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Summary and Keywords

The Bantu Expansion stands for the concurrent dispersal of Bantu languages and Bantu-
speaking people from an ancestral homeland situated in the Grassfields region in the 
borderland between current-day Nigeria and Cameroon. During their initial migration 
across most of Central, Eastern, and Southern Africa, which took place between 
approximately 5,000 and 1,500 years ago, Bantu speech communities not only introduced 
new languages in the areas where they immigrated but also new lifestyles, in which 
initially technological innovations such as pottery making and the use of large stone tools 
played an important role as did subsequently also farming and metallurgy. Wherever 
early Bantu speakers started to develop a sedentary way of life, they left an 
archaeologically visible culture. Once settled, Bantu-speaking newcomers strongly 
interacted with autochthonous hunter-gatherers, as is still visible in the gene pool and/or 
the languages of certain present-day Bantu speech communities. The driving forces 
behind what is the principal linguistic, cultural, and demographic process in Late 
Holocene Africa are still a matter of debate, but it is increasingly accepted that the 
climate-induced destruction of the rainforest in West Central Africa around 2,500 years 
ago gave a boost to the Bantu Expansion.
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The “Bantu Expansion” is the term commonly used to refer to the initial spread of the 
Bantu languages and the communities speaking them over large parts of Central, 
Eastern, and Southern Africa. Compared to similar expansions of languages and peoples 
that occurred in other parts of the world during the Holocene, this dispersal stands out in 
three regards: its vastness, its rapidness, and its predominantly longitudinal orientation.

Leaving Bantu speakers in the diaspora out of consideration, the Bantu language family 
stretches today between Cameroon’s South-West region (4°8’N and 9°14’E) in the North-
West, southern Somalia’s Barawe (Brava) area (1°6’N and 44°1’E) in the North-East, and 
Cape Agulhas (34°48’S and 20°E), the continent’s southernmost tip in South Africa’s 
Western Cape province. This more or less contiguous distribution area crosscuts no fewer 
than twenty-three present-day countries on the African mainland. In alphabetical order, 
these are Angola, Botswana, Burundi, Cameroon, Central African Republic, Congo-
Brazzaville, Congo-Kinshasa, Equatorial Guinea, Gabon, Kenya, Lesotho, Malawi, 
Mozambique, Namibia, Rwanda, Somalia, South Africa, Southern Sudan, Swaziland, 
Tanzania, Uganda, Zambia, and Zimbabwe. In some of these countries, such as Burundi, 
Malawi, and Rwanda, Bantu languages are the only indigenous African languages. In 
others, situated in the northern and southern borderlands, other African language 
families are also present. In still others, such as the Central African Republic, Southern 
Sudan, and Somalia, Bantu languages are very marginal, not to say near to non-existent. 
Long-standing Bantu speech communities are also found on the islands of Bioko (part of 
Equatorial Guinea), Mayotte (an overseas department of France), and the Comoros.  A 
variety of Southern Swahili—thus Bantu—is spoken on the small island of Nosse-Be, off 
the northwest coast of Madagascar, with another pocket farther down the west coast of 
the island.

In sum, Bantu is the 
prevalent language family 
in Central, Eastern, and 
Southern Africa. The 
remainder of the Niger-
Congo phylum, also known 
as Atlantic-Congo, prevails 
in sub-Saharan Western 
Africa, but has a 
distribution area which 
represents no more than a 
third to a half of the Bantu 
area. Due to the 
massiveness of its Bantu 
branch, Niger-Congo is by 
far Africa’s biggest 
language phylum, i.e., a 

Click to view larger

Figure 1.  Map of Bantu expansion. Courtesy of 
Moritz Zauleck.
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grouping of related languages that is considered to be larger than a family. One in three 
Africans would speak one or more Bantu languages. A recent study estimates the current-
day Bantu speakers at about 310 million.  According to Ethnologue, the number of Bantu 
languages today is 556.

The vastness of the Bantu language family is all the more remarkable if one reckons that 
its time depth is rather shallow. While the Niger-Congo phylum has an estimated age of 
10,000 to 12,000 years, its low-level Bantu offshoot is believed to be no older than 4,000 
to 5,000 years.  It would have gradually split off from its closest South-Bantoid relatives 
in the borderland straddling South-Eastern Nigeria and Western Cameroon, an area of 
high linguistic diversity within the Bantoid subgroup of Niger-Congo’s Benue-Congo 
branch. The Bantu homeland has been situated there—quite unanimously—since the early 
1970s.  In conjunction with archaeological data, the internal diversity within the Bantu 
language family suggests that an initial phase of slow fragmentation and expansion over 
small distances was followed by a second phase of rapid large-scale dispersal.

The divergence of the Bantu branch from its closest relatives was a long, steady, and local 
development in the Grassfields of North-Western Cameroon that lasted for more than 
2,000 years, between 6,000–7,000 and 4,000–5,000 years ago. Similarly, the first 
southward expansions of Bantu speech communities were relatively slow. It is only about 
3,500 to 3,000 years ago that the first Bantu speakers would have appeared in the region 
around the present-day capital of Yaoundé in Central Cameroon, some 200 km south of 
the Bantu homeland. Only from then on did the Bantu Expansion start to gain momentum.

About 2,500 years ago, Bantu-speaking societies are thought to have reached more or 
less simultaneously the Congo Basin, West Central Africa south of the forest, and the 
Great Lakes Region of Eastern Africa. By the first centuries CE already, their descendants 
would have made their first appearance in parts of what is today South Africa, i.e., 
somewhat less than 2,000 years ago. In other words, the embryonic stage of local Bantu 
divergence in the Cameroonian Grassfields region and the first southward spread to the 
Yaoundé region took twice as long, at the very least, than the subsequent expansion of 
Bantu languages and their speakers to the southern end of their current-day distribution 
area. In less than two millennia they bridged the distance—more than 4,000 km as the 
crow flies—between Central Cameroon and South Africa.

The vastness and the rapidness of the Bantu Expansion is even more remarkable if one 
takes into account that its north-south orientation is more than 1.5 times as large as it 
west-east orientation. This observation is noteworthy, since it has been argued that 
continental axes of orientation have a decisive impact on the migration of human 
populations (and other species) and the accompanying diffusion of modes of subsistence, 
cultural traits, and technological innovations. In different parts of the world, spread along 
latitudinal lines has turned out to be easier—that is, faster—than along longitudinal lines, 
because east-west/west-east migration involves less differences in climate, rainfall, day 
length, and diseases of crops and livestock and thus requires less adaptation to new 
habitats.  With its predominantly longitudinal axis, the Bantu Expansion runs counter to a 
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universal tendency. Moreover, early Bantu speech communities had to traverse the 
Central African rainforest block, which stretches out between the Sudanian savannahs of 
Western Africa with the Bantu homeland in their southern margin and the Zambezian 
savannahs of Southern Africa where the majority of Bantu speech communities live today. 
These dense and humid forests situated in the northern part of the Bantu area imposed a 
major change in habitat on early migrant speech communities, which would have been a 
serious restraint on their dispersal, were it not that the Central African rainforest 
underwent a major climate-induced crisis, which started at its periphery around 4,000 
years ago and struck its core around 2,500 years ago.

Given the distinctiveness of the Bantu Expansion sketched above, it does not come as a 
surprise that it has sparked a lot of speculation and discussion across the disciplines. It is 
not only the principal linguistic, cultural, and demographic process in Late Holocene 
Africa; it has also become a hotly debated issue in African history and far beyond 
Africanist circles. Moreover, it has not remained without political repercussions, for 
example, in (post)apartheid South Africa,  but also elsewhere in the continent.  In the 
following sections, we revisit the present-day linguistic, archaeological, and genetic 
evidence for the Bantu Expansion, and we shortly discuss how historians have 
endeavored to reconstruct the role of human agency in this major event for African 
history.

Linguistic Evidence for the Bantu Expansion
The genealogical unity of the Bantu languages was already established in the 19th 
century, by Wilhelm Bleek around 1850.  The languages commonly seen as “Bantu” today 
are actually those which Malcolm Guthrie included in his referential classification
following two principal (1–2) and two subsidiary (3–4) criteria: (1) a system of 
grammatical genders (or noun classes), usually at least five, corresponding to four more 
features which we cannot recall here for reasons of space; (2) a vocabulary, part of which 
can be related by fixed rules to a set of hypothetical common roots; (3) a set of invariable 
cores, or radicals, from which almost all words are formed by an agglutinative process 
[note: agglutinative languages have “morphologically complex words in which morpheme 
boundaries are clearly discernible” ], these radicals having five more features which we 
also cannot recall here for reasons of space; (4) a balanced vowel system in the radicals, 
consisting of one open vowel “a” with an equal number of back and front vowels.  From 
his classification were excluded those languages spoken in Cameroon and south-eastern 
Nigeria, i.e., in the wider vicinity of the Bantu homeland, which “have a system of 
grammatical genders and agreements operated by means of prefixes,” but “show little or 
no relationship of vocabulary with full Bantu languages” and also “do not display even the 
rudiments of the structural features laid down in the third criterion; moreover their vowel 
system is frequently complicate.”  Ever since, these languages are known as “Bantoid” or 
“Wide Bantu” as opposed to Guthrie’s “Narrow Bantu.” This distinction has been 
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maintained until today, even if it has been shown that it is somewhat artificial, because 
“Narrow” and “Wide” Bantu languages do share regularly inherited vocabulary. There 
also is no clear cut-off point between the two clusters. Quite the opposite, in fact. The 
small “Mbam-Bubi” subgroup, including several languages of the Mbam region spoken in 
Central Cameroon as well as Bubi from Bioko Island, actually transcends the Narrow and 
Wide Bantu divide.

Within the Bantu area, the North-West, more specifically Cameroon and northern Gabon, 
is linguistically the most heterogeneous. Apart from the “Wide Bantu” and “Mbam-Bubi” 
branches, it also hosts the languages of the “North-Western” branch. This high linguistic 
diversity is in line with the assumption that the earliest phases of the Bantu Expansion 
were characterized by a rather slow and small-scale dispersal of Bantu languages and 
speech communities. The rest of the Bantu area is occupied by only four major branches, 
which emerged after the initial diversification of the family in the North-West. Three of 
them consist of languages spoken in the western half of the Bantu domain: (1) “Central-
Western,” aka “North Zaire” or “Congo,” (2) “West-Western,” aka “West-Coastal,” and (3) 
“South-Western.” All Bantu languages spoken in Eastern and South-Eastern Africa belong 
to a single “Eastern” branch.  The Western Bantu domain is thus linguistically much 
more diverse than the Eastern part.

It has been debated for a long time whether the Eastern Bantu branch split from the 
common Bantu trunk at an early stage and reached Eastern Africa after a movement 
north of the rainforest or whether it only emerged as the most recent subgroup 
subsequent to southward expansion through the rainforest and internal diversification in 
the West.  The most recent studies in both linguistic phylogenetics and molecular 
anthropology favor the second scenario, i.e., the late split model.  Scholars increasingly 
agree that a climate-induced destruction of the rainforest around 2,500 years ago would 
have given a strong impetus to the Bantu Expansion through West-Central Africa.
Relying on a phylogeny of the Bantu languages calibrated through the association of 
archaeological dates to certain nodes in the family tree as well as on contemporary 
geographical information and statistical modeling, it has even been claimed that early 
Bantu-speaking populations did not randomly move through the equatorial rainforest but 
rather through emerging savannah corridors with dense rainforest environments 
imposing temporal barriers to expansion.  Although this model provides us with a 
chronological framework of the Bantu Expansion that is roughly in line with 
archaeological data available for West-Central Africa, it is rather at odds with those from 
Eastern Africa. If Eastern Bantu did indeed only split off after the mid-first millennium BC

dispersal through the rainforest, it is difficult to account for the fact that the earliest 
pottery- and iron-producing communities in the Great Lakes region of Eastern Africa, 
which have commonly assumed to be the first Eastern Bantu speakers,  emerged in the 
same period (see the discussion on Urewe pottery in the next section).  Either the 
reconstructed migration chronology is not perfectly sound yet or the association of the 
earliest attestations of the Early Iron Age in interlacustrine Eastern Africa with the 
Eastern Bantu homeland is to be reconsidered. Instead of attributing the start of the 
Early Iron Age cultural complex in the Great Lakes region to people present before the 
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arrival of the first Bantu speech communities, as some might now be tempted to do, an 
alternative explanation could be that phylogenies generated from current-day languages 
do not necessarily reflect the original migration of Bantu speech communities, unlike 
what is commonly assumed.  The loss of linguistic diversity due to language death cannot 
be easily factored in to reconstruct the best migration model and certainly not if only 
small sets of basic vocabulary are considered, as is often the case in quantitative 
approaches to Bantu language classification.

Archaeological Evidence for the Bantu 
Expansion
The gradual southward spread of initially Neolithic and subsequently Early Iron Age (EIA) 
assemblages, clearly distinct from pre-existing Stone Age industries, has since long been 
seen as the archaeological signature of Bantu speakers migrating through Central, 
Eastern, and Southern Africa.  Due to its strong association with food production, for 
which early evidence is missing in West-Central Africa, certain scholars have considered 
the term “Neolithic” inappropriate and have proposed alternative terms, such as “Stone 
to Metal Age.”  Others have redefined “Neolithic” to make it fit with the Central African 
data and have continued to use it, as we do here.

Pottery is the most distinctive marker of the archaeologically visible cultures associated 
with early expanding Bantu speakers; it starts to appear in the Shum Laka rock-shelter in 
North-Western Cameroon, the principal archaeological site associated with the Bantu 
homeland, around 7,000 to 6,000 years ago, together with a number of other 
technological innovations, such as polished stone tools and bifacial macrolithic tools of 
basalt and tuffs, to become prevalent around 5,000 to 4,000 years ago.  The long period 
of about 2,000 to 3,000 years during which this new industry gradually replaced the pre-
existing microlithic Late Stone Age quartz industry has been tentatively associated with 
the introduction and local development of Benue-Congo languages in the Bantu 
homeland.  Obobogo in the Yaoundé area of Central-Cameroon is the oldest open air 
settlement south of the homeland, which manifests a similar material culture and dates 
back to between 3,500 and 3,000 years ago.

Slightly later, from the mid-first millennium BC onwards, settlements with large rubbish 
pits, covering a considerable surface and containing large quantities of pottery associated 
with polished stone tools, such as axes and hoes, a poor lithic industry, and remains of oil 
palm (Elaeis guineensis) and bush candle tree (Canarium schweinfurthii) emerge across 
West-Central Africa. These archaeological sites, which sometimes also provide evidence 
for postholes and wattle-and-daub structures, are remnants of the earliest villages. They 
manifest a chronological gradient indicating that sedentary pottery-producing cultures 
spread from central Cameroon to the Lower Congo and the Central Congo Basin in a 
timespan of about one millennium, i.e., from ca. 3,500 to ca. 2,300 BP.  This spread of the 
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first village communities through the North-Western part of the Bantu domain is 
commonly seen as the archaeological signature of the earliest phases of the Bantu 
Expansion. Although the Central African archaeological data available for that period still 
manifest numerous geographic gaps, they are in line with historical language 
classifications in suggesting that the initial expansion was slow, limited in extent 
(Cameroon and northern Gabon), and possibly predominantly coast-bound, while it 
underwent a boost from the mid-first millennium BC when climate-induced forest openings 
facilitated southward expansion through the Central African interior.

The more rapid inland expansion of Bantu languages and their speakers in the mid-first 
millennium BC seems to have coincided more or less with the advent of iron metallurgy in 
Central Africa, which started to spread from north to south from around 2,800 years 
ago.  Slightly later, the first secure and direct archaeological evidence for food 
production and domestication in Central Africa becomes available, though still very 
scarcely. Domesticated pearl millet (Pennisetum glaucum) was discovered in three sites 
from southern Cameroon, all dated between 2,350 to 2,200 years ago, and in one in the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo on the Lulonga River dated around 2,200 years ago.
In another South-Cameroonian site, remains of the pulse species Bambara groundnut 
(Vigna subterranea) dated around 1,750 years ago were retrieved.  Both crop species 
originate from more northerly savannah regions and are adapted to drier environmental 
conditions, which ties in with the hypothesis that throughout equatorial Central Africa the 
rainforest was struck by a climate crisis. The only early evidence available for forest 
crops are banana phytoliths from Cameroon dated between 2,750 and 2,350 years ago
and from Uganda dated to the 6th millennium before present.  Such early dates for a 
domesticated plant of Southeast Asian origin has caused a great deal of controversy and 
call for corroborating evidence from other Central and Eastern African sites.  Hence, as 
things stand now, the only secure evidence for plant cultivation and domestication in 
Central Africa is much more recent than the assumed start of the Bantu Expansion and 
was found far from the Bantu homeland. It is therefore unwarranted to consider the 
Bantu Expansion, and certainly so its earliest phases, as a textbook case of a farming/
language dispersal as often is advocated without presenting any factual evidence for 
agriculture.  The large blades and bifacial tools of basalt found in Shum Laka and 
elsewhere in the Grassfields  as well as the large polished stone tools, such as axes and 
adzes, discovered in many Neolithic sites in Central Africa,  do suggest important 
changes in subsistence strategies, but cannot be taken as direct evidence for farming. 
They may have been used for the intensified exploitation and protection of wild plants, 
such as trees (e.g., oil palm) and tubers (e.g., yams), which were indeed very prominent 
in the way of life of ancestral Bantu speakers, as the reconstruction of Proto-Bantu 
vocabulary has pointed out.

In East-Africa, as mentioned above, the earliest archaeological assemblages commonly 
associated with the Bantu Expansion belong to the Early Iron Age. They are part of the 
so-called Urewe tradition, called after an eponymous site northeast of Lake Victoria in 
Kenya and characterized by a distinctive kind of pottery  that is found all over the Great 
Lakes region from the Kivu (Eastern Congo) in the West to the eastern shores of Lake 
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Victoria in the East and from the Ugandan Chobi region in the North to the southern 
shores of Lake Victoria and Burundi in the South.  It first appeared around 2,600 years 
ago and lasted for more than a millennium.  Its oldest manifestations occur to the West of 
Lake Victoria in the vicinity of Buhaya in Tanzania and the River Kivu-Rusizi in Burundi 
and Rwanda, while the oldest sites to the East of Lake Victoria are 700 to 1,000 years 
younger and testify to a gradual eastward spread.  Apart from pottery, Urewe culture 
features a distinctive iron-smelting technology present from the very beginning  as well 
as farming, though possibly from a later stage since the earliest direct evidence for the 
cultivation of domesticated grains in Rwanda and Burundi is not older than the third 
century CE.  Linguistic evidence suggests that early Eastern Bantu speakers may have 
adopted cereal agriculture through contact with speakers of Nilo-Saharan languages.

Although Urewe ware is right from the beginning “a well-made and highly crafted 
ceramic,”  it cannot be typologically linked in any conclusive way to (Neolithic) Bantu-
related ceramic traditions further west, even though some scholars have hinted at 
possible similarities with pottery traditions from Chad  and the Central African 
Republic.  For the time being, it seems to have emerged “out of the blue.”  Nevertheless, 
it does bear strong resemblances to many primary but younger pottery traditions further 
east and south, which are part of a larger Early Iron Age complex, which David Phillipson 
baptized “Chimfumbaze” and considered to be the archaeological signature of Eastern 
Bantu.  This signature industry consisted of several other traits, such as settled villages 
(houses, grain bins, and storage pits) with large and small domestic stock, grain 
agriculture, and metallurgy, none of these having “evolved from an earlier hunter-
gatherer base in eastern or southern Africa.”

The ceramic traditions most closely related to Urewe ware are inland wares in the North-
Eastern part of East-Africa on the one hand and coastal wares stretching between 
southern Kenya and South Africa on the other hand. To the first category belong wares, 
such as Lelesu pottery from Central Tanzania and Limbo pottery from the Dar-es-Salaam 
hinterland, which occur between the last century BCE and the first centuries CE.  To the 
second category belong the characteristic Kwale and Matola ceramics, which constitute a 
vast Early Iron Age continuum that emerged in less than two centuries, i.e., between the 
early second and the mid-3rd century CE, from southern Kenya over coastal Mozambique 
to KwaZulu-Natal. These primary Early Iron Age traditions along the coast lowlands and 
their immediate hinterland can be seen as the material signature of the earliest Eastern 
Bantu speech communities.  They migrated from the East-African Great Lakes Region to 
South Africa in less than a millennium.

The gradual eastward expansion of Urewe culture may correlate with the initial spread of 
the so-called “Great Lakes Bantu” languages, which constitute a distinct Eastern Bantu 
clade within the larger Bantu phylogeny.  The further expansion of closely related 
ceramics towards the coast possibly mirrors that of the larger “North-East Savannah 
Bantu,” a distinct branch of Eastern Bantu to which Great Lakes Bantu belongs.
Similarly, the southernmost Eastern Bantu languages of Southern Africa, the so-called 
zone S languages in Guthrie’s classification, are most closely related in the latest Bantu 
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phylogeny with a number of languages spoken in the coastal lowlands of southern 
Tanzania and Mozambique and their hinterland.  However, much more research, both 
historical linguistic and archaeological, is needed to go beyond these robust patterns of 
correlation. This is certainly so for those inland parts of the Eastern Bantu domain, such 
as the South-Eastern part of the Democratic Republic of the Congo and Zambia, which 
are closer to those areas where South-Western Bantu languages are spoken, such as 
Angola and Namibia.

The most recent and most comprehensive overview of the Early Iron Age in Southern 
Africa—mainly South Africa, Lesotho, Swaziland, Zimbabwe, South-Western Mozambique, 
and South-Eastern Botswana but also adjacent areas—is to be found in the 2007 
handbook of Tom Huffman.  In the wake of David Phillipson, he divides the earliest 
ceramics of the region in two main traditions: Urewe tradition and Kalundu tradition, the 
former further subdivided in the Nkope branch (or central stream) and Kwale branch (or 
eastern stream).  Unsurprisingly, he associates the Urewe tradition with Eastern Bantu. 
More surprisingly, however, he equally assumes that “the makers of all Kalundu tradition 
spoke early forms of Eastern Bantu,”  even if he situates the origins of the latter in 
Benfica, south of Luanda, in Angola,  and possibly even further north in Gabon.  Not only 
has the Angolan and/or Gabonese source of Kalundu pottery been questioned,  but also 
no Eastern Bantu languages are spoken there today and, as far as we can tell, were never 
spoken there before. In large parts of Southern Africa—and especially within the area 
which Huffman considers to be belonging to the Kalundu tradition—it is still poorly 
understood how the emergence of the Early Iron Age can be linked to the evolution of the 
Bantu languages spoken there.
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Genetic Evidence for the Bantu Expansion
Even if several scholars have previously questioned migration as the main dynamic 
underlying this language dispersal,  we have defined the “Bantu Expansion” above as the 
initial spread of the Bantu languages AND the communities speaking them. That is 
because recent studies in population genetics, which give new insights in the genetic 
structure and history of Bantu speech communities, have demonstrated that the initial 
dispersion of Bantu languages unmistakably results from the diffusion of people.

In contrast to what earlier critics of the migration model have proposed, it was not just 
the outcome of the concurrent diffusion of languages, material culture, and technological 
innovations through cultural contact between pre-established communities. The relatively 
low Y-chromosome diversity in current-day Bantu-speaking populations provides the most 
conclusive evidence for the fact that the Bantu Expansion was a major demic diffusion.
It can even be considered as “one of the most dramatic demographic events in human 
history.”  Especially the Y chromosomal haplogroups E1b1a8 (also known as E-U175) and 
E1b1a7a (also known as E-U174), which are actually subgroups of E1b1a (also known as 
E-M2) and E1b1a7 (also known as E-M191), respectively, are very prominent among both 
Bantu speakers and Niger-Congo–speaking populations from West Africa as opposed to 
communities speaking languages belonging to one of Africa’s other major phyla.
Y chromosomes are inherited solely from fathers to sons and can therefore inform us on 
the prehistory of the paternal half of a population. Haplogroups are groups of related 
molecules defined by specific diagnostic shared mutation.

Although migrating Bantu speakers definitely spread their languages from their ancestral 
homeland all the way down to Southern Africa, the present-day geographic distribution of 
Bantu languages does not necessarily reflect the original migration of Bantu speech 
communities. Recent analyses of genetic data suggest the occurrence of successive 
expansion phases.  Y-chromosome variation is not only low, but it also remains relatively 
stable throughout the Bantu domain, although one would expect it to shrink with distance 
from the putative homeland as the result of a founder event, i.e., a severe reduction in 
genetic diversity due to a small number of newcomers producing much offspring.  It has 
been proposed that the signal of the initial migration was attenuated by later migrations 
and contact among Bantu-speaking populations,  as also suggested in earlier genetic 
studies.

Such prehistoric spread-over-spread events recurrently led to Bantu-internal language 
shift and eventually to language death. As it still happens today, possibly on a larger scale 
than in the past due to mass media and schooling, individual Bantu speakers or larger 
communities gave up their first language in favor of another Bantu language, which may 
have guaranteed more economic or social success. That is why, as discussed above, 
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phylogenetic trees of present-day Bantu languages probably do not mirror initial 
migrations.

Genetic studies have also significantly contributed to the documentation of prehistoric 
contacts between Bantu speaking newcomers and autochthonous populations, usually 
hunters-gatherers.  Biological contact with indigenous groups in both Central and 
Southern Africa is easily detectable, since they are genetically very distinct from Bantu 
speakers who are West African in origin. Especially beneficial in this regard has been the 
study of mitochondrial DNA (mtDNA), which is “a very small [ . . . ] circular molecule that 
is present in hundreds to thousands of copies inside each cell” that is only passed on from 
mothers to their offspring.  The mtDNA thus contributes to reconstructing the prehistory 
of the maternal half of a population.

As for Bantu speech communities, it is above all their maternal gene pool that provides 
evidence for interaction with native populations. MtDNA diversity among and within 
Bantu-speaking groups tends to be much higher than Y-chromosome diversity. Women 
from local non-Bantu–speaking groups had considerable more offspring with men from 
Bantu speech communities than the other way around. Sociocultural practices, such as 
patrilocality (i.e., the residence of a married couple near the husband’s family or clan) 
and polygyny (i.e., the marriage of a man with different women), are signaled in the gene 
pool of Bantu-speaking groups by the substantial presence of mtDNA haplogroups that 
are even more characteristic of present-day hunter-gatherer groups. One such diagnostic 
mutation commonly found in certain western Bantu speech communities is L1c1a, which 
is otherwise omnipresent in Central African “Pygmy” groups. In Southern Africa, “L0d” 
and “L0k” are mtDNA haplogroups that originate in Khoisan-speaking populations but are 
also often found in significant portions among Bantu-speaking groups. In some of them, 
though not all, this intensive contact also left a linguistic residue, which is most saliently 
flagged through the presence of click sounds.  For cross-disciplinary review of 
prehistoric Bantu-Khoisan language contact, we refer the reader to a recent study by 
Brigitte Pakendorf and colleagues;  for a comparative study of the impact of 
autochthonous languages on Bantu language variation in Southern and Central Africa to a 
review chapter by Hilde Gunnink and myself.

Numerous linguistic studies have pointed out that Bantu speech communities, especially 
in the northern borderlands, also interacted with speakers of Nilo-Saharan, Afro-Asiatic, 
and distantly related Niger-Congo languages.  These groups, which also originate outside 
Central and Southern Africa, are genetically more similar to Bantu speech communities 
than autochthonous hunter-gatherers. Prehistoric contacts between Bantu speech 
communities and these groups therefore used to be more difficult to detect, though not 
impossible.  Much progress has been made, however, through the use of autosomal 
data.  Besides two sex chromosomes (X- and Y-chromosome), the nuclear genome 
consists of 22 pairs of autosomes. An autosome is a chromosome that does not determine 
the sex of a human being.
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In contrast to the “uniparental markers” Y-chromosome and mtDNA, autosomes are 
inherited from both parents, just like the X-chromosome in females, and thus provide 
insights into the prehistory of the population as a whole. Moreover, in contrast to mtDNA 
and most parts of the Y-chromosome, they also undergo recombination during the 
production of germ cells, which generates huge variation, ensuring that the inherited 
chromosomes consist of random portions of DNA from both parents.  Autosomal DNA 
thus provides an enormous wealth of information, which allows primarily for 
biogeographic comparison of modern populations, but whose potential for prehistoric 
reconstruction is gradually enhanced through the use of new analytical techniques, 
especially single-nucleotide polymorphisms (SNPs or “snips”). These techniques allow 
simultaneous comparison of variation at tens or hundreds of thousands of genetic 
locations from thousands of individuals, in “genome-wide” or “whole-genome” scans.
Recent studies relying on single-nucleotide polymorphisms, although not focusing on East 
Africa specifically, have provided evidence for non-Bantu East-African admixture in 
Eastern Bantu-Speakers.  The use of such data is expected to drastically change our 
understanding of the population dynamics underlying the Bantu Expansion for years to 
come, especially in conjuction with others bodies of historical evidence and through close 
cross-disciplinary collaboration. Although our comprehension of this important historical 
event has been considerably improved over the past decades, many remaining questions 
require further exploration, such as why Bantu speakers actually migrated over such 
immense distances and how large their numbers were.

Historical Research on the Bantu Expansion
From what precedes one might be impressed with the idea that only linguists, 
archaeologists, paleoenvironmentalists, and evolutionary geneticists have engaged in 
debates on the Bantu Expansion. Such an impression would certainly not do justice to the 
significant contributions that historians have made to our understanding of the early 
history of Bantu speech communities. The historian Roland Oliver, whom Jan Vansina 
considered as one of the “very few institutional founders” in the research field of African 
History,  was probably even the first to posit the “problem of the Bantu Expansion” in the 
Journal of African History.  Historians like Jan Vansina  (focusing on the western Bantu-
speaking world) and Christopher Ehret  (concentrating on the eastern half of the Bantu 
domain) were also pioneering in bringing together bodies of evidence from different 
disciplines, mainly linguistics and archaeology, to propose different possible models of 
Bantu Expansion and to develop historical narratives shedding new light on the social, 
political, and economic dynamics underlying it. Christopher Ehret also trained several 
new historians in his multidisciplinary approach to reconstructing early African history, 
which they applied to different areas where early Bantu speakers settled and to different 
themes highlighting the significance of human agency and contingency in shaping the 
Bantu Expansion, e.g., ethnic and economic change and interactions with non–Bantu-
speakers in the Uele region of Congo,  agrarian change, gender, and social identity in the 
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Great Lakes region of Eastern Africa,  social and economic exchanges with 
autochthonous foragers in the Western Equatorial rainforest,  agriculture, ecology, 
kinship, and gender in Tanzania’s Corridor,  thought, belief, and practice in Central East 
Tanzania,  and economy and society in Northern Namibia.  David Schoenbrun has 
continued Ehret’s legacy by training of a new generation of PhD students in African 
history, who have also engaged in interpretative, multi-causal approaches to the Bantu 
Expansion by dealing with innovative themes such as motherhood, food procurement, and 
politics in East-Central Uganda  and wild resource use and political culture in the 
southern part of present-day Zambia.

Primary Sources

As explained in this article, scholars dealing with the Bantu Expansion do not have access 
to the same kind of primary sources as historians of more recent African history do. This 
historical event occurred before the introduction of literacy in the Bantu-speaking world. 
It also happened too long ago to be accessible through oral history. In order to 
understand the when, where, how, and why of the Bantu Expansion, bodies of evidence 
from different sciences need to be studied: archaeology provides insights into the 
chronology of the Bantu Expansion and into the material culture of early Bantu speech 
communities; evolutionary genetics informs us on the demographic dynamics underlying 
the Bantu language dispersal and especially on interactions with autochthonous hunter-
gatherers having a very distinct genetic profile; paleoenvironmental evidence can be used 
to reconstruct how changes in climate and vegetation have facilitated the initial 
migration of Bantu-speaking groups; historical Bantu linguistics can be instrumental in at 
least three subfields—linguistic classification, lexical reconstruction, and language 
contact. Below are listed some useful online resources for students interested in the 
Bantu Expansion.

• The Bantu Lexical Reconstructions 3 database contains ca. 10,000 entries which 
represent reconstructions of common Bantu words going back to distinct stages in 
Bantu language history:

• The website of the Royal Museum of Central Africa in Tervuren (Belgium) also 
hosts my Comparative Bantu Pottery Vocabulary database.

• The Glottolog website provides comprehensive reference information for the 
world’s languages, including Bantu languages.

• The World Wide Web Library of African Archaeology, which was regularly 
updated until 2015, contains a massive amount of relevant bibliographical references 
including much so-called “grey” literature.
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