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1. Defining the Eastern Himalaya
In the west, the Himalayas are punctuated by the Tiric Mfr in the Hindu
Kush at 7,708 m and by the K2 in the Qaraqoram at 8,661 m. In the
east, the Himalayas are punctuated by the Gan§ dKar-po [khg, kci:p5] in
eastern Tibet at 6,740 m and the Hkakabo Razi in northern Burma at
5,881 m. The Himalayan massif runs a vast length of over 3,600 km
from the Hazarahjat highlands in the west to the Liangshan in the east.
The Eastern Himalaya can be said to encompass the eastern half of the
Himalayas, beginning from the Dhaulagiri 8,167 m in central Nepal
on eastward. The Kali Gal)<;laki River, which flows just at the foot of
the Dhaulagiri, bisects the great Himalayan range into two halves of
roughly equal length.
Although the Himalayas are the highest mountain range on our
planet, they form no watershed, since many of the rivers are of greater
antiquity than the mountains themselves. The Himalayas only began
to rise long after the Tethys Sea shrivelled up some 35 million years
ago and the once insular habitat of the Indian subcontinent had
fused with the Eurasian mainland. Like a number of other prominent
Himalayan rivers, the KalI Gal)<;lakI runs right through the Himala
yas, originating on the Tibetan plateau and coursing down through
the mountains onto the Gangetic plain. This dramatic invagination at
the very centre of the Himalayan range is prominently visible to any
airplane passenger flying across the Gangetic plain. For ethnolinguis
tic phylogeography, the Ka!I Gal)<;lakI demarcates a vast region known
as the Eastern Himalaya, which extends eastward all the way into the
Indo-Burmese borderlands and the Chinese provinces of Yunnan and
Slchuan and constitutes an area of pivotal importance to population
prehistory.
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2. The Mongoloid myth
As a species, we have always been obsessed with how we look and in
which ways we appear to be similar or different from one another. The
i
ancient Hindu caste system and the apartheid system of South Afrca
were just two of many systems based on our perceptions of caste, tribe
and race. Even before the Portuguese first set foot in Japan in 1542,
Europeans were trying to come to grips with the human phenotypical
diversity which they observed in the peoples whom they met on their
voyages across the seas. Today we understand that in scientific terms,
there is actually no such thing as race (Cavalli-Sforza et al. 1994). We
are all members of one large human family. The relationship between
genes, their phenotypical expression and their pleiotropic interplay is
inordinately complex, and our individual differences often tend to be
larger than the differences between groups.
Historically, long before the discovery of the molecular mechanisms
underlying genetics, scholars resorted to superficial classifications in
their attempts to understand human diversity. Classification was con
ducted on the basis of somatology, which involved crude observations
about external appearance. In 1758, in the famous tenth edition of
his Systema Naturce, Carl Linnreus distinguished between four geo
graphical subspecies of Homo sapiens, i.e. europaeus, afer, asiaticus
and americanus. Later, Johann Friedrich Blumenbach, in a dissertation
which he defended at Gottingen in 1775, distinguished between what
he imagined were five human races, namely the 'white' Caucasiae, the
'yellow' Mongolicae, the 'black' Aethiopicae, the 'red' Americanae and
the 'brown' Malaicae (l 776 [1795]: xxiii, xxiv). With his coinages,
Blumenbach single-handedly invented the 'Mongoloid' and 'Cauca
soid' races. With regard to his Varietas Caucasia, Blumenbach opined:
The name of this variety is taken from the Caucasus mountains, as
well as, indeed, most of the southern flank thereof, in the Georgian
area, where the most beautiful race of men is to be found and in
whom all the physiological reasons converge so that it may be
presumed that the first human beings are likely to have been native
to this region.
(1795/1776: 303) 1
Later, Johann Christian Erxleben recognised four of the same races as
Blumenbach but under different names, with his Homo sapiens europaeus, asiaticus, afer and americanus (1777: 1-2) corresponding to Blu-
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menbach's Varietas Caucasia, Mongolica, Aethiopica and Americana
(1795 [1776]: 304, 307, 310, 319) respectively. As opposed to Blumenbach's Varietas Malaica, Erxleben distinguished no separate Malay race,
but he made finer distinctions in northern Asia, distinguishing a more
northerly Homo sapiens tatarus from the Chinese phenotype, which he
termed Homo sapiens asiaticus, and he grouped Lapps, Samoyeds and
other Uralic peoples under a distinct heading named Homo sapiens
lappo. In France in 1801, Julien-Joseph Virey basically followed Blumenbach in recognising five races, but he outdid Erxleben in his attempts
further to subclassify within these races. 2

Taking his inspiration from Blumenbach, the German scholar
Christoph Meiners (1747-1810), on the basis of the descriptions in
Dutch and Russian accounts of the peoples encountered in other parts
of the world, set up a classification of races based on what he imagined
where the uralte Stammvölker or racial prototypes of mankind. His
cogitations were published posthumously in three volumes. In the
second volume, der alte Mongolische Stamm or ‘the Mongoloid race’
was designated by Meiners as one of the main races of mankind. He
wrote:

In physiognomy and physique, the Mongol diverges as much from
the usual form as does the Negro. If any nation merits being rec
ognised as a racial prototype, then it should rightfully be the Mon
gol, who differs so markedly from all other Asian peoples in his
physical and moral nature.
(1813, 2: 61) 3
Meiners described the cruelty of the invading hordes led by Genghis
Khan as being inherent to the 'moral nature' of the Mongoloid race,
conveniently overlooking the historically well-documented cruelties
of Western and other peoples. The serendipity of the nomenclatural
choices made by Blumenbach (1795 [1776]) and Meiners (1813)
gave rise to the Mongoloid myth. If the Mongols were the primordial
tribe from which all peoples of the Mongoloid race descended, then
it was logical to think that the homeland of all Mongoloids lay in
Mongolia.
Jean Baptiste Bory de Saint-Vincent (1825: 323-325) subsequently
introduced the term Homo sapiens sinicus for the Chinese, who he
thought distinct from proper Mongoloids, but the 'Chinese race'
would later vanish from subsequent classificatory schemes because the
Chinese came to be seen by such early physical anthropologists as a
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mixture of the Northeast Asian 'Tungids' and the 'Palaeomongoloids'
of the Himalayas and Southeast Asia.4
I have often been told by people in Nepal and northeastern India
that their ancestors came from Mongolia. Some even adorn their lor
ries, cars and motorcycles with captions like 'Mongol' or 'Mongolian'.
When I ask them why they think so, they tell me that they are members
of the Mongoloid race or wm;r � Mango! jati, which, as the name
tells us, must have originated in Mongolia. I do not have the heart to
tell them that the very idea was dreamt up by a German scholar in
Gottingen in the early 1770s, who was just imaginatively trying to
make sense of human diversity, though he had no expertise or specialist
knowledge to do so.
People in the West suffer from the same obsolete ideas. A friend
of mine from Abkhazia, who happens to be a renowned linguist,
was travelling in the United States of America with a colleague of his
from the Republic of Georgia. Whilst driving a rented car, they were
pulled over by a police officer.The obese and heavily armed man in uni
form demanded to see my friend's driving licence and then asked them,
'Are you folks Arabs?' The policeman spoke with a heavy American
accent and pronounced the word Arabs as ['eme:bz]. Since Abkhazia
and Georgia both lie in the Caucasus, my friend responded, 'No, Sir,
we are both Caucasians'. This response somehow displeased the police
officer, who asserted, 'I am a Caucasian!'. My friend coolly responded,
'No, Sir, you are not a Caucasian, and you do not look particularly like
a Caucasian. We are Caucasians.' The exasperated policeman spluttered,
'... but ... but I am white!'
In the aftermath, my friend had to explain to the American police
man where the Caucasus Mountains lay and who the Caucasians
were. However, he did not go as far as to explain that the idea that
Europeans were purportedly Caucasian originated with Blumenbach
in the early 1770s. Like the Mongoloid, the Caucasoid was another
one of his racial prototypes. Americans who apply for a driving
licence, take a Scholastic Aptitude Test or fill in any number of other
official forms are often asked to specify their race. A person of Euro
pean ancestry often checks a box saying that he or she is a 'Cauca
sian'. Some people from Asia and Africa are baffled by these racial
questions and by the choices of race on offer, which differ from one
form to another, and then end up having to decide whether they are
'coloured' or belong to some other 'race'. Although the topic of race
is taboo in America, American society is both riddled with antique
modes of thinking about race and very much in denial about widely
held racist assumptions.
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Hmong-Mien paternal contribution to the early Austroasiatic popula
tions whose descendants settled in Southeast Asia, whereas the inci
dence of haplogroup 03a3b (M7) in Austroasiatic communities of
the Indian subcontinent is undetectably low. On the other hand, the
incidence of Y chromosomal haplogroup 02a amongst the Hmong
Mien appears to indicate a slightly more modest Austroasiatic paternal
contribution to Hmong-Mien populations than vice versa.
As the Hmong-Mien moved eastward, the bearers of haplogroup
02b (Ml76) likewise continued to move east. Even further east, the
01 (MYS2.2) paternal lineage gave rise to the Ola (M119) subclade,
which moved from the Pearl River drainage eastward to the Mm River
drainage in the hill tracts of Fujian and across the strait to Formosa,
which consequently became the Urheimat of the Austronesians (cf.
Abdulla et al. 2009). Back west in the Eastern Himalaya, the bear
ers of Y chromosomal haplogroup 03a3c (M134) expanded further
throughout Sichuan and Yunnan, north and northwest across the
Tibetan plateau as well as further westward across the Himalayas and
southward into the Indo-Burmese borderlands. In the southwest on the
Brahmaputra Plain, the early Tibeto-Burmans encountered Austroasi
atics, who had preceded them.
If we assume a linguistic dispersal in which languages were spread
by populations in which a particular paternal lineage was dominant,
then the Malayo-Polynesian expansion via the Philippines into insular
Southeast Asia must have entailed the introduction of Austronesian
by bearers of the Y chromosomal haplogroup Ola (M119) to resi
dent communities, in which an originally Austroasiatic paternal lin
eage 02a (M95) was and would remain dominant even after linguistic
assimilation, and other older paternal lineages also persisted (Karafet
et al. 2005; Li et al. 2008). Similarly, Malagasy is linguistically clearly
Austronesian, but genetically the Malagasy trace both their maternal
and paternal ancestries equally to Borneo and to the African mainland
(Hurles et al. 2005).
The ancestral Trans-Himalayan paternal lineage 03a3c (M134)
spread from the Eastern Himalaya in a northeasterly direction across
East Asia to the North China Plain. Subsequently, at a far shallower
time depth, the Tibeto-Burman paternal lineage 03a3c (M134) spread
from the Yellow River basin into what today is southern China, begin
ning with the Han expansion southward during the Qfn dynasty in the
third century BC. The ancestral Tibeto-Burman paternal lineage 03a3c
(M134) is intrusively present in the Korean Peninsula and beyond,
although Uralo-Siberian populations such as the Evenki predomi
nantly retain the paternal lineage N. The distribution map of major

Trans-Himalayan linguistic subgroups shows the centre of linguistic
phylogenetic diversity to be rooted squarely in the Eastern Himalaya,
with outliers trailing off towards the Loess plains of the Yellow River
basin in the northeast. This geographical projection of Trans-Himalayan
linguistic diversity appears to reflect the spread of the paternal 03a3c
(Ml34) lineage putatively associated with this linguistic dispersal.
Molecular genetic findings shed light both on ethnolinguistic prehis
tory and its unrecorded sociolinguistic dimensions, and often popula
tion geneticists find molecular corroboration of what some linguists
and ethnographers have been claiming for centuries. Although paternal
ancestry only represents a very small segment of our ancestry, emerging
autosomal findings appear, at least in part, to corroborate the recon
struction presented here for meridional East Asia (Chaubey et al. 2010;
Jinam et al. 2013). Correlations between linguistic, archaeology and
genetics must inform a chronologically layered view of ethnolinguistic
prehistory (Bellwood et al. 2011; van Driem 2011b).
The Eastern Himalaya from the Dhaulagiri to the Liangshan and more
particularly the region comprising Nepal, Sikkim, Bhutan, southeastern
Tibet and northeastern India furnished the cradle for the ethnogenesis
of all East Asian language families: Trans-Himalayan, Hmong-Mien,
Austroasiatic and Austro-Tai. At even greater time depths, the Uralo
Siberian and Altaic linguistic phyla too may have ultimately originated
in the Eastern Himalaya. In the hoary past, when our anatomically mod
ern ancestors emerged from Africa on their way to East Asia, Southeast
Asia, Oceania, Siberia, the Americas and even Lappland, many of these
ancestors must at one point have passed through the Eastern Himalayan
region and crossed the mighty Brahmaputra.

Notes
1 Nomen huic varietati a Caucaso monte, tum quos vicinia eius et maxime
quidem australis plaga pulcherrimam hominum stirpem, Georgianam
foveat; tum quod et omnes physiologicae rationes in eo conspirent, in ean
dem regionem, si uspiam, primos humani generis avtochthones verisimil
lime ponendes esse.
2 Julien-Joseph Virey distinguished 'cinq races principales' (all in Tome I: 124).
The first race is 'la celtique', which has various types ranging from '!es scan
dinaves' in the northwest to the 'scythes, persans, arabes, maures ...et meme
les indous cisgangetiques' in the southeast (pp.129-131), whereas 'la racine
originelle des mongols se partagent en trois branches' (pp. 131, 132), i.e.
those 'qui embrasse presque toute la circonference du pole arctique ...esqui
maux.tschutchis, kamtschadales ...koriaques, ostiaques, gakates, jukagres,
samoi:edes . . . lapons'. 'La seconde division' comprised 'les eleuths et cal
mouks ... les tunguses, baskirks, kosaques vrais ... kirguis, tschouvaches,

