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Introduction: Why Humans Move
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Imagine a small band of people standing at the edge of a savannah, tens of thousands of years ago. The rains have failed, the herds have wandered elsewhere and the horizon promises both uncertainty and possibility. They gather what they can carry - tools, fire, memory - and step forward. That moment, repeated countless times across millennia, is the essence of human migration: the decision to move, to seek, to hope – to survive.

Migration is not an exception in human history; it is the rule. From the first footsteps out of Africa to the crowded airports of today, people have been on the move. Sometimes the reasons are stark - famine, war or persecution. Sometimes they are aspirational - trade, adventure, love or the dream of a better life. At other times, movement is simply woven into the rhythms of existence: nomads following the seasons, pilgrims tracing sacred paths or families drifting toward opportunity.

The forces that drive migration are sometimes described as “push” and “pull”. Push factors are the pressures that compel departure, such as hunger, conflict or environmental change. Pull factors are the attractions that beckon: fertile land, bustling cities, safety, prosperity. Yet behind these terms lies something more profound - the human capacity to imagine life elsewhere and the courage to pursue it.

Migration is also a story of encounter. Every movement brings people into contact with new landscapes, new cultures and new ideas. Sometimes these encounters spark flourishing exchange; sometimes they ignite conflict. But always, they reshape identities, languages and traditions. The foods we eat, the words we speak, the beliefs we hold - all bear the imprint of journeys taken long before us.

This book tells the story of those journeys. It begins with the earliest dispersals of our species and follows the great arcs of movement across continents and centuries. It traces the migrations that built civilisations, spread religions, fuelled empires and transformed economies.

It explores the forced migrations of slavery and exile, the hopeful migrations of labour and settlement and the urgent migrations of refugees fleeing danger. It also looks ahead to the migrations of tomorrow, driven by climate change, technology and global interconnection.

To understand human migration is to understand ourselves. We are, at heart, a migratory species - restless, resilient and imaginative. Our history is written in footprints across deserts, in ships crossing oceans, in caravans along trade routes and in planes soaring above continents. This is the human journey: a story of movement, of survival and of belonging.
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Chapter 1: Out of Africa
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Long before cities, kingdoms or written words existed, humanity’s greatest journey began with a single step out of Africa. For hundreds of thousands of years our ancestors lived exclusively on that vast continent, adapting to its savannah, forests and deserts. Africa was not just the birthplace of Homo sapiens - it was the crucible in which our species learned to survive, innovate and imagine. Yet around 60,000-70,000 years ago, a small group of humans decided to leave, setting in motion the migrations that would eventually populate the entire globe.

The African Homeland

The story begins deep in prehistory. Fossil evidence shows that early hominins - our evolutionary cousins - thrived in Africa for millions of years. Homo erectus, Homo habilis and other species walked the same landscapes long before Homo sapiens appeared.

By about 200,000 years ago, anatomically modern humans had emerged in East Africa. They were hunter-gatherers, living in small bands, using stone tools, fire and language to coordinate survival. Africa’s diversity of environments - from the Rift Valley to the Sahara - shaped their resilience and adaptability.

The First Steps Beyond

The earliest migrations out of Africa may have occurred in waves. Some groups ventured into the Middle East as early as 120,000 years ago, following favourable climates and abundant game. Archaeological sites in Israel, such as Skhul and Qafzeh caves, preserve remains of these pioneers. Yet these early excursions were not permanent. Climate shifts and competition may have forced them back, leaving Africa as the enduring centre of human life.
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