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I am the vessel of fate 

I sail between the reefs of the warp 

that stand for life 

from the right bank I pass to the left 

unreeling my gut 

to add to the fabric 

then back from the left bank I pass to the right 

unreeling my gut 

life is perpetual coming and going 

a permanent gift of the self 

-a Fulbe weaver's invocation (Hampate Ba, 1990) 
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1. ABSTRACT 

M itochondrial DNA (mtDNA) provides an efficient tool for investigating human pre�history 

and evolution. In th is thesis Hypervariable I sequences from 24 1 individuals representing nine 

diverse African ethnic groups are presented, and analysed together with publ ished sequences. 

Each ethnic group studied represents a different combination of geography (East and West 

Africa), l ingui st ic phylum (Niger-Kordofanian, N i lo-Saharan, and Afroasiatic), and subsistence 

mode (agricultural and pastoral) .  The African mtDNA dataset is expanded considerably by the 

addition of these samples. Questions concerning human evolution and human pre-h istory are 

readdressed. 

These samples demonstrate a higher diversity in Africa than previously reported, An ethnic 

group such as the Turkana has a h igher mitochondrial d iversity than the rest of the world 

combined. There is some evidence of regional ism, in that some of the c lusters are specific to 

West or East Africa; however, there is also sharing of l ineages across Africa suggesting 

substantial migration and admixture both in the past and more recent times.  In  Africa, the 

!Kung being the exception, the mtDNA from one ethnic group does not show a common unique 

ancestor, rather the ethnic groups are composites of several mtDNA types, with distinct origins 

and population h istories. Combined analysis with Median networks and pairw ise d istance 

methods, demonstrate that within Africa approximately 60,000 years ago, there was a 

phenomenal expansion of one c luster, which was associated with the people who subsequently 

moved out of Africa. Almost al l non-African populations are derived from thi s  c luster, The 

Out of Africa hypothesis is supported, but there may have been more than one expansion of 

modern humans out of Africa. Further sampl ing in Asia and Australia is crucial to concl ude 

the M ultiregional-Out of Africa debate. 
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NOTES 

The term "race" is something which can not be v isualised genetical ly; in humans there is 

u sually  more d iversity with in a popul ation than between populations. Terms which have racial 

overtones have been replaced by the geographic origin of the peoples i .e .  Asian, European, 

African, American. 

• "African" replaces the term Negroid.  

• "EuropeanlMiddle Eastern" replaces the term Caucasoid and refers to people l iv ing in the 

geographica l  area of Europe and the Middle East, and who are not known to be recent 

immigrants .  

• "Asian" replaces the term Mongoloid and refers to people l iv ing in Asia. 

• "San" replaces the term Bushman and refers to hunter-gatherers who speak a Khoisan 

language. In thi s  study the San population are known as the ! Kung. 

• "Dam a" replaces the term Hottentot and refers to pastoral ists who speak a Khoisan 

language. 

I have consciously avoided describing the physical attributes of the people as most groups 

exhibit high variation, and physical attributes general ly do not show genetic affinity. Stature 

and skin colour are, for instance, more an adaptation to the environment than determining any 

genetic relationsh ip .  
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