol-
land (western provinces), England, North America, New Zealand 
and Australia. It has the same characteristics as the former, but 
inheritance may not be equal. Th e father can make a will favoring 
only one child.

3) Th e authoritarian family system is commonly known as the stem 
family. It is found in central and northern Europe, Belgium, several 
areas in France, northern Spain and northern Portugal, Japan and 
Korea. Th e authoritarian families are characterized by impartible 
inheritance, with the male heir co-residing with the parents. How-
ever, female succession is not uncommon, thus descent is bilateral.10 
Marriages are exogamous and generally arranged by the parents. 
In this system, married women hold a strong position. In his later 
work, Todd creates a subgroup of ‘incomplete stem families’ in 
areas such as Belgium where lingering inegalitarian practices and 
formal egalitarian laws collide.11

 7 Todd, 1990.
 8 Augustins 2002; Oris 2003: 202.
 9 Todd 1985 and 1987.
10 Goody 1973.
11 Todd 1990.



 the family factor in migration decisions 221

4) Exogamous community family systems exist in the Balkans (zadruga), 
central Italy, Finland, Russia, China and North India. Th e joint fam-
ilies characteristic of this system may consist of parents and several 
married brothers with their wives and children. Th e household is 
generally split up aft er the death of the father. Th us, a new cycle 
begins with a nuclear, a stem and, fi nally, a joint phase. Marriages 
are arranged by the parents. Inheritance is strictly equal among 
brothers but descent is patrilineal, leaving women in a rather weak 
position in the household of their father-in-law.

5) Endogamous community families predominate in the Arab world. 
Th ey share the characteristics of the former type but with a strong 
preference for cross-cousin marriages.

6)  Anomic family systems are found in South East Asia and central 
America. Neo-local residence, bilateral descent and free partner 
choice are coupled with endogamy and fl exible rules of  inheritance.

7) African family systems are subsumed by Todd under the head-
ing ‘unstable households’. In sub-Saharan Africa, both polygyny 
and divorce are normative rather than exceptional.12 Furthermore, 
marriage partners do not inherit from one another. Instead, men 
transfer their property to other men, with brothers going before 
sons. Likewise, women inherit from other women.13 Th e descent 
(and the direction of the transfers) can be either matri- or patri-
lineal. Th e instability of households and the relative unimportance 
of the conjugal family are counterbalanced by extensive kinship 
ties, that allow for the circulation of children in the system of 
‘fosterage’.14

Todd’s division of the world in major family system has the benefi t 
of creating order in a bewildering complexity of family practices. As 
such, it is a good starting point for comparative research. We expect 
the systems to cause diff erences in migration patterns in a number 
of ways. (a) Th e systems diff er in inheritance practices. In commu-
nity and egalitarian nuclear systems with partible inheritance (types 
1, 2, 4, 5, 6) (male) siblings will be less dispersed than in impartible 
systems (type 3). (b) Also, the systems will generate diff erences in 
the gender composition of migration streams. For instance, patrilocal 

12 Todd 1985: 25; Goody 1989.
13 Goody 1969.
14 Isiugo-Abanihe 1985; Oppong 1992.
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versus neo-local residence upon marriage leads to strong diff erences in 
marriage migration by men and women. In the fi rst case, men bring 
their wives into their parents households, whereas in the second case 
the partners leave home to set up a new household. (c) Lastly, ‘life 
cycle’ migration (moves associated with particular stages in life) dif-
fers strongly between family types, because of diff erences in the age 
at marriage and in household composition.15 For instance, in commu-
nity family systems (type 4) widows will never live alone, whereas in 
nuclear family systems (type 1 and 2) specifi c migration of the elderly 
(e.g. to old people’s homes in the cities) is not uncommon. We will now 
investigate these issues in more detail.

(Ad a) Inheritance and the dispersion of siblings

Th e prevailing system of inheritance is potentially a major factor in a 
region’s demographic regime. In the absence of a land-market and of 
alternative employment, partible inheritance will allow the children to 
have their own farm. Th us it induces a fragmentation of land, high rates 
of marriage and population growth. Impartibility, on the other hand, 
keeps the number of ‘niches’ fi xed, it limits marriage rates and fertility 
and induces the migration of non-heirs. Indeed, a statistical analysis 
of French departments showed that (in 1856) regions with impartible 
customs were highly correlated with net emigration.16 However, thriv-
ing markets in land and non-agrarian employment in (proto)industry 
or nearby cities were increasingly common in 19th century Europe 
and elsewhere. Th us, the strongest, unambiguous impact of inheritance 
rules on migration patterns is to be expected in more or less ‘back-
ward’, marginal regions.

Th e relation between inheritance, family system and migration has 
been studied extensively in France.17 Authoritarian (stem) families 
were quite common in Southern France. In particular in the Pyrenees 
region, they managed to circumvent the Napoleonic laws that pre-
scribed the equal division of property. Th us, there is abundant ethno-
graphic evidence on the ‘house-centered’ system of the Pyrenees. In 
this system, the House (that is, the farmhouse and the land) is really 

15 Cornell 1987.
16 Berkner and Mendels 1978; cf Wegge 1998; 1999 for an analysis on the level of 

villages.
17 Bonnain 1996; Duroux 2001; Augustins 2002; Arrizabalaga 2005.
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the centre of all family dynamics. Th e head of the family is considered 
the sole representative of the estate and the family and only the head 
disposes of the property rights. Most people in Pyrenean villages were 
known only by their nicknames which were typically derived from the 
House. Th e name was abandoned once one migrated. Th e House passed 
(preferably) on to the fi rst-born son (ainé), who under the Napoleonic 
code had to compensate his siblings. Sisters would receive a dowry 
and brothers a monetary compensation. However, the siblings gener-
ally consented in not being compensated fully in order to preserve the 
House. Quite frequently, a male heir was not available in which case 
the House was inherited by a daughter. Her husband, a non-inheriting 
son (cadet) from another House, married-in and had to change his 
name. His position, more or less as a substitute for a daughter-in-law 
was quite ambiguous.18 Cadets who could not marry a heiress would 
oft en leave the region and migrate to Paris or America.19 Non-inher-
iting daughters (from the Basque area) rarely went to America, but 
instead favoured urban destinations. Here, they could secure relatively 
independent livelihoods, although they tended to return upon retire-
ment.20 An interesting variant of the stem family has been described 
for northern Portugal. Here, inheritance (of property and names) 
through the female line was favored in combination with male-domi-
nated out-migration. According to Brettell (married and unmarried) 
sisters tended to live in close proximity, in order to help each other 
with the farm work.21

Th e Japanese family system is another variant of the stem family. 
Th e term ie stands for House as well as household and is imbued with 
strong signifi cance as encompassing ancestors, present as well as future 
generations of heirs. Moreover, the households were the locus of legal 
rights and social status; outside the ie an individual had no rights. Th e 
distinction between kin with rights (chokkei) and non-inheriting kin 
(bokei) is even more radical than in Europe, which is epitomized in 
the proverb: ‘the sibling is the beginning of the stranger’.22 According 
to Saito, the Japanese variant is marked by the late transfer of headship, 

18 Goody 1973.
19 Augustins 2002. For a similar pattern of ‘devolution-migration’ in the Auvergne, 

see Duroux 2001.
20 Arrizabalaga 2005.
21 Brettell 2003.
22 Saito 2000: 27.
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well aft er the heir’s marriage.23 Th is increased the father’s hold over his 
children. In this system, migration of non-inheriting children is also 
frequent, but daughters tend to remain under patriarchal control and 
are expected to return.24

In stark contrast with house-centered stem family systems stand 
egalitarian nuclear family systems, characterized by strictly partible 
inheritance of property brought in by both spouses. In fact, the con-
cepts of property and family are very diff erent in this system, which 
in its pure form was found in, for instance, Brittany. Property is not 
‘absolute’ in the form of a specifi c House and a specifi c plot, but it can 
be seen as a ‘bundle’ of transferable rights. To farm and to form a fam-
ily means to acquire and combine enough rights to plots of land. Farm 
families would move whenever a more suitable combination of plots 
was found. Household heads entertained close relations with siblings 
and cousins for cooperation and an effi  cient exchange of plots. Th us, 
the family is of prime importance and endogamy (cross-cousin mar-
riages) ensured that land remained within the family. Migration pat-
terns in the two systems were diametrically opposed. House-centered 
systems knew little local (land) migration but the siblings tended to be 
dispersed by long-distance and permanent out-migration. Egalitarian 
nuclear family systems had an intense short-distance migration related 
to land, but little dispersion of siblings and cousins.25

Th e above mentioned systems are rarely found in their pure form. 
Strict partibility was untenable from an economic point of view. When 
the plots became too small, children would tend to sell their portion 
to a sibling and emigrate or they might receive some compensation 
instead of land.26 In the daily practices of farmers, fl exibility was much 
more important than laws or even cultural norms.27 Th us, in most 
nuclear systems only one child took over the farm, most oft en the old-
est or youngest son. Research among American farm families shows 
that middle sons had a relatively high risk to migrate to the frontier 

23 Saito 1998.
24 Cornell 1987; Saito 2000.
25 Augustins 2002.
26 Wegge 1999.
27 Berkner and Mendels 1978.
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areas.28 Th e out-migration of children of farmers was also clearly asso-
ciated with improved opportunities for marriage.29

How about community family systems? In patrilineal joint systems, 
property devolves to all male descendants. Since women in these sys-
tems have no property rights, endogamous marriage strategies cannot 
be used to prevent land fragmentation. Th erefore, this system is more 
likely to be found in areas where land fragmentation is not problem-
atic, e.g. in highly labor-intensive agricultures. In China, the system 
leads to highly diff erent migration trajectories for women and men. 
Since marriages are strictly exogamous (in terms of lineages) and 
many villages are occupied by same-surname families, most women 
will leave the village upon marriage. Men, however, stay behind unless 
they are sent to ‘sojourn’ in cities or abroad, with an inalienable right 
to return. However, the division of households (oft en aft er the death of 
the father) was associated with emigration. Clearly, some of the sons 
preferred to abandon their family plots and start afresh elsewhere.30

(Ad b) Gender diff erences

As I described in the previous section, family systems generated strong 
gender diff erences in local migration fl ows. In Western Europe and 
North America, young couples did form their own household, but 
oft en resided near the parents of the man. Inheritance practices tended 
to favor sons over daughters and inheriting brothers would buy their 
siblings out. Th is means that, in general, sisters were geographically 
more scattered than brothers and may have encountered greater dif-
fi culties in maintaining contact with their family.31 In Western Europe, 
free partner choice, combined with a high age at marriage and the 
practice of service in diff erent households created a situation where 
most marriage partners were sought and found in a region within a 
20–30 km radius of one’s place of origin. Th e geographical range var-
ied with social status, with the lower classes marrying relatively oft en 
within the community. Remarkably, during the late 19th and early 
20th century the advent of trains, bicycles and motor vehicles hardly 

28 Adams and Kasakoff  1992; Bonneuil et al. 2008.
29 Gjerde and McCants 1999.
30 Campbell and Lee 2001.
31 Egerbladh et al. 2007; Kok and Bras 2008.
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expanded the scale of the marriage ‘fi eld’.32 In regions with a high level 
of endogamy, the marriage fi eld is likely to be restricted as well. In 
stem family systems, as we have seen, inheritance of the House will tie 
at least one married child to his or her birthplace. Unmarried siblings 
are generally allowed to remain, provided they contribute to the family 
economy.

In sub-Saharan Africa, women generally did not bring in their own 
goods to the marriage, as was the case in Europe. Instead, men had 
to accumulate the bridewealth for his in-laws.33 According to Goody 
this explains why, at least initially, men dominated in early 20th cen-
tury rural-urban migration in Africa and why African towns lacked 
the conspicuous presence of young, unmarried women found in many 
European towns.34

In community family systems, at least in China, the daughters left  
home upon their marriage which took place at an early age and which 
concerned almost all women. Marriages were always arranged, oft en 
through the mediation of a semi-professional marriage broker who 
was paid for her services. Virilocal marriage was the norm, that is, 
the bride was supposed to live in the household of her parents-in-law. 
However, many exceptions to this rule existed. Families without sons 
could ‘summon’ a man to marry their daughter and live with them, 
oft en for a stipulated period of time. In some Chinese regions, such 
as Taiwan, such an ‘uxorilocal’ marriage also took place when families 
were in need of additional labor.35 Although the marriage of young 
adults was preferred, in some regions (e.g. Taiwan) many families 
would seek out a prospective bride for their son almost directly aft er 
his birth. Th e infant girl was brought to the home of her parents-in-law 
and raised as a foster child. Ideally, the marriage was made offi  cial soon 
aft er the menarche of the girl.36 Th is practice is related to a well-known 
problem in Chinese demography, the shortage of women. Th e major 
cause for this was female infanticide. However, in northern Taiwan 
skewed sex ratios were primarily caused by heavy male migration to 
this tea-exporting region. Th e resulting pressure on the marriage ‘mar-
ket’ (in this case not just a metaphor) triggered a mechanism on the 

32 Van Poppel and Ekamper 2005.
33 Oppong 1992.
34 Goody 1989.
35 Pasternak 1983; Wang et al. 2008.
36 Wolf and Huang 1980.
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parallel ‘market’ of adoptions.37 Increasingly, the match makers would 
seek out families with infant girls, persuading them to give them away. 
Th ey would expand their activities to adjacent markets as well. In the 
whole region, the age of adoption went down. Some researchers sug-
gest that marriage migration is not only related to the demographic 
pressures on regional marriage ‘markets’. In India, for instance, deliber-
ate spreading of daughters to (relatively) distant villages is interpreted 
as yet another variant of family risk-spreading strategies. Th is presup-
poses, of course, the practice of monetary transfers of sons-in-law to 
their wife’s parents.38

(Ad c) Life cycle migration

Th e fact that individual migration propensities are strongly determined 
by the life cycle is well-known.39 What interest us here, is the question 
whether and how this patterning diff ers from one family system to 
the next. We will both look at the life cycle (age and marital status) of 
individuals and the life cycle (or domestic cycle) of families (presence 
and ages of children).

A conspicuous element of the Western European pattern of family 
formation was the long period of relative freedom to work and migrate 
before marriage between roughly the age of 15 and 25 (women) and 
28 (men).40 As we have noted, research into the background and life 
course implications of historical youth mobility has intensifi ed recently. 
Th is has also led to a renewal of interest in comparable systems of 
labor exchange between families in other parts of the world. Labor 
could not always be provided by one’s own household, even when it 
was strongly preferred. In particular at the beginning and the end of 
the domestic cycle, additional labor was needed. Apparently, in East-
Asia and Africa this was more oft en solved by creating ‘fi ctive’ kin-ties 
through respectively adoption41 and fosterage42 than by simply hiring 
temporary labor. In the stem family system of Japan, migration for ser-
vice was quite common and generally took the form of ‘pawn service’. 

37 Wolf and Huang 1980.
38 Lucas 1997: 750–751.
39 Kok 1997; Dribe 2003: 251, 254.
40 Hajnal 1982.
41 Wolf and Huang 1980; Pasternak 1983.
42 Goody 1996.
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Th at is, the family borrowed money against a family member’s wage as 
servant. Men were more oft en sent into service than women, and they 
were more oft en married than unmarried.43 Married men were consid-
ered more likely to return than single men.44 Th us, the age pattern in 
servant mobility was much less conspicuous than in Western Europe. 
According to Saito, female farm service was less important in Japan 
due to the very high exploitation of married female labor.45 Likewise, 
the age gradient of migration in China appears to have been less steep 
than in Western Europe.

In (sub-Saharan) Africa, many children are sent at an early age 
(starting from age fi ve onwards) to live with (real or fi ctitious) kinfolks. 
Recent surveys disclose strong regional variation with the estimates of 
children fostered ranging between 10 and 30 percent.46 In a sense, this 
system of fosterage fulfi ls the same functions as domestic service did in 
other parts of the world: the burdens weighing on large and poor fami-
lies are lift ed by smaller and richer families. Th e children provide labor, 
but on the other hand, receive a training or education that improves 
their chances. In particular, the transfer of children takes places from 
rural families to urban relatives, keeping the extended kinship intact.47 
Fosterage is related to other aspects of African family forms: thus chil-
dren whose mothers live in polygamous unions or who are divorced 
tend to send their children away more oft en.48

Th e migration of entire families is closely related to the domestic 
cycle and to the presence of other kin in the locality.49 Th us, ‘younger’ 
families move more oft en than older, and the proximity of relatives 
outside the household discourages out-migration. Young families, with 
a growing number of dependent children, may have sought a larger 
house or more land to accommodate the family and they may also have 
been forced to relocate because the consumption pressure forced the 
head to seek better employment in another place.50 In the later stages 
of the domestic cycle, migration was less likely, in particular when ado-
lescent (working) sons were present. In this stage, staying and pooling 

43 Kurosu 2004.
44 Nagata 2004.
45 Saito 1998.
46 McDaniel and Zulu 1996.
47 Isiugo-Abanihe 1985; Bigombe and Khadiagala 2003.
48 McDaniel and Zulu 1996.
49 Miller 1976.
50 Dribe 2003.
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income from several sources was probably a better strategy than mov-
ing because the head of the household could obtain a better position 
elsewhere.51 Everywhere, landed property tied families down and thus 
migration was much more frequent among landless peasants and ten-
ants than among freeholders.

Western European household formation was based on the economic 
independence of a couple. Without either husband or wife, it became 
much more diffi  cult to sustain the household. According to Peter 
Laslett’s ‘nuclear hardship’ hypothesis, widows and orphaned children 
were marginalized in those areas where the nuclear family predomi-
nated.52 Supposedly, their only hope lay in charity or in out-migra-
tion. Indeed, in northern Italy widowed individuals living in simple 
households were more likely to leave the village than those living in 
extended households.53 Widows left  more oft en than widowers. Th ese 
fi ndings are in line with the ‘nuclear hardship’ hypothesis. However, it 
was discovered that relatives living in the village outside the household 
were also important providers of support. Th us, the less kin ‘beyond 
the household’, the higher the chances of outmigration. Surprisingly, 
this was true for extended and simple households alike. Th us, extended 
households did not take over all the functions of a supportive kin net-
work. Th ese fi ndings for Italy were recently corroborated in a study 
of localities in Eastern Belgium.54 Native women who became widows 
tended to stay and rely on their relatives, whereas widowed immigrants 
migrated again. Th ey could fi nd a place in the households of their mar-
ried children living elsewhere, an option much less available to elderly 
men.55 Community families, as existed in China, were not always a 
source of protection for widows. Th eir position depended on their hav-
ing produced sons for their in-laws.56

Th e impact of migration on family systems

To a certain extent and for a certain period in time, migration rein-
forced rural society and rural family systems. Actually, this was the 

51 Kok 2004.
52 Laslett 1988.
53 Kertzer, Hogan and Karweit 1992.
54 Alter et al. 2002.
55 Neven 2003.
56 Campbell and Lee 2002.



230 jan kok

raison d’être of circular migration.57 Due to the remittances of workers 
engaged in circular migration, farms could be sustained. Aft er their 
‘sojourn’, the migrants would return home to take up farming. When 
circular migration shift ed into patterns of chain migration, this did not 
lead to a dramatic ‘uprooting’. During the nineteenth century, migrants 
to the cities tended not to return to their native villages, but instead 
became nuclei attracting relatives and other villagers to move to the 
city as well. Many studies describe how these migrants maintained 
their local cultures in a new urban context, or even abroad.58 We have 
seen how in patrilineal joint family systems, temporary migration is 
enabled and encouraged as a way to improve the communal econ-
omy. In this context, migration positively strengthens the joint family 
because migration of a married man increases the dependency of his 
conjugal unit on the collective. Harbison also emphasizes the fl exibility 
of joint family households that allows them to serve as intermediar-
ies in migration.59 Since living with (distant) relatives is common, the 
option of migration to distant places increases once kin is present.

Migration certainly changes families as well. Th e absence of a part-
ner creates tensions in families that are evidenced by an increase in 
divorces among migrant families.60 Th e relative independence of the 
women who stay behind, may lead to changes in (norms related to) 
gender relations, but the eff ects are rarely lasting.61 In the long run, 
migration may change family structures themselves. A survey of the 
infl uence of migration on traditional families noted the potentially cor-
roding eff ects of circular migration.62 In Africa, the ability of a migrant 
to dispose of a wage inevitably put him in an improved position in the 
family’s hierarchy. In fact, his earnings may be so high as to allow his 
wife and children to live apart from his family. She may either prefer 
to live with her own family or to live completely independent. How-
ever, in India similar eff ects of labor migration on joint families were 
not found. All in all, extended families (in particular joint families) 
are more capable of sustaining circular migration than nuclear fami-
lies, but when migration becomes more permanent, the nuclear family 
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predominates in new (urban) settings.63 In Africa, ‘nucleation’ seems 
to take a specifi c form. Here, rural-urban migration has reinforced the 
practice of polygyny. Th us, men support diff erent households, headed 
by their women, who are unable to share resources and who have to 
cope with the divided loyalties of their husband.64

In this section I have explored how structural diff erences between 
family systems could have led to diff erential migration patterns. Th us, 
I have looked at the potential dispersion of siblings through diff erent 
forms of inheritance, at marriage migration through diff erent residen-
tial rules and at patterns of leaving home, family migration and moves 
of the elderly associated with diff erent family life cycles in each fam-
ily system. Obviously, norms and rules are only part of the setting in 
which the lives of individual families unfold in a complex game of 
continuous adjustment. We will now move to the level of actual migra-
tion decision-making.

Household Strategies of Migration

Studying migration strategies

Th e study of household strategies of migration forms a thriving sub-
discipline of the sociology of developing countries. Pioneering work 
has been done in South-East Asia, in particular in the Philippines and 
Th ailand. With detailed retrospective surveys, migration histories of 
individuals and their families were analyzed. For instance, scholars 
have wondered why rural Philippine families so oft en preferred to 
send daughters instead of sons to work in the cities, although their 
work was less remunerative.65 Th eir outcomes suggests that although 
women earned less, their jobs (domestic service and clerical work) 
were relatively secure and daughters could be trusted more than sons 
to actually send their money back home.66 Th e overriding concern for 
family security also dictated that children were sent into diff erent labor 
markets, not per se the most profi table ones. Th us, migration strate-
gies served primarily the short-term interests of the family, not the 
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 long-term interests of the children.67 Th e recognition that households 
are always embedded in larger social groups, has led to the develop-
ment of quite elaborate (multilevel, contextual) regression models. 
Th ese statistical models combine characteristics of the household (size 
and composition, social position, educational attainment) with charac-
teristics of the community (socio-economic development, accessibility, 
migration history). Th ese studies clearly show how the decision- making 
process diff ers by local setting.68

Historians who want to employ the notion of household strategies 
are faced with serious diffi  culties with respect to their research design. 
People can no longer be questioned for their motives, which have to 
be inferred from their actions. Obviously, this entails the danger of 
circular reasoning.69 And what exactly were the power relations within 
the family when it came to determining the family’s goals and means? 
Historians have also doubted that people could actually plan for the 
long term because of the uncertainty, unpredictability and incomplete-
ness of information that characterized the past.70

In several historical studies, however, the family strategy concept has 
been used with success, in particular with respect to local and circular 
migration. Most new studies in this fi eld are based on large-scale and 
detailed household reconstructions that have become possible with the 
advent of personal computers and the increase of their storage capac-
ity. Now, detailed information on individuals and their families can 
be stored and processed. Households can be classifi ed by their size 
and type (broken, nuclear, stem family etcetera), their socio-economic 
status and their worker-consumer ratio. Individuals can be labeled by 
sex, age, position in the sibling order and their relation to the head of 
the household (close kin, distant kin, non-kin). With these datasets 
and concomitant techniques for analysis, a host of new questions are 
addressed. How did the mobility of individual youths relate to both 
their parental household composition and that of their employers? Is 
the background of the parents (e.g. their migration history) relevant 
for the destinations of their children? Was the experience of servant 
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girls in urban households translated in their later geographical mobil-
ity and partner choice?71

A core question of these studies is: how do we know that individual 
migrations are more inspired by collective than by individual inter-
ests? Th is question is addressed in three ways. Firstly, the timing of the 
move is related to the economic situation, both of the family and the 
society at large. For instance, in adverse economic situations, farming 
families can opt to replace hired labor by sons, and vice versa.72 In 
non-farming families, the departure of children can be related to the 
need to save on the budget. Second, the relative ‘success’ of migra-
tion can be assessed by comparing life courses of movers and stayers. 
Frequent local and circular migration were oft en associated with low 
rates of upward social mobility. Th ese moves seem to have been mostly 
inspired by the immediate needs of the household. On the other hand, 
youth migrating over long distances and those going from rural places 
to cities had fairly good chances of ascending on the social ladder.73 
Finally, qualitative material exists that—in combination with quanti-
tative methods—can be used to reconstruct motives and intra-fam-
ily deliberations behind migration. For instance, diaries and letters of 
servants confi rm the overriding role of the parents in choosing timing 
and destination of, at least, the fi rst moves from home.74

Leaving home and local labor migration

In historical demography, a whole new literature on the subject of leav-
ing home and servant mobility has sprung up. In traditional migration 
history, adolescent mobility was oft en neglected since it hardly made 
an impression on regional net migration. However, it was by far the 
most important component in local and circular migration fl ows. In 
comparing leaving home patterns between nuclear and stem family 
systems, it seems that the notion of youth mobility being an integral 
and typical part of ‘the’ Western European nuclear family system has 
to be revised.75 Everywhere, many children remained with their par-
ents until marriage, whereas in various regions nuclear systems existed 
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without any ‘life cycle service’ at all. On the other hand, the stem fam-
ily system of Japan had its own variant of youth mobility (see below).

Little is known on leaving home in Asian (community) families, due 
to underrecording in the sources. For the 18th and 19th centuries, the 
best Chinese sources relate to frontier populations of hereditary ‘ban-
nermen’ who fell under military rule and who were not allowed to 
emigrate. In a pioneering study of illicit migration of such a (north-
ern) Chinese population, it has been demonstrated that underprivi-
leged household members (unmarried uncles, brothers, cousins and 
nephews of the head) were most likely to fl ee.76 Even less is known on 
women. Generally, girls lived and worked at home until their marriage 
at a very early age. Strong subjection to patriarchal authority and the 
custom of foot-binding clearly limited their mobility.77 Interestingly, 
when female labor in the Southern Chinese silk industry became highly 
remunerative, more leeway for working girls was created, including 
the option to delay marriage or to forego it altogether. When the silk 
industry declined, many of these single girls were sent to the cities or 
abroad.78 For Europe, Kertzer and Hogan have studied the joint fami-
lies of sharecroppers in Northern Italy, including their mobility pat-
terns.79 Th ese sharecroppers had only very short term lease contracts 
and were forced to concentrate as much labor as possible. Th ese large 
households oft en included life cycle servants and individuals migrated 
from complex households less frequently than they did from non-
complex households.

Is the rationality, the ‘calculus’ behind family migration strategies 
diff erent when we compare across family systems? Or are concerns 
regarding maximizing income and containing risks leading every-
where to the same patterns of expulsion and retaining specifi c fam-
ily members? Future comparative research needs to put this question 
on the agenda. A comparative study of past demographic behavior in 
various Eurasian societies suggests that there were indeed important 
diff erences. In Western Europe, (defending and augmenting) property 
seems to have been more central to the strategies of household heads, 
whereas in East Asia the family itself was perceived as the crucial asset. 
Defending the family in periods of crisis even could imply that the 

76 Campbell and Lee 2001.
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household heads and their fi rst-born sons had to (temporarily) relin-
quish their privileged position.80

Circular migration

Family systems diff er in the extent to which the older generation can 
dominate the younger as well as in what constitutes ‘collective interests’. 
In nuclear systems, parental authority ends upon marriage of the chil-
dren. In stem families, at least one child remains under the authority 
of the parent(s), but here the timing of headship transfer is crucial. In 
community family systems, headship is never relinquished and all sons 
remain eff ectively subjugated to the father. As long as individual mem-
bers have a stake in the collective family property or enterprise, they 
are more likely to conform to parental authority. Non-inheriting, mar-
ried children in nuclear or stem family systems are ‘free’ to pursue their 
own goals, whereas inheriting children in stem systems and sons in 
community systems have a clear interest in conformity. As an example, 
we will describe how the migration of sons from Chinese joint families 
fi ts both the interest of the family as well as their own.81

A Chinese family (jia) is both a socio-political, economic and reli-
gious unity. Chinese law made membership of a jia obligatory. Th e heads 
were liable to pay taxes and were held responsible for misdemeanors 
by jia members. Th e heads were invested with considerable authority 
and headship was transferred by fathers to their eldest sons (primo-
geniture). However, sons had equal claims to property and the jia (as 
long as it was undivided) was a large production unit. Th is should not 
be interpreted in any altruistic sense. Th e relationship between fam-
ily members can be seen in terms of implicit contracts: ‘Parents owe 
children the expenses of rearing them; children owe parents at least 
an equivalent return, on which parents may sustain themselves in old 
age’.82 Th e spread of wage labor meant that mutual obligations became 
commoditized, that is, expressed in money. Chinese family members 
are acutely aware of the money worth of each one’s contribution to 
the collective property or enterprise. Finally, the jia served a religious 
function. In the Chinese ancestor cult it was of vital importance that 
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the funeral tablets of the ancestors, and eventually of oneself, were 
worshipped by male descendants, preferably in the house altars.83

Whereas the jia was the basic family unit, it was generally embed-
ded in a wider kinship group, the lineage (tsu). Th ese lineages con-
sisted of patrilineally descended kin, who shared surnames and who 
were strictly exogamous. Oft en, Chinese villages consisted of surname 
groups. Th ese lineages served very important functions as intermediar-
ies between family and the quite rapacious Chinese state. Again, the 
role of the ancestor as the (mythical) founders of the patrilineage is 
of importance. Th ey provided their descendants with ‘sacred’ property 
that was inalienable by the state. Such property could be land, but also 
a shop, a brick kiln et cetera. Lineage property and pooled capital could 
evolve into huge family enterprises, that Gates aptly calls ‘patricorpora-
tions’.84 Powerful lineages were successful in evading taxes. Th e lineages 
also invested in the social mobility of their members, depending on 
their personal qualities. Gift ed sons or nephews could be trained for 
the examination that gave entry to offi  cialdom. Th e entire lineage was 
liable to reap the benefi ts of this political leverage.

Lineages typically ‘pooled’ human capital. Boys could be exchanged 
(through adoption) in case an heir was lacking or additional labor was 
needed. Likewise, lineages or associated local organizations send kin-
folk to work as ‘sojourners’ in cities or overseas, in the expectancy of 
support by successful migrants. For the migrants, there were strong 
incentives to comply to these expectancies. First of all, many of them 
were married (sojourners are oft en named ‘married bachelors’) and 
their wives and children were taken care of by their parents and broth-
ers. Second, they had a powerful sense of obligation to the lineage or 
communal organization that had provided their passage, took care of 
letters and payments, enabled them (or their corpse) to return home. 
Th eir lineage remained their frame of reference, not the host society. 
Th is is because their option to return and take their rightful place in 
the family was secured.85 Despite the huge changes in 20th century 
Chinese society, important elements of family structure have survived 
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or even reemerged.86 And up to the present day, lineages form the core 
of successfully Chinese corporations operating on a global scale.87

In (sub-Saharan) African societies the extended family, which con-
sists of many members who may live widely apart, is more important 
for migration decision-making than households. Th e extended family 
includes parents, siblings, uncles, aunts, cousins and nephews, and even 
more distant relatives and friends.88 As I have described earlier, through 
fosterage African children are transferred between households of rela-
tives who thus share the costs and responsibilities of raising children. 
In a similar way are children selected to emigrate, in order to work or 
receive an education. A recent study of migration from Cameroon to 
Germany had identifi ed the key decision-makers as well as the criteria 
for the selection of the migrants. Th e decision is made by an authority 
fi gure (parent, older sibling), who invests in the child through provid-
ing information and contacts and who raises the money within the 
family to make the move possible. According to Arthur, women have 
the best contacts, both abroad and at home, and are key fi gures in the 
process.89 Th e ‘chosen one’ needs to have special skills, such as fl u-
ency in language and the capacity to ‘handle white people’.90 Clearly, 
benefi ts in the form of remittances are expected and the pressure on 
the migrants is correspondingly high.91 Th us, they are discouraged to 
start relationships that may lead to a marriage: staying single is the best 
guarantee for unfaltering loyalty towards their extended family. Only 
aft er the migration has yielded rewards for the family can the migrant 
start thinking about marriage.

Th e hold of the family on migrated members depends on cultural 
norms, mechanisms of social control as well as the interest of the 
migrants themselves to support the family. How long do migrated 
children continue to support their aging parents? Can a strategy of 
migration actually be detrimental to the well-being of parents in the 
long run? An interesting new fi eld of research is the study of remit-
tances.92 A study of the elderly in rural South Korea discloses that 
investing in migrating indeed pays dividends: migrated (married) sons 
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and ( unmarried) daughters continue to assist their parents fi nancially, 
although it is inversely related to distance. Lee expects that these inter-
generational transfers will be diminished when state welfare provisions 
expand and when Confucian family values are corroded by individual-
ism.93 Studies on Mexican migration are less confi dent that remittances 
compensate for the fact that elderly parents of migrants tend to live 
alone and have to do without the (traditional) comfort of close relatives 
nearby.94 Indeed, it will be interesting to compare across family systems 
to see whether lifelong attachments and support of parents diff er.

Th e interests and strategies of households are only part of the story, 
albeit a vital one. As we have seen in the case of Africa, the extended 
family oft en plays a more important part than specifi c households in 
migratory moves of individuals. In the next section, we explore this 
theme further by looking at the role of networks in migration.

Family Ties and Family Networks

Vanishing systems, persistent values

In the preceding sections, I have shown how family systems contrib-
uted to the formation of specifi c patterns of migration and to diff er-
ences in the composition of migration streams in terms of gender, age 
and sibling position. Family systems were rooted fi rmly in familial pro-
duction and the inheritance and residential practices of rural societies. 
However, proletarianization, industrialization and urbanization—if not 
migration itself—have changed these rural societies strongly. What is 
the relevance of traditional family systems for understanding migra-
tion in modern societies?

I have already noted that for Todd, the essence of family systems 
was those persistent values and norms that regulate the way ‘family’ is 
perceived and translated in behavioral patterns with respect to author-
ity, contact, communication and support among kin.95 Persisting fam-
ily values form the core of various studies dealing with comparisons 
between collectivist and individualist cultures.96 Th ey also play a role 
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in a number of studies that try to explain contemporary regional dif-
ferences in demography. In an infl uential article, Reher contrasts two 
European family systems, characterized by weak and strong family 
ties.97 In Northern Europe, the weak family is currently refl ected in a 
relatively early age at leaving home, a relatively long period of inde-
pendence before marriage, late marriage, high rates of singles and one-
parent families, high institutionalization of elderly, and, fi nally, high 
rates of suicide. In the strong family system of the south of Europe 
children still live at home until marriage. Because the parents support 
the children for a longer period, they tend to have accumulated less 
saving than their northern European counterparts. However, they live 
far more oft en in the homes of their children at old age. Th ese dif-
ferences were visible in the past as well, for instance in the strongly 
diverging incidence of service in north and south.

Th ese persistent ties are not a residue of customs associated with 
(rural) inheritance and residence patterns. Th e values are even older 
and seem to have conditioned inheritance patterns. For instance, in 
northern stem-family areas care for the elderly was arranged by written 
contracts, whereas in southern stem family areas such care was norma-
tive and thus implicit.98 Empirical research into the connection between 
inheritance system and ties between siblings suggests that—contrary to 
what one would expect—impartible inheritance was associated with 
strong sibling ties, whereas partibility (apparently through creating 
intrafamilial strive) was associated with weak ties among siblings.99 Th e 
regionally diff erent meanings attached to the concepts ‘individual’ and 
‘family’ have also been invoked to explain recent trends in European 
fertility.100 In a similar vein, authors writing on East-Asian families 
have emphasized the resilience of traditional family ties in the face of 
rapid social change.101

Th e persistence of norms regulating family relationships implies that 
social networks of people will be diff erent, depending on their cul-
ture. Th at is, the relative importance of kin versus friends within these 
networks will diff er as well as the frequency and content of contacts. 
Th e frequency of face-to-face contacts with kin, including extended 
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kin, is much higher in southern and eastern Europe than in western 
Europe.102 Th us, there appears to be a lasting impact of historical fam-
ily systems on social networks, although much empirical work remains 
to be done in this respect.103

Dynamics of migration networks

Students of migration have increasingly become aware that individual 
acts of migration engender new moves. People who have migrated 
once are more likely than others to do so in the future. Also, people 
who are related to persons with migration experience, may receive 
information or practical help that lowers their own costs of moving.104 
Access to networks, such as ties to migrants, has been described as 
‘social capital’.105 Possessing this capital may explain why some persons 
are more liable to migrate than others, and why they benefi t more from 
migration than others. A lot of new research is devoted to explore how 
and when the migration experiences of some create ‘social capital’ for 
others. What is the role of kin in this process?

Th e concept of social capital directs attention to non-family rela-
tionships that are important for individual (social or economic) 
achievements or the lack of them. In social capital theory, it has been 
recognized that closely-knit networks are by no means always benefi -
cial. Networks of ‘strong ties’ of persons sharing the same characteris-
tics (such as religion, occupational status, ethnicity) do have capacities 
for ‘bonding’, that is creating emotional support. However, they also 
form sources of ‘negative social capital’. Firstly, the tight control of 
some (e.g. ethnic) networks on (e.g. economic) activities excludes out-
siders. Second, network members may put excessive claims on others, 
thus preventing their economic success. Lastly, tight networks presup-
pose strong internal social control that restricts personal freedom and 
initiatives and inhibits innovation.106 Th us, an ‘ideal’ personal net-
work should be a mixture of ‘strong’ and ‘weak’ ties. Weak ties are 
secondary relations with friends, neighbors and acquaintances.107 In 
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particular relations with people outside one’s immediate group are of 
importance. It is precisely in ‘bridging’ contacts between socially het-
erogeneous  persons where the opportunities of networks to innovate 
and to expand reside.

In recent years, social capital theory has also become an impor-
tant framework for understanding migration patterns.108 By migrat-
ing, persons acquire knowledge, skills and contacts that enlarge the 
total social capital of their group. Migration networks have their own 
logic in facilitating and sustaining migration fl ows.109 Th eir existence 
stems from the basic rationale behind family strategies: the reduction 
of risk and uncertainty in a world of non-transparent markets. Fami-
lies need to diversify their sources of income, rather than maximize 
them by specialization. Families do not have complete access to reliable 
information, credit and job opportunities. For this reason, networks of 
personal contacts are crucial in providing information and assistance 
and in lowering the huge costs and risks of migration. In enabling 
migration, particularly over long distances or from a rural to an urban 
setting, numerous people are involved, providing credit, transport, 
housing, jobs and the exchange of money and news. Th e migrants 
are bound to these people through ‘migration contracts’, more or less 
implicit agreements to repay the family’s or community’s investment, 
through remittances or otherwise.

Because of the large number of participants and the complex nature 
of transactions and ‘contracts’, migration networks have become ‘insti-
tutionalized’, that is they have developed into ‘quasi-autonomous 
systems, with rules and norms, allowing specifi c individuals and orga-
nizations to attain their objectives’.110 As institutions, migration net-
works have a number of specifi c characteristics. First, their growth is 
a self-generating, cumulative process. Th e explanation for this is that 
the more people are involved in the network, the lower the costs of 
migration for aspirant migrants becomes. Cumulatively lowering costs 
explains why migration fl ows continue, even when receiving regions 
seem ‘saturated’ or when income diff erentials between sending and 
receiving regions have largely diminished. In addition, the remit-
tances and displayed wealth of return migrants tend to increase social 
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inequality in the local communities. Th rough a mechanism of ‘relative 
deprivation’, more people are motivated to migrate and to partake in 
the migration network.111 Second, migration networks tend to be more 
hierarchical when there are more risks involved. In some regions of the 
world, families and villages make sure the migrants are closely super-
vised in their new surroundings, for instance by paid intermediaries 
and ‘sponsors’.112 Social control also operates through fostering psy-
chological attachment of migrants to their home villages and through 
instilling them with shame when not repaying their debts. Th ird, it is 
crucial to recognize that networks are path-dependent. Th ey are prod-
ucts of historical circumstances and contingencies and not necessarily 
the ‘optimal’ solutions from a purely economic point of view. Once in 
existence, they tend to channel and even to monopolize migration deci-
sions. Migration becomes ‘partitioned’ in specifi c migration streams 
between sending and receiving regions. Th is works from both ends: 
the network sends people to particular destinations and not to oth-
ers, whereas employers at the receiving end prefer to hire people from 
trustworthy networks. Last, the networks have the tendency to change 
the composition of migration streams. Th at is, the ‘chain’ migrants who 
follow in the wake of ‘pioneers’ have diff erent characteristics, e.g. in 
terms of age, marital status and wealth.

Th e cumulative character of migration networks does not imply that 
they will simply become more important over time. Th eir develop-
ment may be perceived as a cycle. In the fi rst stage, pioneers move 
without the benefi t of a network. Th ese are migrants with the lowest 
relative costs. Th is may be because they are relatively wealthy. More 
likely, however, is that they have not much to lose (typically young and 
single men) or because their migration is organized and paid for by the 
recruiting sector.113 An example of the latter is the indentured labor 
from India and China in the colonial period. In the second stage, the 
pioneers form the core of a rapidly expanding network. Th e costs of 
migration decline and migration fl ows accelerate. In the third stage, the 
migrants become integrated in the receiving countries and it becomes 
increasingly diffi  cult for the sending families and local communities 
to ensure that their investments are returned. Meanwhile, all sorts of 
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economic transformations or political obstacles can operate against 
the network and result in its weakening or disappearance. Sometimes, 
migration networks have attracted too many and too poor newcomers 
in too short a period to be able to help them in their new setting. Th e 
tensions ensuing from this situation are disruptive to the network as 
a whole.114

Kin are generally considered the most important, most stable ele-
ments of migration networks. Th is had been ascribed to the fact that 
family ties and relations have an enduring character, as we have seen 
above. Also, information stemming from or translated through rela-
tives tends to be more trusted than information from other sources, 
such as recruiting agencies.115 Finally, migrated family members are 
liable to become ‘role models’ for the stayers.116 In personal networks, 
even today, relationships with close kin are extremely important. 
Th e strength of these relationships does not depend on proximity.117 
However, the importance of ‘weak ties’ for the success of migration 
networks has been recognized as well. Successful networks can not 
operate only with relatives, not even those formed from broad kin-
ship groups such as clans.118 How important was the family component 
in historical migration networks? And is it possible—empirically—to 
determine what impact migrated family members had on decisions of 
the others?

Chain migration and social capital in historical research

Migration historians have worked very fruitfully with the concept of 
chain migration.119 In fact, the centrality of networks to the generation 
and maintenance of migration streams has become something of a par-
adigm in migration history.120 Recently, however, some scholars have 
begun to question this received wisdom. In various studies, it had been 
noted that many immigrants did not live ‘clustered’ by origin com-
munities or regions as more or less predicted by the chain migration 
thesis. Th e archetypical way Italian community life was ‘ transplanted’ 
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to America was oft en not found in other settings. In their article ‘Is 
there life outside the migrant network?’, Lesger, Lucassen and Schrover 
emphasize the importance of non-network migration. In this type, the 
decision to move does not depend on the expectation of help from 
kin or friends, in other words, social capital does not play a role. Th e 
move may be simply inspired by more or less concrete knowledge of 
employment opportunities. Th is type of migration appears to pre-
dominate in the case of the many Germans who came to work in the 
bustling port city of Rotterdam.121 Likewise, Moch recently questioned 
the importance of kin networks for Bretons who fl ocked to Paris in 
large numbers in the late nineteenth century. Analyzing among others 
the witnesses at the marriages of the migrants, she concludes that the 
immigrants made crucial contacts aft er arrival. Th ese contacts were 
typically ‘weak ties’ with neighbors and newly found friends.122

Migration historians generally focus on long distance migration and 
the (ethnic) communities formed by immigrants. Depending of the 
extent to which the immigrants are ‘clustered’, conclusions are drawn 
about the role of networks in the migration process. However, this 
approach does not allow fi rm conclusions on the role of networks in 
triggering the original out-migration. A less attractive but potentially 
more rewarding approach is to focus on households and communities 
in the sending regions, and to search for empirical evidence of the 
‘cumulative causation’ of migration. Did the prior migration of family 
members indeed have an eff ect on others and how?

A number of researchers work with genealogies that allow for 
a detailed reconstruction of kinship networks, including spatially 
extended ones. Th is type of genealogy is rare, because most (amateur) 
genealogists concentrate on the family trees of the sedentary population. 
Recently, a number of large historical databases have been built that 
allow for reconstructing migration trajectories of several generations of 
families.123 Although this material is oft en limited to male descendants, 
it does allow to reconstruct the logic behind the dispersion of families, 
e.g. the type of occupation, access to land et cetera.124 Locally extended 
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122 Moch 2003b.
123 E.g. for France, see Dupâquier and Kessler 1992; for Flanders, Matthijs et al. 

2005, for the American North, Adams and Kasakoff  1992.
124 Bieder 1973; Bideau et al.1995; Widdis 1992.
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kinship networks seem to have lowered the chance of out-migration.125 
Th e role of migrants in triggering moves of family members can also 
be studied. In his ‘micro-historical’ study of the role of family networks 
in migration, Rosental closely studied the shift ing spatial and socio-
professional confi gurations of three generations of a hundred rural 
French families. Sisters who had moved upon marriage seem to play a 
vital role in introducing younger brothers to socio-professional alter-
natives, that included the option of migration.126 However, Rosental 
confi rmed that families embedded in networks characterized by ‘weak 
ties’ (studied through witnesses on marriage certifi cates) were more 
prone to include long-distance migration in their migratory  projects.

Rosental described the area where family members tend to concen-
trate as the ‘family territory’, recognizing that it is always shift ing and 
expanding with each new generation. Elaborating this concept further 
Kesztenbaum sees the various places in which family members have 
dwelt as the family’s ‘portfolio of places’ or as the family’s ‘spatial capi-
tal’.127 In other words, by migrating to diff erent places, a family gradu-
ally expands its common fund of knowledge of conditions in places, 
useful contacts et cetera. To what extent do individual migrants make 
use of this ‘spatial capital’? In his study on French families between 
1800 and 1940, Kesztenbaum concludes that the size and diversity of 
the portfolio itself increases the chances of migration, but that many 
migrants choose destinations outside the ‘portfolio’.

Th e notion of migration-specifi c social capital is intuitively very 
appealing, but on close inspection diffi  cult to prove. Th e observations 
that migration streams from particular locations accelerate in time 
and that consecutive migrants are related to one another is not evi-
dence in itself of social capital. Th ese observations may be accounted 
for by other causes. First, the initial migration may have increased the 
demand for transport facilities and infrastructure that lower migration 
costs for all members of a specifi c community. Second, prior migration 
of community members may have induced value changes in the com-
munity, creating a ‘culture of migration’, again stimulating all members 
equally.128 Th ird, the fact that people who are related tend to migrate 
more oft en, may be a consequence of the fact that they share specifi c 

125 Bieder 1973.
126 Rosental 1999: 130, 210.
127 Kesztenbaum 2008.
128 Guilmoto and Sandron 2001.
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characteristics. Th us, it is not their relationship that is vital in increas-
ing their likelihood to migrate, but their common characteristics. 
Finally, the migration of kin, such as siblings, may be part of house-
hold strategies of risk diversifi cation. In other words, the fi rst child is 
sent by the parents to one location and another may be sent later to 
the same place or elsewhere. Th eir migrations in themselves do not 
contribute to the ‘social capital’ of the family. Palloni et al. developed 
a rather rigorous methodology to assess the impact of social capital in 
the form of migrated siblings, while controlling for family background 
and community characteristics. Using data from 39 communities in 
Mexico with a high level of migration to the United States, they found 
that the migration of older siblings signifi cantly increased the chance 
of younger ones to migrate as well.129

Some researchers have applied similar methods to historical 
data. Th e analysis of migrations of unmarried women between age 
twelve and thirty in two rural areas in Belgium and Th e Netherlands 
(1829–1940) shows that prior moves of siblings aff ected one’s migra-
tion chances, although the mechanism depended on the regional and 
gender-specifi c labor markets.130 In the commercialized rural region 
of Zeeland, young women who wanted to escape fi eld work opted for 
domestic service on farms or, even better, in cities. In this respect, 
the prior experiences of their sisters were helpful, not those of their 
brothers. In the Belgian Pays d’Herve domestic service was less impor-
tant and migrating young women mostly left  for industrial work in 
the Walloon cities. In this choice, they were aff ected equally by their 
brother’s and sister’s experiences or ‘social capital’. Th ese results reaf-
fi rm the need for closer inspection of the gender diff erences in the 
creation and experience of social capital.131 On the other hand, in their 
study of fi rst migrations (19th century France) aft er marriage, scholars 
found very little evidence that the dispersion of siblings infl uenced the 
chance and distance of migrations.132 A preliminary conclusion could 
be that migration experiences of siblings were of particular importance 
for unmarried persons seeking a livelihood in a ‘new’ setting. However, 
more studies of this type are needed to reach fi rm conclusions on when 

129 Palloni et al. 2001.
130 Bras and Neven 2007.
131 Curran et al. 2005. For a recent exploration of gender diff erences in networked 

migration, see Wegge 2008.
132 Bonneuil et al. 2008.
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and how members of families aff ected each other’s migrations. Also, we 
still know next to nothing on the role of networks based on the ‘weak 
ties’ of friendship or acquaintance.133

Discussion

In this chapter, I have employed a typology of family systems to dis-
close global diff erences in family determinants of historical migration 
patterns. Th e inheritance practices integral to family systems generate 
diff erent forms and streams of migration. In community and egalitar-
ian nuclear systems with partible inheritance (male) siblings are not 
as dispersed as in systems practicing impartibility. Likewise, the mar-
riage rules generate diff erences in the gender composition of migra-
tion streams. For instance, patrilocal versus neo-local residence upon 
marriage lead to strong diff erences in marriage migration by men and 
women. In general, both marriage and inheritance rules lead to a greater 
dispersion of female than male children. Diff erences between family 
systems in the age at marriage and in household composition lead to 
diff erential ‘life cycle’ migration, or moves associated with particular 
stages in life. For instance, in community family systems widows will 
never live alone, whereas in nuclear family systems specifi c migration 
of the elderly (e.g. to live near the children) is not uncommon.

Th e systems also diff er strongly in the parental authority over chil-
dren. In nuclear systems, this authority ends upon the marriage of the 
children. On the other extreme, in community family systems head-
ship is never transferred and all sons remain obedient to their father. 
Th is implies an entirely diff erent impact in terms of eff ectiveness and 
lifelong duration of family strategies related to local labor and circular 
migration. In joint families, circular migration of married men may 
still be part of a long-term strategy of the household, oft en embedded 
in a wider kinship group. In African family systems, ‘parental’ author-
ity may be transferred to another member of the extended family who 
organizes the long-distance migration of adolescents, from which the 
entire family expects benefi ts.

Apart from these ‘structural’ eff ects related to inheritance and house-
hold composition, family systems are also associated with  specifi c family 

133 Palloni et al. 2001, p.1295; see Lourens and Lucassen 2007 for an exception.
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values which permeate society in many ways, including the patterning 
of migration. Joint families in particular forge close ties between male 
relatives that are also the building blocks of migration networks. How-
ever, recent research suggests that effi  cient networks need to contain 
non-family contacts (‘weak ties’) as well. Th e role of family networks 
or ‘spatial capital’ in stimulating short or medium-distance migration 
is still debated.

In this chapter, I have looked at migration decisions from the family 
perspective, and concentrated on the sending regions. I have focused 
on decisions taken by the migrants themselves or by authoritative fam-
ily members who decided for them. Th is means that forms of forced 
migration, such as slavery, have not been considered. My approach has 
to be qualifi ed in other respects as well. To be considered an option 
at all, migration has to be feasible (permitted by the law, facilitated by 
infrastructure) and desirable (information on destination is available, 
and benefi ts are expected to outweigh the costs).134 In other words, the 
relative importance of the family factor should in principle be consid-
ered alongside a host of other, economic, demographic and political 
determinants. Also, the actual migration and accommodation to new 
surroundings oft en drastically changed the lives—including family 
norms and family practices—of the migrants themselves. Th is dimen-
sion of the subject, and the potential feedback eff ects on the sending 
region, awaits further exploration.

In fact, research on many of the addressed topics has just begun. 
For one thing, we need more local, contextualised studies to give both 
regional and historical diversity in inheritance patterns and household 
formation their due. Goody warned against characterizing whole soci-
eties on the basis of rules without allowing for mechanisms for chang-
ing these rules.135 Indeed, such changes in family systems occurred 
frequently. In addition, there is much more regional and even local 
diversity than suggested in schemes of family systems.136 A huge prob-
lem is that comparative studies of household composition are oft en 
based on census-type ‘snapshots’ of families, in which small, nuclear 
families oft en predominate. However, when we consider the demo-

134 Harbison 1981.
135 Goody 1996b.
136 Caldwell 2001.
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graphic constraints (longevity of the parents, frequency and age at 
marriage of their children, fertility) it becomes clear that only a lim-
ited number of families can be expected to be a stem family (let alone a 
joint one) even if this was the ‘rule’.137 Also, the classifi cation in systems 
is based mainly on practices observed among landowning families. 
In many authoritarian (stem) and community (joint) family systems 
only the most well-to do among the landowners are able to live up to 
the cultural norms of their societies.138 Much less diversity is found 
among propertyless and urban families,139 whereas commercialization 
and the increase of land markets allow for more fl exibility in dealing 
with inheritance rules.140 A major problem with ‘family systems’ is their 
periodization and their class-bias: at what point in time do they cease 
to characterize certain classes of the population in a particular area? 
Th us, we need more research into the characteristics and implications 
of family systems both before the mid-nineteenth century and aft er the 
mid-twentieth century. Also, we need to clarify how the propertyless fi t 
into these systems. Finally, more studies are needed on urban families, 
their ties to families in both rural and urban places, and their strategies 
of both horizontal and vertical mobility.141

To understand in more detail how family structures, inheritance 
practices and household strategies aff ect migration we need to invest 
in the reconstruction and systematic comparison of the life courses of 
inheriting and non-inheriting and married and non-married siblings.142 
Preferably, the reconstructed life courses include entire migration tra-
jectories. Typically, migration studies lean on dichotomies, by com-
paring either in-migrants with natives or movers with stayers. A host 
of explanatory variables remain hidden in the migration paths them-
selves. Th e analysis of trajectories may reveal the impact of life course 
factors, of family networks, of careers and perhaps even of individual 
psychology. Moves made during childhood or adolescence infl uence 
decisions about whether and where to move at an older age. Th e expe-
rience of mobility, the information on other localities and the availabil-
ity of family networks form a continuing and cumulative force during 

137 cf Berkner 1972; Ruggles 1994.
138 Goody 1973: 13; Goody 1996b: 7–8; De Haan 1997: 494.
139 Mitterauer and Sieder 1977; Wilson and Dyson 1992.
140 Berkner and Mendels 1978.
141 See for an example Gribaudi 1987.
142 Durães et al. 2009: for an evaluation of the life course approach, its methods and 

material, see Kok 2007.
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the life course.143 Given the huge eff ort to reconstruct trajectories, it is 
not surprising that only a few studies have dealt with them.144

Other fi elds that await further research include parent-child rela-
tions in the past. To what extent were parents supported (fi nancially 
or otherwise) by children outside the household, living nearby or in 
distant locations? Also, the social networks in which both movers and 
stayers were embedded still await reconstruction. How important were 
friends and acquaintances, both at home and in the new surroundings? 
Only then can we begin to assess the relative role of kin in migration 
networks. Finally, to fully understand the role of diff erent family sys-
tems in migration, much more comparative work than was feasible in 
the context of this chapter needs to be done. Th is work will have to 
contrast the support for parents in diff erent parts of the world, the ties 
between family members and the values and norms informing house-
hold strategies of migration.

143 Massey 1990; Massey and Zenteno 1999.
144 Martinius 1977; Knights 1991; Rosental 1999; Pooley and Turnbull 1998; Bras 

2002.
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GEOGRAPHICAL AND LANGUAGES INDEX

NB1 languages and language groups as well as ethnicities and cultures in italics
NB2 Languages which are mentioned only in fi gures, and not in the text have not 

been included; neither have geographical names on maps (but captions of maps have 
been included!)

Alps, the 66
Americas, the 6–7, 15–16, 23, 27, 53, 

69, 78, 157, 184, 191, 193–194, 196, 
201–202, 204, 206, 211, 213

 Amerindians, Amerind, Native 
 American 18, 22, 55–56, 89, 178

 Central America, Meso America 56, 
 72–73, 194, 221

 North America 16, 18–19, 28, 31, 
 33, 56, 117, 164, 178, 186, 202, 
 208, 210–211, 220, 225

  Afro-North American 60–61
  Apache, Apachean(s) 178–179
  Athabaskan 27, 178–180, 185–187
  Chipewyan 56
  Comanches 119
  Cree 56
  Crow 186
  Navaho 178–170
  Numic, Numa 27, 117–121, 130, 

  137, 139, 164, 180–181, 186–187
  Ojibwa 56
  Omaha 186–187
  Takic 164, 181
 South America 5, 7, 14, 26, 28, 54, 

 56, 110, 206, 220
  Andes, the 70
Arabia, Arab, Arabic 34, 49, 208–209, 

221
 South Arabia, South Arabian 25, 

 132–134
Aryans 18
Asia 6–8, 11–12, 14, 16, 18, 34, 47–49, 

61, 78, 110, 192, 194, 199, 201, 205, 
208, 212, 217, 234

 Central Asia 12, 28, 49, 53
 East Asia 29, 53, 98, 112, 195, 201,

 212, 227, 234, 239
 Northern Asia 12–13
 South Asia 53, 136–137

Africa 3, 7–8, 11, 14, 16, 18, 21–23, 
27, 31, 34, 39–40, 43, 44, 46, 48–49, 
51–56, 61, 69, 72–73, 113, 116, 121, 
123, 130, 136–137, 140, 145–146, 192, 
194–197, 199, 205, 208, 212–213, 
220–221, 226–228, 230–231, 237–238, 
247; see also Bantu

 Cushitic 117, 131–134, 141, 
 143–144, 147–148, 151, 153

  Afar 151
  Agaw 132–134, 148
  Beja 148
  Oromo 147, 151
  Soomaali, Somali 147
 East(ern) Africa 25, 62, 129,

 135–137, 140
  Camus 140
  Kalenjin 25, 31, 131, 137–139, 

  141, 143–145, 154
  Maa, Ma’a, Maasai 131, 140–145, 

  151, 153–154
  Ongamo 140
  Ongamo-Maa 140–144, 151–152
  Sampuru 140, 145
 Great Lakes 129
 Horn of Africa 131, 133–134
 Nilotic 141, 143, 152–153
 Northeast Africa 34
 Northern Africa 46, 62
 Saharan Africa 62, 69, 72
  Jenne 69
  Timbuktu 69
 Southern Africa 157
 Sub-Saharan Africa, tropical 

 Africa 46, 49, 62, 226, 237
 West Africa 116
  Krio 116
Afroasiatic 24, 131
Alaska 178
Algeria 197
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 Southeast Asia 12–13, 18, 28, 49, 
 77–82, 90, 95–96, 101, 104, 193, 
 196, 199, 204–205, 212, 219, 221, 
 231

Atlantic Ocean, Atlantic regions, 
Atlantic world 5–7, 10–14, 18, 31, 
33, 204, 208, 211, 213, 215

Australasia 157
Australia 5, 16, 26–27, 31, 34, 79–80, 

83, 90, 158–159, 162–165, 168–171, 
176, 181, 183–184, 187, 191–192, 194, 
196, 199–200, 211–213, 220

 Aboriginal Australian languages 
 90

  Aranda 186
  Ngumpin Yapa, Eastern Ngumpin 

  26, 172–174, 176
  Pama-Nyungan (PN) 26, 162–163, 

  169–172, 175, 177, 187
  Wati 172
 Australian Desert populations (AD) 

 171
  Warlman, Warlpiri 171, 174–175
 Australian English 27, 161, 

 182–183
 Australian Riverine populations 

 (AR) 171
 Northern Territory 172
  Jarragan 173–174
  Victoria River District 172–175
 Sahul 80, 83, 90, 112, 192, 

 199–201, 212
 Tasmania, Tasmanian 89–90, 171,

 199
 Western Australia 172
  Great Sandy Desert 172
  Kariera 185
  Kimberleys 172
  Tanami Desert 172
  Pilbara 177
  Western Desert 158, 172, 

  176–177, 181, 184–188
Austroasiatic 98
Austronesian 24–25, 28, 31, 79–80, 

86–88, 93–94, 96–104, 112, 136, 150, 
193, 204–207, 212–213

Aztecs 73
 Uto-Aztecan 164, 180

Bahamas 15
Balkans, the 221
Baltic, the 208
Bantu 24–25, 31, 34, 116, 121–130, 

135–137, 139, 150

 Azanian 135–137
 Babole 124–125
 Buneya 124–125
 Castlands 124–125
 Luhyia 25, 31, 131, 137–139
 Mbo 124–126
 Nyong-Lomami 123–126, 128
 Sangha-Kwa 124–125, 128
  Forest-Savanna-Bantu 123–129
  Kota-Wumvu 125
  Mashariki 125–129, 149
  Ngondi 125
  Okani 125
 Swahili 150
 Tanga-Bomwale 124–25
Basque area, Basque 90, 223
Belgium, Southern Netherlands 9, 220, 

229, 246
 Pays d’Herve 246
 Walloon 246
Belize 67
Bismarck Archipelago 26, 28, 79, 82, 

84, 87, 89, 95–96, 100–102, 105, 112, 
200, 205

 Admiralty group 79, 200
 Manus Island, Greater Manus 84,

 200
 New Britain 79, 82, 84–85, 88, 103,

 105, 200
 New Ireland 79, 82, 84–85, 103, 200
Black Sea 208
Bolivia 70
 Juch’uyampa Cave 70
 Tiwanaku 70
Brazil 22, 54–55
Burma 13

Cameroon(s) 69, 237
Canada 5, 178–179
 New Foundland 211
  L’anse Au Meadows 211
Carribean (Islands), West Indies 5, 7, 

71, 116
 West Indian creoles 116
Caspian Sea 208
Celtic 94
Chile 27, 110, 204
 Monte Verde 27, 204
China 3, 8, 12–16, 29, 98, 100, 221, 

225, 228, 234–236, 242
 Fujian 100
 Guangdong 100
 Shanghai 3
 Yangzi River 98
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 Yellow River Basin 98
Congo, Zaire 197
 Congo River 124, 129
 Katanda 197
Cuba 63

Dene-Caucasian 48
Denmark, Danish 132
Dubai 3

Easter Island, Rapa Nui 77, 96, 
109–110, 205–207

Egypt 69–70, 194
 Nile Valley 69–70
Eritrea 131–132, 134
 Tigre 131
 Tigrinya 131
Eskimo 178
Ethiopia 25, 131
 Aksum 134
 Amharic 131–132
 Ethiopic 132–134, 147–148
  Ge’ez 134
Eurasia, Eurasian 56, 63, 191, 212, 

 234
Euroasiatic 89
Europe, European, Europeans 5–8, 

10–14, 16, 18–19, 22, 28–29, 31, 
53–55, 57, 69, 77–78, 86, 90, 108, 157, 
193–194, 207–208, 211, 215, 220, 223, 
226, 234, 239–240

 Central Europe 57
 Eastern Europe 3, 9, 208
 Northern Europe 6, 239
 Northwestern Europe 13
 Western Europe 3, 5–9, 12–13, 

 52, 217, 225, 227–229, 233–234

Fiji, Fijian 87, 97, 105, 107–108, 161, 
205

 Bauan 97
 Rotuma, Rotuman 107–108
Finland 221
France 220, 222–223, 244–246
 Brittany, Bretons 224, 244
 Normandy 208
 Paris 223, 244
 Pyrenees 222–223

Germanic 24, 94
Germany, Germans 8–9, 18, 67, 87, 

157–158, 237, 244
 German 89
 Vaihingen 67, 71

Ghana 21, 50, 73
 Elmina 73
Gibraltar, Straits of 196
Greece 220
 Greek 86, 94
Greenland 191, 211
 Greenland Inuit 61
Guatemala 67, 73
 Tikal 73

Hawaii 26, 77, 96, 107, 109–110, 
206–207

 Hawaiian Pidgin 116
Himalayas, Himalayan 47, 49
Hmong-Mien 98
Hungarian 156

Iceland 191, 208–211
 Icelandic 182
 Mossfell Valley 209–211
  Hrísbrú 209, 211
  Hulduhóll (Elfi n Hill ) 211
  Kirkjuhóll (Church Knoll ) 

  210–211
India, Indian subcontinent 12–13, 18, 

34, 49, 227, 230, 242
 Andaman Islands, Andaman 47, 

89–90, 213
 Bay of Bengal 89
 Nicobar Islands 213
 North India 221
 Hindi/Bhojpuri 161
Indian Ocean, Indian Ocean rim 10, 

12, 21, 27, 198, 204, 211–213
Indo-European 24, 90, 94, 114, 163
Indo-Iranian 94
Indo-Pacifi c 89–90
Indonesia, Netherlands East Indies 

26–28, 34, 77, 86–87, 96–98, 103, 105, 
112, 131, 135

 Aru Islands 201
 Borneo 25, 80, 100, 135
  Maanjan 135
 Halmahera 97–98, 100, 102
 Java, Javanese 77, 80
 Moluccas, the 82, 87, 89, 102–103
 Sulawesi 80, 98, 100
 Sumatra 80
 Sunda, Sundaland 80–81, 83, 

 199–201, 212
 (Lesser) Sundas, the 80
  Flores 196
  Lombok, Lombok Strait 80, 196
  Sumbawa 98
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  Timor 80, 89, 91, 100, 103, 200
 Toba Batak 97
 Wallacea 79, 81–83

Iraq 3
Ireland 4
Israel 9, 197
Italy 220–221, 229, 234, 243

Japan, Japanese 12, 27, 47, 77, 193, 
201–202, 213, 220, 223, 227–228, 234; 
see also Ryukyu Islands

 Honshu 201
 Kurile Islands 202, 213

Kenya 117, 131, 136–137, 140–141
 Baringo Basin, Lake Baringo 

 140–141, 143
 Dahalo 117
 Laikipia Plateau 140–141
 Rift  Valley 140–141
 Turkana Basin 140–141, 143
Korea 220, 237

Lebanon 21, 52
Libya 23, 71–72
 Garamantians, the 72

Madagascar, Malagasy 25–26, 77, 96, 
98, 131, 135–137, 149–150, 205

Malayo-Polynesian (MP) 97–98, 
101–103, 105

Malaysia, Malaya, Malay 13, 26, 
77–78, 86–88, 98, 103

Manchuria 12
Mangarevan 109
Mauritius 161
Maya 67, 72
Mediterranean, the 3, 28, 46, 208
Melanesia, Melanesian 28, 77–78, 

87–90, 92–93, 95–96, 105, 112, 116, 
200, 205, 205–206, 213

 Melanesian Pidgin 116
Mexico 3, 73, 238, 246
 Campeche 73
Micronesia 77–78, 82, 97, 101, 105, 

107, 112, 205
 Caroline Islands 105, 107, 205
  Belau, Palau 105, 205
  Puluwat 97
 Guam
 Kiribati (Gilbert Islands) 205
  Tuvalu 205
 Mariana Islands 100, 105, 205
  Yap 105, 205

 Marshall Islands 205
 Micronesian 101
 Nauru
 Wake
Middle East 4, 53, 56, 133
Mongolia 13, 49
Morocco 69, 197

Netherlands, the, Dutch Republic 7, 9, 
87, 246

 Holland (western provinces) 220
 Rotterdam 35, 244
 Vlaardingen 35
 Zeeland 246
New Caledonia 86–87, 105, 205
 Loyalties 87
New Guinea 25–28, 31, 77–80, 82–85, 

87, 89–91, 93–95, 97–98, 101–103, 
107, 196, 199–200, 205–206

 Asmat 85
 Baliem Valley 85
 Bird’s Head 90, 98
 Bomberai Peninsula 98
 Cenderawasih Bay 102
 Huon Peninsula 83–84
 Irian Jaya 85
 Kainantu 94
 Manam 97
 Mimika 85
 Mount Hagen 94
 Murik 85
 Papuan 79, 88–94, 112
 Sepik (-Ramu) basin 85, 90, 95
 Strickland River 94
 Trans New Guinea (TNG) phylum 

 25, 31, 93–95
 (Upper) Waghi Valley 85, 94
  Kuk 85
 Vanimo 83
  Lachitu 83
New Zealand, Aotearoa 5, 26, 77, 96, 

107, 109–110, 161, 184, 206–207 [here 
Aotearoa 2x miss-spelled!] 220

 Auckland Island 110
 Chatham Island 110
 Kermadec Islands 110
 Lord Howe Island 110
 Maori 109
 Mackenzie Basin 185
 Stewart Island 110
Nigeria 34
North Pole 60
Norway
 Norwegian 182
Nostratic 89
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Pacifi c (Ocean), Pacifi c Islands, Pacifi c 
Rim, Oceania, South Sea 10, 14, 16, 
18, 25, 27–28, 31, 34, 53, 64, 77–79, 
81, 83, 86, 98, 100, 104, 109–111, 
183–184, 191, 193–194, 198, 202, 
204–207, 211–213

 Near Oceania 79–85, 88, 93, 101, 
 112

 North Pacifi c 27, 31, 202–203
 Oceanic 97–98, 101–102, 112
 Remote Oceania 80–83, 105
 South Pacifi c 12, 31
 Southwest Pacifi c 80
Persia 34
Philippines, Filipino 3, 26, 77, 80, 86, 

96–98, 100–101, 103, 105, 231
 Bashi Channel (or Channel) 

100–101
 Kapampangan 86
 Luzon 100
 Negrito 100
 Palawan 80
 Tagalog 77, 86, 97
Pitcairn Islands
 Henderson Island 109
Poland 3, 7, 220
Polynesia, Polynesian 26, 28, 77–78, 

82, 86–87, 101, 107, 109–112, 
182–184, 187, 193, 204–207, 209, 
212–213

 Central East Polynesia 107, 
 110–111

  Marquesas Islands, Marquesan 26, 
  107–110

  Society Islands, the Societies 
  107–110

  Cook Islands, Cook Islands 
  Maori 107, 109–110

  Tuamotu Islands 107
Portugal 7, 220, 223

Red Sea 131, 133, 199
Romance 94
Romania 3, 220
Roman Empire 116, 135
 Latin, Vulgar Latin 86, 116, 135
Romany 157
Rome 3
Russia, Soviet Union 3–4, 8–9, 11, 157, 

221
 Beringia 202
 Even 156–157
 Kamchatka 202
 Siberia 7, 12, 49, 156, 178
 Yakuts 156–157

 Yeniseic 178
  Ket 178
Ryukyu Islands 27, 193, 201
 Kozishima 27, 201 [there 

 miss-spelled Kozushima!]
 Okinawa 27, 201
  Minotogawa 201
  Miyako Island 201
  Yamashita-cho Cave 201

Samoa 26, 105, 107–111, 205
Sanskrit 86
Scandinavia, Vikings 18, 28, 193, 

207–213
 Norse 208–211
Semitic 25, 90, 131–132, 134
Sino-Tibetan 24, 48
Slavic 94
Solomon Islands 28, 79, 82, 84, 87, 89, 

97, 103, 200, 205
 Buka 200
 Greater Bougainville 84
  Bougainville 82, 84, 103
  Choiseul 84
  Santa Isabel 84
 Kwaio 97
 Reefs / Santa Cruz 82, 105, 205
South Africa 5, 27, 51, 150, 161, 197
 Blombos Cave 197
 Khoisan 51
Spain 220
Sri Lanka 13
Sudan 3, 131, 140, 145

Tahiti 109
Taiwan 3, 26, 77, 96–98, 100–101, 

201, 226
 Paiwan 97
Tanzania 135–137, 140
 Lake Tanganyika 129
 Mount Kilimanjaro 140
Th ai-Kadai 98
Th ailand 231
Tibet 47, 49
Tonga 26, 105, 107–110, 205
 Niuafo’ou 108
 Niuatoputapu 108
 Tongan, Tongic 97, 108

United Kingdom, (Great) Britain, 
British Isles 4, 87, 90, 132, 157, 
208, 211

 Anglo-Saxon 132
 England 4, 7, 9, 12
 English 27, 34, 88, 116
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 London 4
 Scotland 7
United States of America 3–5, 7, 9, 

60–61, 63, 69, 117, 157, 223–224, 244, 
246

 Aleutian archipelago 77
 Arizona 61, 70
  Grasshopper Pueblo 61
 Bridgeport 121
 California 117, 119, 121, 178–179, 

 181, 203, 207
  Alta and Baja California 204
 San Miguel Island 203
 Colorado 119
 Death Valley 119
 Great Basin 117, 121, 180
 Idaho 121
 Mojave Desert 119
 Mono Basin, Mono Lake 119, 121
 Nevada 119

 Owens Lake 121
 Oregon 121, 178
 Rocky Mountains 117
 Sierra Nevada 117, 119, 121
 Tehachapi Mountains 119, 121
 Texas 119
 Utah 121
 Wyoming 121
Uralic 90

Vanuatu 86–87, 97, 105, 205
 Lolomatui 97
 Malekula 86
 Tanna 86
Vikings see Scandinavia

Wallis (or Uvea) and Futuna 108

Yemen 133
 Yemeni 132



Art, ornamentation 85, 96, 100, 197, 
206, 209

Chimpanzee 42
Climate, climate change 80, 172–172, 

177, 192, 209

Demography, demographic shift  160, 
163; see also Marriage

 Fecundity 61
 Mortality 16, 112
 Population growth 86
 Urbanization 3

Food, diets 49–50, 59–61, 63, 67–68, 
72, 82; see also Health and Means of 
subsistence

 Animal food, meat 85, 173
  beef, cow 136, 149, 153–154, 209
  chicken, egg 96, 101, 110–111, 

  136–137, 150–151, 205–207
  fi sh, shellfi sh 85, 147, 173, 203
  game 85, 151–154
  mutton, sheep, ram, lamb 136, 

  148–149, 151–152, 154
  pork, pig 96, 101, 111, 136, 205, 

  207, 209
  rat 207
 Food chain 66
 Garden crops 78
  chickpeas
  gourd 85, 179, 206
  sweet potato 110, 206
  taro 85, 94–95, 101, 207
  yam 101, 207
 Fruit crops 78
 Grain crops 101, 151
  barley 133, 148, 209
  millet 83, 98, 101, 148
  rice 83, 98, 100–101, 137, 150
  sorghum 136, 149
  tef 148
  wheat 133, 148, 209
 Tree crops 83, 101, 110
  bananas 85, 95, 137, 150
  sago 85

Gender, gendered migration, 
women 9–11, 25, 71–72, 137–139, 
154, 217, 220–222, 234, 237–238, 
246–247; see also Inheritance 
systems and Marriage and 
inheritance

Genetics, bio-genetics 39–57, 111, 165, 
177, 181, 187–188

 Autosomal genetic patterns 21
 Biogenesis 63
 Gene fl ow 60, 116–117
 Gene trees 21, 39–40
 Genetic admixture 112
 Genetic risk 39
 Genetic variation, gene frequencies 

 39, 62
 Genomic imprinting processes 44
 Haplogroups 21, 46, 52
 Human genome, encoded in 

DNA 20–21, 27, 29, 35, 53, 192, 
196, 199, 206, 211

 Human Genome Diversity Project 22
 Mitochondrial DNA (mtDNA) for 

  females 21–22, 40, 44, 49, 51–57, 
156, 171, 174, 179, 181

 Phenotypical change 22, 34, 55, 78
 Polymorphism of the human 

 Y-chromosome:
  single-nucleotide polymorphisms 

  (SNPs) 21, 41–42, 44–53
  short tandem repeats (STRs) 21,

  41, 44–45, 50–53
  Y chromosome DNA for males 

   21–22, 40–44, 50–51, 54–57, 
62–63, 69, 170

Geochemistry 22, 59–74
  Osteobiography 64, 192
  Soil analysis 23
  Strontium (Sr) isotopes 

 analysis 22–23, 30, 59, 63–73
Geomorphical change 80

Health 61; see also Demography and 
Food

 Illness, disease 65, 191, 211
 Starvation 65

SUBJECT INDEX
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Hominids, homo sapiens, modern 
humans 20, 30, 40, 56, 60

Ideologies and values (democracy, 
eugenic ideas, individualism, Western 
values) 4–5

Kinship, family, household; see also 
marriage

 Adoption 227–228, 236
 Age ranking, age grades, age 143–145,

 152, 154, 217, 227–228
 Children 154, 228
 Clan, clangroup 51
 Community families 219
 Ethnogenesis 63
 Etnic networks
 Extended family 230, 237–238
 Family 13, 20, 31, 33, 51, 87, 

 215–250
 Family domains 217
 Family networks 29, 216–218, 

 238–247
 Family strategies, family security 

 215, 231
 Family structure 28, 215
 Family systems 216–231, 247–250
 Family territories, spatial capital 217
 Family types 28
 Fosterage 227–228, 237
 Genealogy 31
 Generations 28, 216, 218, 238
 Household , household strategies, 

  household composition 10, 
215–216, 218, 222, 231–232, 
237–238

 Kinship, quasi-kinship, extensive 
  kinship, kin 165, 185, 215, 221, 

227–228, 243–247
 Lineage 236
 Nuclear family 229–230, 232
 Rite of passage, circumcision 143, 152
 Sibling, sibling position, seniority of 

  birth 102, 216, 223, 232, 238–239, 
246–247

 Sodalities 61–62
  Stem family 220, 223, 232, 

 234–235, 249
  Tribe 51

Labor, work 10; see also Means of 
subsistence, Migrants, Occupations 
and Unfree labor

 Wage labor, hired labor 13, 233

 Women’s work 138; see also 
 Gender

 Working class 183
Linguistics, language 77–188
 Bilinguism 141, 144
 Core vocabulary (Swadesh list) 132, 

 147, 153–154
 Creole languages 116
 Diff usionism 157
 First, second language 117
 Innovations 107
 Isolates, language islands, 

 Sprachinseln 89–91, 157
 Language 88
 Language change, divergence, 

  convergence (homogeneisation, 
koineisation), punctuated 
equilibrium, focussing 24, 26, 31, 
113, 161–163, 168, 183, 186–188

 Language classifi cation, world 
 language classifi cation 24–25, 31

  phylum (pl. phyla), phylic 
  groups 89, 91–94, 178

 Language groups, language 
 subgroups 31, 98–99

 Language contact 113–114, 155
 Language (-based) communities 24, 

 32, 86
 Language families (and their 

  proto-languages), branches, family 
trees, daughter languages 78, 80, 
88–93, 96–98, 114, 159, 178

 Language shift s 26, 155–157, 
  160–161, 164–165, 168–169, 171, 

174, 179, 185–188
 Lingua franca 134
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