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[image: ]My family, Vienna, 1936. My grandmother is on the left in a traditional Austrian dirndl dress; on the far right is my grandfather, also in national dress. My mother is in the front with plaits, next to her sister. My grandparents escaped with their children in 1938 but all my relatives who stayed in Austria were killed in concentration camps, despite their strong allegiance to the country.

            

         

         This is a deeply personal book. Both my mother’s and father’s parents fled almost certain death. Had they not done so, I would not be alive today. My paternal grandfather’s siblings and other family members who were unable to leave Lithuania perished in the pogroms. All the relatives of my mother’s parents who remained in Austria and Czechoslovakia were killed in the Holocaust. My father’s fleeing family were not welcome anywhere in Europe, with those who escaped finding refuge in the United States, Canada, Argentina and South Africa, where I was born.

         xYears later, I too felt compelled to leave my homeland. My opposition to the brutally racist apartheid regime in South Africa led me into exile, to establish a new life first in England, then in France and later in the US. Then the seemingly impossible occurred, and I was able to return to the country of my birth to support President Mandela in establishing a democratic country. When he retired, and my job as chief executive of the Development Bank of Southern Africa was done, my family and I moved back to the US and then to England, where I had first gone into exile and where we have lived since 2006.

         My experience is one example of the myriad ways in which refugees have been saved by migration. But historically we all have. Migration prevented humanity going extinct when faced by famines and droughts in the distant past. Migration enabled Homo sapiens to populate the world. Without migration, humanity as we know it would not exist. We owe our progress as a species to our migratory nature. We have learned new ways of doing things and been able to pollinate ideas through migrant encounters. It is this pollination that is essential to all historical leaps in progress and which we require more than ever to meet current global challenges such as climate change.

         Migration lies at the heart of human development. My primary interest as an economist is in how this development occurs. Why do some countries become rich and others remain poor? Why are some people wealthy while others live in desperate poverty? Above all, what can be done about it? Understanding why inequality persists and how it can be addressed requires that we understand migration.

         In writing this short history I have necessarily selected only a small sample from the treasure trove of accounts of past migration that are available. Choosing what to include is a highly subjective process. There are inevitably huge gaps, not least due xito the dearth of information regarding migration in the continent of my birth, Africa, and to accounts written in languages I cannot read. The endnotes and suggested further reading at the end of the book will hopefully provide stepping stones for readers to pursue their interests.

         This book is divided into two main sections. After an introduction in which I discuss the complicated question of what we mean by migration, the first ten chapters provide a broadly chronological history from the first humans to migrants in the modern era. Part two then explores contemporary issues of migration with a thematic focus. In particular, it considers the impact of migration both on sending and receiving countries and on the migrants themselves. Finally, I offer my perspective on the future of migration and the lessons that can be drawn from our past.

         The history of migration is the story of humanity and its progress. The building of increasingly impervious borders threatens this. Across the world, the focus over the past century has been on keeping migrants out. This book shows that it is not only migrants whose lives are poorer as a result. By excluding this source of vitality and new ideas we are impoverishing all our societies. My hope is that The Shortest History of Migration will provide fresh insights into our common history and that it will encourage readers to see migration and migrants in new and more helpful ways.
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            A Selective Migration Timeline

         

         
            c. 315–200 kya Long-range migrations within Africa

            c. 130–95 kya Early migrations out of Africa

            c. 80–35 kya Humans reach Europe, Asia and Australasia

            c. 27,000–13,000 ya Early migrations into the Americas

            c. 13,000–9,000 ya Agriculture develops in Fertile Crescent

            c. 6,000–4,000 ya Early wheel technologies emerge

            c. 5,000 ya Writing systems spread by migrants

            9–12 CE The short-lived Xin Dynasty of China briefly abolishes slavery

            117 CE Roman Empire reaches its greatest extent under Trajan

            c. 500 Silk Roads link Mediterranean and China

            700s–1000s Viking longships cross Atlantic

            1206–1368 Mongols form largest contiguous empire in history

            1400s First sugarcane plantations in the eastern Atlantic

            1405–1431 Zheng He leads 62-ship fleet across Indian Ocean

            late 1400s Bartolomeu Dias, Vasco da Gama sail around Africa

            1492 Columbus lands in the Bahamas, thinking it’s India

            early 1500s First African slaves depart Europe for the Americas

            1519 Hernan Cortes conquers Aztec capital, present-day Mexico City

            1662 Settlement Act hinders movement of England’s poor

            1718 Britain’s Transportation Act formalises forced migration as punishment

            1780s Transatlantic slave trade peaks with more than 78,000 slaves a year arriving in the Americas

            1833/4 Slavery Abolition Act bans slavery in the British Empire

            1850s End of Japan’s two-century sakoku period of isolation

            1850s–early 1900s Annual European migration to North America doubles to 1 million

            1880s Chinese railroad workers make up 10% of California’s population

            1886 Statue of Liberty erected

            late 1800s–early 1900s Jewish refugees flee persecution in Russia and Eastern Europe

            1900–1930 Millions of Japanese move to Taiwan and Korea as Japan extends imperial reachxiii

            1914–1918 First World War. Britain enlists 3 million people from its dominions.

            1917 US introduces literary test for migrants

            1917 Bolshevik Revolution leads to over 1 million refugees fleeing to Europe alone

            1923 Population exchanges between newly independent Greece and Turkey

            1924 US Border Patrol created

            1938–1939 Kindertransport brings 10,000 children to Britain

            1945 Second World War ends, leaving 11 million outside their country of origin and 30 million displaced

            1947 Partition divides Indian subcontinent

            1947–8 Establishment of Israel creates 726,000 Palestinian refugees

            1945–1973 8.5 million colonials return to Europe

            1950s Chinese flee to Hong Kong and Taiwan after Civil War

            1961 Berlin Wall goes up

            1971 10 million Bengalis and Hindus move to India after creation of Bangladesh

            1972 Idi Amin expels 800,000 Asians from Uganda

            1975 Vietnam victory over US causes 2 million Vietnamese to flee, more than 800,000 by boat

            1980s Soviet invasion of Afghanistan displaces 2 million Afghans and creates 5 million refugees

            1989 Berlin Wall comes down

            1991 Collapse of Soviet Union

            1995 The Schengen Agreement takes effect. The border-free Schengen area will eventually guarantee free movement to more than 400 million Europeans

            2001 US invasion of Afghanistan in response to 9/11 terrorist attacks begins 20-year war

            2011+ Syrian civil war leads to over 14 million fleeing their homes over next 13 years

            2020 COVID-19 pandemic restricts movement around the planet

            2022 Russia’s invasion of Ukraine forces 7.8 million abroad, pushing global numbers of displaced above 100 million for first time

            2023 Sudan civil war drives 1.4 million into neighbouring countries and displaces 6 million internally by end of year

            2024 In Gaza, by the end of April up to 1.7 million people (over 75 per cent of the population) have been displaced, the majority several timesxiv
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            Introduction: Why Migration?

         

         
            Migration is not the problem; it is the solution. Migration will save us, because it is migration that made us who we are.

            Gaia Vince, Nomad Century

         

         We Are All Migrants

         Even if you are not a migrant, your ancestors were. If they had not migrated you would not be alive. It is through migration in the distant past that humans evolved into who we are and what we are capable of today. Yet migration has become a source of growing anxiety and polarisation. While some see migrants as a solution to our problems, others consider them a threat that will overwhelm society.

         This book is about something both commonplace and extraordinary. Most people tend to spend their lives close to home. At any point in the modern era, however, about 3 per cent of our species has been on the move. As you read this, more than 280 million migrants are living and working in countries other than where they were born.

         The brief history that follows asks why. It traces the story of migration from the earliest wanderings of Homo sapiens to the rise of the digital nomad. It explores how migration has become tangled up over the centuries with ideas about identity, belonging, ambition and prosperity. And it shows how migrants have become associated with disruption and division, but also creativity and new connections.2

         What is a Migrant?

         Simply put, a migrant is someone who travels beyond their home range or territory to settle in another. Their journey may be temporary or it may be permanent. People migrate for many reasons: some to survive or escape persecution, others to earn income to support themselves and their dependants. Wanderlust or a sudden urge to travel and see new places can make migrants of us. So too can the desire to study or be reunited with family.

         
            migration, n.

            1.a. The movement of a person or people from one country, locality, place of residence, etc., to settle in another; an instance of this.

            1.b. The seasonal movement or temporary removal of a person, people, social group, etc., from one place to another; an instance of this. Also (occasionally): a journey.

            Oxford English Dictionary

         

         Historically, humans have migrated as nomads and explorers, settlers and conquerors, merchants and students. They have travelled alone and with their relatives. They have arrived in foreign places as refugees or as voluntary workers. Not all migrants travel freely, however. Slavery, coerced labour and human trafficking have been called different things at different times but they persist in familiar forms, through the exploitation and forced movement of people.

         While migration occurs within countries, this book focuses on movements of people between them. As modern nation states and borders did not exist for much of history, we must begin by considering our earliest long-distance journeys across large territorial expanses.3

         The Story of Migration

         Migration links all of us through a common lineage to our origins as Homo sapiens. Driven by curiosity and by need, the restless movement of the first humans from place to place remains a defining feature of progress in our modern, globalised world.

         As people migrated further from their homes, they encountered other wanderers and settlers with different habits, technologies and economic activities. They all carried with them relics of their past: of the lands they inhabited, the plants they cultivated, animals they reared and people with whom they shared their lives. They traded words and stories. Over time these brief exchanges led to a wider pollination of knowledge, culture, ideas and practices.

         The story of human mobility is one of cooperation and peaceful exchange, but it is also one of violence. Terrible things have been done to compel people to migrate against their will. Rulers have expanded their frontiers into new territories, uprooting people in the process. Colonial settlers have destroyed whole communities and cultures, subjugating indigenous peoples in the name of civilisation.

         Despite the unfathomable suffering, migration is what makes us uniquely human and remains the key to the success of our species. Migrants have always brought enormous benefits to societies despite the disruption they represent, and often because of it. Well managed, migration can be a force for good. Too often, however, it is seen as a problem to be prevented and can take a terrible toll on migrants themselves.

         A Desire for Control

         The story of human movement is also a story about immobility.1 For much of our past, national borders as we know them 4did not exist. Passports and travel documents only became commonplace after World War I, since when more than a hundred new countries have been created. The rise of national identity and a proliferation of hard borders have led to a growing sense of belonging – of insiders and outsiders – and a desire to control the movement of people considered foreign. Ironically, many people classed as migrants would like to move but cannot.

         Stricter controls make the lives of migrants more difficult but tend not to reduce their numbers. On the contrary, the construction of walls and impermeable borders can leave societies with more migrants and make the management of migration harder. Workers may find it difficult to return home after seasonal contracts or when they retire, for example. By diverting migrants to more dangerous crossings, harsher laws also lead to an increase in undocumented and unregulated migration and expose people to hardship and grave dangers.

         
            MIGRATION IN NUMBERS

            2.4 million

            Refugees in need of resettlement

            130 million

            Forcibly displaced or stateless people worldwide

            (UN Refugee Agency estimates for 2024)

         

         Movements within countries are largely beyond the scope of this book. But the evidence suggests internal migration often precedes international migration, since it draws people into cities where they pick up the know-how and resources needed for a move abroad. As we shall see, however, fears of a ‘brain drain’ are often exaggerated, as are worries about immigrants placing a burden on taxpayers. Incoming migrants tend to have a net positive impact on government revenues.5

         There is a widening disconnect between our growing recognition of the benefits of migration and ever-stricter controls on free movement. Everyone has an interest in migration, including governments that seek to control it and businesses that try, legally or otherwise, to employ migrants. But migration is too important to be left to politicians and bosses alone.

         This book draws on the lessons of history to suggest a more humane and effective set of policies and practices to ensure that countries, communities and migrants themselves can reap the extraordinary benefits of migration. Migrants have been at the heart of all major advances in civilisation. Putting a stop to human movement harms our capacity to grapple with the global challenges we face now, from hunger and disease to the existential threat of climate change.

         I hope this shortest history of migration will help readers understand our common bonds and provide clues as to how we might navigate our increasingly entangled future. By identifying what made people move in the past, and how that is changing, my aim is to provide a fresh perspective on current debates about migration. These generate a great deal of heat but very little light. By understanding migration better we can help to shape its – and our – future.6
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            PART ONE

            The Shortest History of Migration
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            1. The First Migrants

         

          

         
            It is safe to assume that when our ancestors first became fully human they were already migratory.

            William McNeill, ‘Human Migration in Historical Perspective’

         

         Early Footsteps

         The study of ancient migration is fraught with stubborn unknowns and shaky timelines. A single tooth, flake of stone or fragment of DNA can rewrite the story of early Homo sapiens as we understand it.

         New discoveries are occurring all the time. During the months I have been writing this book, fresh evidence has emerged that modern humans may have been roaming the African continent from Morocco to South Africa more than 300,000 years ago, that they settled in the Middle East at least 95,000 years ago and that they did not subsequently retreat into Africa as previously thought.2

         The toolbelt of the modern archaeologist now includes genomic testing. In early 2024, genetic analysis of recently found bone fragments from a site in Ranis in Germany provided evidence that modern humans reached northern Europe 45,000 years ago and that they continued to live alongside and interbreed with Neanderthals.3

         To the work of archaeologists and geneticists can be added the contributions of anthropologists, primatologists and experts from a growing range of disciplines. Artificial intelligence, genomics and other powerful tools are helping them unravel the puzzle of our origins. Within the lifespan even of younger 10readers, this research has overturned our understanding of how different branches of our family tree connect, shaking up beliefs about the past and resolving a number of mysteries.

         The biggest of these questions is where we come from. ‘Out of Africa’ remains the dominant story of prehistoric migration, with most studies tracing our origins to Ethiopia and the Great Rift Valley. But that tale is growing more complex. The recent discovery of skeletal remains in Morocco and southern Africa suggests the cradle of humanity may have spanned the continent.

         
            [image: ]

         

         The geographic spread of this new evidence makes it all the harder to be certain about our precise origins. But it does suggest our ancestors travelled much further than was once thought. For tens of thousands of years, it seems, modern humans migrated over long distances within Africa before venturing into the Middle East and later the entire habitable world, traversing barren lands and eventually vast oceans.

         What We Do Know

         Scrutiny of the oldest DNA fragments recovered from early hominins suggests we and our close cousins, the Neanderthals 11and Denisovans, share a common ancestor who lived more than half a million years ago. A popular candidate is Homo heidelbergensis, a species which ranged across several continents from 700,000 to 200,000 years ago. If so, its European family tree probably led to the Neanderthals and Denisovans while its African branch led to us.

         Homo sapiens was about and on the move at least 300,000 years ago. The oldest physical remains of anatomically modern humans – people who looked much like us – have been found at the Jebel Irhoud site in Morocco (315,000 years ago), at Florisbad in South Africa (260,000 years ago) and at the Omo site in Ethiopia (195,000 years ago).

         
            
[image: ]Reconstruction of earliest known ‘modern’ human from Jebel Irhoud, Morocco. (Philipp Gunz, MPI EVA Leipzig)

            

         

         At some point in their wanderings, the first modern humans stepped out of Africa. The story of their dispersal remains heavily contested, with estimates of when and where they went varying by many thousands of years and kilometres. Evidence based on tools found in volcanic ash suggests there were migrations out of the continent 130,000 years ago or even earlier. By at least 95,000 years ago, our kind were living in the Near East alongside Neanderthals, who were similarly technologically and intellectually advanced. 12

         Some of these early migrants travelled much further. Bones and teeth found in limestone cave systems in Laos and southern China suggest several human groups were living very far from Africa more than 80,000 years ago. For reasons still unknown – adverse climatic conditions, perhaps, or competition with other hominins – these early groups of Homo sapiens probably moved on or died out. They do not appear to represent our modern ancestry.4

         Migration has never been a simple, linear progress from A to B. As today, groups of varying sizes travelled in different directions at different times, some returning to where they started and others staying in hitherto unexplored places. It is likely that most of these earliest movements have been lost to history.

         Early Encounters

         By moving within Africa, our direct ancestors developed the skills needed to migrate and survive over ever-longer distances. Around 65–70,000 years ago they began venturing in greater numbers than before into the Middle East and then further into Asia and Europe.

         By this time modern humans had developed more sophisticated tools, technologies and lifestyles. They also benefited from a benign, humid climate that was spreading over parts of southern and tropical Africa, creating a more hospitable environment for human development than had existed at any time in the previous 200,000 years.

         
            Ancient Etchings

            Etched ochre blocks discovered at Blombos Cave near the southern tip of Africa have been dated to around 70,000 years ago. They are thought to be among the earliest forms of representational art with symbolic intent. Similar patterns 13have been discovered across southern Africa on blocks, shell beads and ostrich eggshells. Did the etchings carry information of some kind or were they simply recreational scribbles? Researchers are unsure, but they point to a high degree of cognitive development among these early humans.5

            
               [image: ]

            

         

         Once they left the African continent, our ancestors interbred with other hominins such as the Neanderthals and the more elusive Denisovans, who have left little in the fossil record but substantial traces in our DNA. These genetic relatives themselves moved over considerable distances. Evidence of a Neanderthal presence is scattered from Spain to the Caucasus, while finds linked to Denisovans have been made in Siberia, Tibet and Laos.

         Interbreeding, competition and the development by modern Homo sapiens of more sophisticated tools and customs may have contributed to the extinction of the Neanderthals between about 41,000 and 35,000 years ago. By that time a degree of hybridisation had occurred between the two groups: they likely shared caves and shelters and exchanged knowledge and practices as well as genes.

         Sapiens–Neanderthal relations in the Near East might have been violent at times, but it is thought there was also a significant degree of collaboration. This likely derived from necessity – for activities such as hunting – or a broader sense of shared interests and community. 14

         These early encounters between peoples created a ‘melting pot of ideas, technology, and DNA’.6 It was the crucible for ideas and innovations that would allow later humans to explore the diverse landscapes and climates of Eurasia and survive there. As Homo sapiens mingled with Denisovans further east, modern humans picked up the genes they needed to adapt to new environments as they spread across the world.

         Other changes were acquired much later. The gene mutation that allows humans to digest lactose likely originated in the Near East and was transported by farmers to Europe and South Asia. As more people began consuming dairy products thanks to the domestication of cows, goats and sheep, the gene spread through positive selection.

         
            Breathing Thin Air

            Interbreeding between diverse early human populations had significant biological consequences, equipping our direct ancestors with the genes they needed to adapt to different places and climates. The ancestors of many Tibetans, for example, acquired from Denisovans a gene active in red blood cells that is particularly helpful for living in low-oxygen environments. Initially, modern humans only occupied the Tibetan high plateau on a seasonal basis, but as gene mutations spread through the population they were able to settle at higher altitudes where they developed new agricultural techniques.

            The story with Neanderthals is similar. Modern humans in parts of Europe and East Asia hold keratin protein genes that have helped them grow skin and hair suitable for the colder ranges originally occupied by Neanderthals.

            By contrast, genetic analysis suggests that in Africa there was far less interbreeding with Homo neanderthalensis. 15Neanderthal DNA is found in some African populations, but it is thought to derive largely from Eurasian groups coming back into Africa around 20,000 years ago, long after they had mixed with their cousins in Europe and elsewhere. Genetic analysis also suggests intermingling with much older ‘ghost populations’ of early humans who have left no trace in the fossil record.

         

         Left for Europe, Right for Asia

         Our ancestors left Africa in many waves, probably by following the coastline and natural features such as rivers. They probed ever more distant lands, helped by a more favourable climate that offered more abundant animal and plant life to hunt and forage as well as fresh water. Warmer conditions enabled access to higher latitudes, while sea levels were still lower due to the last ice age, aiding movement along the coasts.

         There were two possible routes out of Africa. The northern route, the Levantine corridor, passed through Egypt and the Sinai. A far more challenging alternative was the southern route traversing Ethiopia and into the Arabian Peninsula. This would have involved crossing the Bab el-Mandeb strait at the southern end of the Red Sea.

         Not long after moving out of Africa, humans began to skirt the coast towards the Indian subcontinent – one of the first regions where modern humans settled to become less like nomads. These migrations were made possible by newly acquired fishing and boating skills. Communities arose whose lifestyles depended on the products of the sea.

         Migration along the coastline of the Persian Gulf and then the Indian Ocean would have been an easier route than through the mountains and arduous terrain of the Arabian interior. Due to the quantity of water still frozen on land during this final 16phase of the glacial period, the coastal plain could be as wide as 50 kilometres, with few obstructions and easy access to seafood.

         
            [image: ]

         

         The Indian subcontinent was a point of departure for many groups who later populated Europe and eastern parts of Asia, as well as an incubator for new practices and lifestyles. Over many thousands of years the hunter-gatherer lifestyle was left behind in favour of more structured settlement and the refinement of farming techniques developed in the Near East. This would entail profound shifts in how humans moved, related to one another and went about their daily lives.

         Humans Take to Water

         Hunter-gatherers had already reached the Pacific by the time modern humans were populating Europe for the first time – around 45,000 years ago. They are thought to have migrated east in three distinct ancestral groups: one moving around the Amur river basin between northeast China and Russia; another through the high altitudes of the Tibetan plateau north of the Himalayas; and a third through southeastern Asia. 17

         
            [image: ]

         

         As so often, climatic conditions were a spur to adaptation and movement. Our predecessors such as Homo erectus were probably unable to cross large bodies of water, though lower sea levels helped them reach as far as Java.

         When the first Homo sapiens arrived in the region, they too were able to benefit from these lower ocean levels, which exposed land that is now underwater – part of a palaeocontinent called Sahul. The gradual peopling of Australia probably happened through successive trips on logs, rafts, vegetation or canoes, possibly involving contact with people who were on the continent from an earlier date but shared ancestry with the newer arrivals from sub-Saharan Africa.

         Much later – about 5,000 years ago – seafaring technologies across southeast Asia would develop even further. The peopling of Austronesia, described as ‘the largest geographic dispersal ever undertaken by humans’, entailed numerous journeys over vast distances to Madagascar and Easter Island, the Hawaiian Islands and New Zealand.

         Taiwan is believed to have been a starting point for many of these relatively recent migrations. Given the distances and dangers involved, these early seaborne migrants must have been particularly adventurous, risk-taking and enterprising. 18Today, linguists can trace these ancient migrations by analysing the Austronesian language family, which includes Malay and Javanese and is spoken by more than 386 million people. Their immense journeys also spread cultures, genes and farming practices.

         
            
[image: ]An early vessel with outriggers and ‘crab-claw’ sail. Austronesian ocean-going craft rapidly evolved into a range of distinctive forms. (Louis Le Breton, 1846)

            

         

         
            A Trail of Mulberries

            The canoes, rafts and other boats used by migrants to cross Austronesia carried domesticated animals and plants, including chickens, pigs, dogs, bananas, breadfruit and taro yam. These early seafarers also brought the agricultural knowhow needed to survive on the resource-poor islands where they settled. It has been said that early humans ‘transported landscapes’.7 We can learn about the movement of people by looking at the genetic variation in the plants they carried. The paper mulberry, tapa or barkcloth tree was one of the earliest and most widely transported fibre crops. A native of southern Asia, the mulberry was carried from there to Oceania, the Hawaiian Islands and beyond.

         

         
The Old New World


         The humans who first populated the Americas can be traced back to the much earlier migrations out of Africa. Rather than 19move along the coastline into the Indian subcontinent, these migrants took a more northerly route, reaching Siberia around 35,000 years ago. From there they moved into Beringia, a flat land bridge between present-day Russia and Alaska that became submerged by what is now the Bering Sea towards the end of the last glacial period.

         
            [image: ]

         

         Probably due to the extreme weather they encountered, these migrants appear to have remained in the far eastern corner of Eurasia for around 15,000 years. While some humans may have ventured into the Americas along a coastal route, others settled in Beringia. Evidence from skeletal remains found in the region suggests they may have adapted to the freezing conditions over this time.

         Genetic data show two different groups moving into the Americas at slightly different times, mingling along the way. Based on the relationship between the forms of the Yupik language spoken in Siberia and Alaska, we also know that some groups moved back into Asia – migration is rarely just one-way. There are also similarities between Shamanist mythologies on either side of the Bering Sea. Both the Altaic populations on one side and Native Americans on the other have drug-induced spiritual practices in which a shaman parts ways with the material world to communicate with spirits. 20

         Settling Down, Moving On

         
            We often imagine civilisation as the triumph of the sedentary over the mobile.

            Robin Cohen, Migration

         

         
            
[image: ]Adapted from David Reich, Who We Are And How We Got Here

            

         

         Settling and farming on the European and Indian subcontinents followed similar patterns. Around 9,000–10,000 years ago, farmers from the Near East arrived in both regions, mixing with disparate groups of hunter-gatherers and bringing transformational technology. In India, crops brought from the west such as wheat and barley were bred to cope with monsoon weather patterns and gradually adopted throughout the subcontinent. Several thousand years later, Chinese crops such as 21rice and millet, independently developed in the Yangtze and Yellow river basins, also reached India, whose agricultural system was thus born out of a great collision between Near Eastern and Chinese techniques. Farming later spread through eastern Asia along a land route to Vietnam and Thailand, as well as by sea to Taiwan.

         
            
[image: ]Adapted from David Reich, Who We Are And How We Got Here

            

         

         Around 5,000 years ago, the Yamnaya pastoralist culture emerged across the grass steppes that range from Hungary to the foothills of the Altai Mountains in Central Asia. The Yamnaya people also occupied parts of Europe and the Indian subcontinent, mixing with farming communities and forming the genetic diversity present in both continents today. As well as their herds, their horses and their genes, the Yamnaya are likely to have brought the first Indo-European languages to Europe and India. 22

         
            Languages Evolve

            *wódr = water

            *kērd = heart

            *tréyes = three

            From the first utterances of our earliest ancestors, languages have constantly evolved through encounters between migrants. The spread of words, dialects and intonations leaves a trace which, alongside genetic and archaeological evidence, provides clues as to the journeys migrants have taken. Languages spoken across much of continental Europe, central and south Asia today seem to have their common origins in a proto-Indo-European language. The words above are reconstructed from their later cognates.8 Many of the early languages of the Pacific Rim also appear to have migrated from a common source.

         

         Lifestyle Choices

         For those who settled, a sedentary way of life brought many benefits, such as agriculture, animal domestication and the accumulation of goods. Food surpluses allowed more and more people to learn skills and develop ideas unrelated to their immediate day-to-day survival. Urbanisation was a major step in the evolution of human cultures and technology, requiring the cooperation of large numbers of people. It also enabled specialisation. In these more food-secure environments, there was time for thinking, imagining and creating.

         Social stratification and dense living brought certain advantages, but also new power and employment relations. Compared with early town-dwellers, hunter-gatherers had enjoyed a ‘relatively free, unscheduled existence’ with little routine and a degree of spontaneous mobility.9

         Settled living may also have had profound consequences 23for our health. Several historians including Yuval Noah Harari suggest that foragers enjoyed better, more comfortable lives than peasants, shepherds or even today’s office workers.10 It may well be that hunter-gatherers spent less time labouring to produce or earn their food than farmers or other workers in settled communities. We should remember, however, that they were at greater risk from seasonal shortages of food as well as exposure and attacks by predators.

         As agricultural techniques improved, allowing greater numbers of people to live in villages and towns and engage in a widening range of activities, the pace of human development accelerated. Yet humans never became truly sedentary.11 As we will see, it was intense and continued mobility combined with the advantages of greater specialisation and cooperation that spurred human progress in the millennia to come.

         A Patchy Record

         Over the past decade our understanding of early human migrations has improved dramatically, thanks largely to advances in genomic technology. At times these have been so rapid that new data and discoveries have discredited conclusions even before they reached the publication stage.

         Yet there remains a Eurocentric focus to the research. Around 90 per cent of published genome samples of ancient DNA have come from western Eurasia. Similarly, archaeological samples tend to come from sites to which researchers have easy access.

         These biases are compounded by past ethical breaches, which have eroded trust between local communities and scientists. In some places, antagonism towards genetic research is reflected in tribal law. In 2002, the Navajo Nation passed a Moratorium barring its members from taking part in DNA studies. 24

         
            The last five hundred years have witnessed repeated cases in which people of European ancestry have exploited the indigenous people of the Americas using the toolkit of Western science.

            David Reich, Who We Are and How We Got Here

         

         Research into human genetics and history can also touch on sensitive political or cultural areas. The findings of genomic analysis may clash with prior, competing ideas of history. Some governments, as in China, have imposed restrictions on the export of gene samples so that research is undertaken locally.

         Uneven access to data risks distorting our view of human migration. The yawning discrepancies in the availability of genetic and archaeological data between Eurasia and Africa, for example, can create the misleading impression that ‘once Africa gave birth to the ancestral population of non-Africans, the African story ended’ and that people who remained on the continent became a subplot to history elsewhere.12 There is a need for more research on ancient migration in Africa in particular. Until this is met, our understanding of the origins and movement of our ancestors will be incomplete.

         What we can say is that those early humans who survived were the versatile and innovative ones. Our migrating ancestors adapted to different climates, adopted new food systems and learned to deal with new predators and diseases. They met other populations of humans and exchanged skills, tools, customs and genes, diversifying their languages, know-how and physical characteristics along the way. Migration is an evolutionary strategy adopted by a myriad of life forms, including ourselves. The ability and desire of Homo sapiens to migrate to very different habitats is what allowed our species to flourish.
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