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INTRODUCTION
The purpose of this contribution is to question the
use and relevance of theories on migration derived
from other fields in Egyptology. Migration research
in archaeology is very much connected with the
detection of culture change, and therefore
considerations on migration are always also a
question of the culture theoretical view taken. Thus,
the paper begins with a detailed overview of the
development of culture theory within the social
sciences since the 19th century. The most important
points of contact on the topic of migration are
emphasized, thus illustrating the inseparable
connection between migration research and the
theoretical discourse. Subsequently, the main
developments of migration research within
archaeology are explained and its applications to
Egyptology. Obviously, ancient Egypt played an
essential role in early migration research but has
since completely disappeared from the picture.

Nevertheless, there is much potential for reversing
this development, as summed up in an outlook at the
end of this paper.

DEFINING CULTURE
This paper must begin with the history of the
archaeological concept of culture.1 Definitions of the
concept of culture are so numerous and diverse that
it is simply not possible to extract a single one.2

Through the so-called cultural turn in cultural
studies,3 and its influence on several fields in social
sciences, the concept of culture changed greatly.4

This cultural turn was a movement that put culture
at the center of contemporary debate within the
social sciences. As a result, there was a change in the
understanding of culture that led to an extended
theoretical approach to this topic.5 This was
motivated by the emerging interdisciplinary
orientation and the request for multiple perspectives
in context of culture analysis. 
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ABSTRACT
Migration research is an ever-expanding field that can be explored from several different perspectives. It
has always been a part of archaeological and historical interpretation, although it has not yet been
thoroughly examined as a subject in its own right. Therefore, for a better understanding of the phenomenon
of migration in the past, it is crucial to study it in the wider context of historical studies. Since the 19th
century, these studies were strongly influenced by two theoretical schools of thought, namely Diffusionism
and Evolutionism, which have sought to explain cultural development and social change. This paper
examines the progress of migration research since the 19th century and its application to ancient Egypt over
time. 
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Since Max Weber (1920), sociology is a science the
purpose of which is to explain social action, while
cultural studies unite all disciplines that address
processes of human life from the perspective of their
cultural meaning.6 This assessment by Weber can be
seen as the attempt to establish cultural studies as a
subject that on the one hand emphasizes the social
action’s values and on the other hand maintains its
scientific objectivity. 

Due to the fact that it is quite problematic to define
culture and therefore to present a holistic
development of a theory of culture, in this paper, the
narrower archaeological concept is in focus.
Archaeological culture is commonly understood as
being defined by a recurring assemblage of artifacts
(pots, implements etc.) and other types of culture
traits, such as burial rites or house forms. This term
was particularly widespread after the use by V.
Gordon Childe in 1929.7 The idea of archaeological
culture has its roots in Central European
archaeology, which is closely associated with the
understanding of archaeological cultures as historic
entities.8 In this respect, it is crucial to keep in mind
that the concept of archaeological culture is based on
archaeologists’ interpretation and does not
necessarily mean that groups of humans can be
connected to artifacts with all certainty.

Another scholar who defined the concept of
archaeological culture is Gustaf Kossinna who,
based on the method of cross-dating through
typologies by Oscar Montelius,9 developed a system
of distribution of certain types of archaeological
cultural areas. Based on Leo Frobenius,10 Kossinna
formulated the concept of “Kulturkreis.” According
to him, those areas correspond to the areas of
particular people or tribes.11 He aimed towards an
ethnic interpretation of archaeological cultural
groups and hoped he could trace the prehistory of
Germanic peoples back to the Bronze Age.12

Kossinna’s work was greatly influenced by
nationalistic thoughts and defended a racist ideology
of Germanic superiority, for which he was later
strongly criticized.13 Even though his racial
connotations were revised by some of his disciples,
his correlation between people and culture remained
part of the archaeological concept of culture.14

Childe, who adopted Kossinna’s main idea,
retained the concept of culture and cultural group but
removed the racial aspect and regarded people as a
social grouping rather than a biological race. As a
famous advocate of the culture-historical
archaeology and also Marxist archaeology, he was

involved in bringing these concepts to Britain. In his
later work, Childe often replaced the term people
with society, which he used as synonyms in his early
work. During the 1940s, Childe started to
differentiate between the archaeological and the
anthropological understanding of culture.15

Consequently, he was able to use culture and people
interchangeably and to maintain the idea that a
society uses one language. From then on, Childe
emphasized the use of culture only in reference to
material culture and not to behaviors and attitudes,
as it was used at the time across the social sciences.16

By doing so, he created a fracture between
archaeological and anthropological theories, one that
remains today to some extent.17

While discussing the definition of culture, and its
meaning for identity-making, it is important to keep
in mind the origin of the concept of archaeological
culture and that it is primarily to be understood as a
categorization aid.

HISTORY OF RESEARCH IN CULTURE THEORY
In order to understand the close connection between
migration research and culture theory, it is necessary
to have a look on the history of research on the
subject of culture change since the 19th century. In
the context of cultural studies, it is relevant to link
its development within various research fields since
the topic of culture can be studied from very
different angles. Indeed, in addition to the
investigation of disciplines that examine cultures,
one must consider studies in geography,
anthropology, sociology, and philosophy. This is
important as, especially in early historical science,
these research fields were strongly intertwined.

BEGINNING OF CuLTurAL STuDIES
Over time, descriptions and interpretations of
culture and culture change have evolved
tremendously and reflect changes in scholarly focus.
The concept of culture is closely linked to ideas of
otherness and foreignness.18 Defining culture would
potentially allow for a separation of one culture from
another, but as can be observed in the vast literature
on ancient cultures, it is in fact very difficult to do so.
One reason is the fact that there is not always an
emic account of these cultures that could possibly
contribute to some clarification. In this context, it is
important to deal with the development of
sociological and philosophical approaches to get an
understanding of the scope of the discussion about
cultural change. 
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EVOLuTIONISM
Socio-cultural evolutionary theories offer
explanations for cultural and social developments of
societies or cultures in the course of human history.
The description of specific transformational
mechanisms and changes can vary greatly. Theories
in the 19th and to some extent in the 20th centuries
were based on the idea that different societies were
at different levels of social development, and an
evolutionary model that considered mankind as a
whole was needed.19 These theories were based on
the idea that the technology and culture of Western
societies were more advanced that those of the rest
of the world.20

Two different traditions from the second half of
the 19th century, to which modern theories of social
and cultural evolution are occasionally linked, must
be distinguished. The theory of evolution by Charles
Darwin follows the principle of evolution by natural
selection; he called this mechanism of species
transformation “Descent with modification.”21 This
concept was not only relevant for scholars in biology
but also for those focusing on explanations of culture
change and therefore had a considerable impact on
culture theory. 

The second tradition is traced back to Herbert
Spencer, who as early as 1864 was the first person to
develop the concept of evolution as the progressive
development of the physical world and biological
organisms, as well as human culture and societies.
He is known for the expression “survival of the
fittest,”22 which was then borrowed by Darwin for
his theory on natural selection. Spencer’s theory is
based on the principle of ontogeny, the development
of a single individual or organism. It contrasts with
phylogeny, the basis of Darwin’s theory, which
implies the historical development of a species of
living beings in the sense of biological evolution. 

CrITICISM OF EVOLuTIONISM
Oswald Spengler, a cultural theorist and history
philosopher who presented his popular cyclistic
theory during World War I, is worth mentioning
here. Spengler’s main work, “Der untergang des
Abendlandes,”23 did not consider the history of
cultures linearly—as continuous progress—but
rather as recurring cycles. He regarded the different
high cultures (“Hochkulturen”) as being equal and
defined them as organisms. As an analogy to the
biological life cycle of each living being (born,

growing, mature, and finally decayed), he compared
the development of cultures as plants that emerge,
experience a flowering period, and perish after their
completion. He set the duration of each high culture
as circa one millennium. After this period, cultures,
if their bearers are not destroyed by a newly
emerging culture, enter their final, sterile stage, that
of civilization. In this context, Spengler quoted the
Egyptian culture as a good example for this
development, which final phase he saw ending with
the 19th Dynasty.24

The extreme generalization of the early
evolutionary theories was strongly criticized and led
to the strict rejection of the distinction between
primitive and civilized societies, that is, the
assumption of a uniformly constant development of
societies.25 Critique of the classical social
Evolutionism led to the development of theories that
focused more on the consideration of individual
societies in their respective historical context.26

One response to this classical Evolutionism was
the establishment of cultural relativism. It sought to
avoid an ethnocentrism that views one’s own culture
as authoritative and classifies and judges all other
cultures in terms of their own world view.27 Franz
Boas’ work and that of his students dominated
American anthropology during the first half of the
20th century. Their cultural relativism concentrated
on a person’s own culture and aimed to understand
a person’s beliefs, values, and practices without
judging it against the criteria of another. The idea
was that cultures cannot be ranked: all humans see
the world through the lens of their own culturally
acquired norms. This mindset became popular as a
response and critique of racism, anti-Semitism, and
nationalism. universal concepts, such as evolution,
were subjective, while cultural relativism focused on
an emic viewpoint that aimed to understand cultural
phenomena on their own.

In the 1940s, Neoevolutionism appeared also as a
critique of ethnocentric social Evolutionism and was
incorporated into anthropology and sociology two
decades later. Within this school, some societal
developments were still ascribed to biological
theories, but many dogmas of the classic
Evolutionism were rejected. Instead it introduced
probability and the impact of free will on the process
of social evolution. Neoevolutionism should be
understood as a hypernym for various movements,28

which were concerned with long-term evolutionary
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social change. Of importance is the abandonment of
deterministic positions, which postulate that certain
occurrences are determined by preconditions.
Another fundamental idea was that social
development is neither goal-driven nor
automatically equated with social progress.

A central idea of neoevolutionistic theories
considered that societies go through a number of
phases and therefore they can develop toward
higher and more complex stages (this is known as
regular patterns of development). However, these
phases were not considered deterministic, and
accidents and freewill can have an impact on the
process of social evolution.29

DIFFuSIONISM
In addition to the evolutionist paradigm, another
dominant approach developed: Diffusionism, which
was the central concept in the culture-historical
tradition. It was an attempt to understand the nature
of culture in terms of the origin of culture traits and
their spread from one society to another.
Diffusionism, as originally used in 19th and early
20th century anthropology, was a term for the
assumption of any spread of cultural innovation and
did not exclude migration or invasion. An
independent occurrence of such innovations was
considered extremely rare.30

The starting point of this debate was a
philosophical disagreement regarding human
creativity. The theory of evolution assumes that
innovation is a common feature of social life and that
the shared mental qualities of our species make it
necessary for significant inventions to be developed
independently in many societies. By contrast,
diffusion theory is based on the assumption that
humans are by nature conservative and not
inventive and that the main route of progress in
cultural history has been through the spread of
civilization from a few cultural centers. 

Already this short introduction makes it clear how
closely, in particular, the concept of Diffusionism is
related to the emergence of the subfield migration
research. More about this in connection with the
archaeological context follows in the part of the
migration theory.

NEW ArCHAEOLOGy AND BEyOND
With the appearance of New Archaeology in the
1960s, an intense questioning of traditional
explanations of cultural change began. At the same

time, behavioral approach in geography became
influential and concentrated on questions of how
and why people perceive environments in the way
they do. 

Altogether, this new approach initiated a change
of perspective and triggered a rejection of
diffusionist arguments. In particular, Grahame Clark
promoted this change in the context of migration to
the British Isles during prehistoric times.31 His ideas
were part of the New Archaeology that demanded a
better investigation into long-term processes because
culture change is the result of an environmental
adaptation process. Moreover, it was considered
important to separate and analyze the different
aspects of societies (cultural or non-cultural
phenomena) and only then try to bring everything
together.32 This processual approach of the 1960s/70s
attempted programmatically to propagate social-
scientific models, system theory, and the search for
some kind of historical “laws.” The close connection
with sociology and its theory formation (à la Talcott
Parsons33 and Niklas Luhmann34) became obvious.
In this way, the language of systems thinking was
increasingly integrated into archaeology.35

These Systemic thoughts enabled a new approach
to archaeological sources,36 as well as the attempt of
mathematical approaches.37 The resulting models are
difficult to apply for the practical explanation of
social changes, but their importance is not to be
underestimated by their abstract theoretical
approach, since they allow a description of systemic
transformation. As a comprehensible example, the
systems theory of evolution can be cited,38 which, in
the sense of a biological culture theory, provides
interesting indications for a society conceived as an
organism. The systems theory has shown that
systems have their own laws and dynamics, which
also allow self-regulation. This is a crucial point for
the explanation of change itself. Self-regulation
means that a system can adapt its own function. This
process is important to either maintain a function or
adapt to new conditions. In terms of culture, in some
cases, change might be much more likely to be
understood as an adaptation of its own function (in
the sense of an efficient society) than, for example,
as a result of migration.

Another very important approach at this time was
the emphasis on environment, demography, and
subsistence.39 This viewpoint consequently led to a
preference for a neo-evolutionary perspective—like
in other social sciences disciplines—and the
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emphasis on continuity. Population movements, on
the other hand, were seen as events rather than
processes—this did not leave much room for
explanatory models based on migration. 

In the late 1970s and early 1980s strong criticism
against processual archaeology arose, noting that it
was too mechanistic and did not sufficiently take
into consideration the role of the individual.40 This
rejection was then applied to questions regarding
movements in history and led to broader discussions
in theoretical archaeology.41 Finally, one point of
critique was that migration had been largely ignored
for decades because of the systems-oriented
archaeology. Simultaneously, the critique was made
that traditional explanatory models to migration are
barely adequate because of the idea that normative
“cultures” correspond to “peoples.” Furthermore,
migration should be seen as patterned processes,
which is why it is possible to approach them through
general principles.42 A side effect of this welcomed
re-evaluation of mobility was a trend towards a
separation of social and environmental perspectives
because some archaeologists did not incorporate
environmental issues in their work and judged the
important role of the natural environment as a
deterministic view in culture change.43

After this introduction to the emergence and the
essential development of cultural theory in the
context of cultural change, the genesis of migration
research and its application in Egyptology is now in
the foreground.

MIGRATION THEORY
In the second half of the 19th century, the search for
interpretation of social and cultural change led to
interest in the topic of migration, as well as questions
of climate change, which opened up an even broader
field for interdisciplinary research. 

EArLy PHASE OF MIGrATION rESEArCH
As described in the upper part, migration is one
fundamental explanation for culture change within
the culture-historical approach. After the
introduction of the concept of culture in archaeology,
the typological method by Montelius, and the
further development by Kossinna, the mobility of
people was seen as a main factor of cultural
transformation. The origin of this idea can be traced
back to romanticism and the “ex oriente lux” model
that stated that civilization spread to Europe from
the Orient, that is the Far East.44 Essential for further

intellectual development was Johann Gottfried
Herder’s philosophy and his apprehension of
peoples’ character (“Volksgeist,” means the spirit of
a people). In the late 18th century, he developed the
idea that the common character of peoples is not
alterable.45 If that were indeed true, every change
within a culture would be the result of an external
influence. In this sense, migration was one of the
better explanations for culture change and thus
became a widespread idea in social sciences.

The development of migration theory is connected
to a couple of disciplines, which went hand in hand,
especially during the early phase of cultural studies.
Crucial for the intensive work on the subject of
migration were linguistic questions. Within
prehistoric anthropology, the focus was especially
on the movements of Germanic peoples. Scholars
also tried to explain the migration of Indo-
Europeans from Asia to Europe. This examination
was initiated by questions of comparative linguistics
and the search for the Indo-European
protolanguage.46 The close link between migration
theory and linguistic can also be traced in research
in later years.47

Geography played an eminently important role in
migration theory from the very beginning. At the
end of the 19th century, the deterministic approach
was also introduced in geography and foregrounded
the relation between humans and nature. Friedrich
ratzel, zoologist and geographer, can be considered
as the founder of a general theory of migration.48 His
work was influenced by Darwin’s evolutionary
theory and Social Darwinism. In particular, Ernst
Haeckel, who reconstructed an evolutionary history
of life whilst using embryology as evidence of
ancestral relationships,49 and Moritz Wagner, who
did pioneering research on geographical isolation
and its role in speciation,50 had a strong impact on
ratzel’s theoretical thoughts. ratzel established a
connection between human geography and the
naturalistic concept. Many of his disciples went in
the direction of environmental determinism. This
pattern of thinking has been widely criticized
because it was used during the end of the 19th and
the 20th century to justify racism, imperialism and
colonialism. 

Ernst ravenstein, a German demographer,
established a base for migration research and
brought up the question of natural environment and
climate.51 He focused on observations of internal
migration mainly within the united Kingdom, and
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international migration worldwide. He noticed that
there are several factors for migration and did not
stress climate to be the most influential one.
However, he argued, as ratzel did, that natural
environment is a relevant factor in the context of
movement of people. About two decades later,
Ellsworth Huntington, a uS-American geographer,
went one step further and coined “climate change
migration.”52 He linked the end of the roman
Empire and the Barbarian Invasions of rome with an
intensive climate change in Eastern Asia.53

Huntington’s climatic determinism is a simplistic
explanation of changes in human behavior, and is
paradigmatic of attempts to connect very different
phenomena to climate change. 

NATurAL ENVIrONMENT AND CLIMATE DurING 20TH
CENTury rESEArCH
Although other theoretical approaches were
pursued,54 the natural environment and climate
change were the main focus of migration theories at
the end of the 19th century. In contrast, at the
beginning of the 20th century, environmental
conditions and changes were hardly discussed in
geography as explanation for migration.55 Even
within behavioral approaches in 1960s geography,
the natural environment (including climate) was not
discussed much, and the term environment addressed
mainly economic and governmental circumstances
or transportation infrastructure.56 It is noticeable that
economic reasoning played a bigger role during
most of the 20th century. Furthermore, deterministic
approaches lost their importance within social
sciences and the idea arose—at least in the Western
world—that progress implies a decreasing impact of
nature on human fate.57 The thought behind this
assumption implies that early migration was indeed
caused by environmental factors: and while peoples
back then could not handle changing natural
conditions, modern societies are advanced enough
to cope with natural forces.58

Beyond that, natural determinism became more
and more problematic because of its use to prove a
hierarchy of development and to justify colonial
oppression.59 By the end of World War II, a
connection between environment and mankind’s
development was taboo and led to the examination
of either one of the two as separate research fields.
The New Geography and the neo-Marxist
movement in the second half of the 20th century

displaced any environmental explanatory models
within human geography.60 The New Geography
spread the quantitative revolution that was a major
paradigm shift towards an empirical law-making
geography.61 There was not much space left for a
descriptive, regional geography and consequently
the examination of the human dimension was
excluded.

Eventually, at the end of the 1980s, the question of
the natural environment’s role in migration
experienced a revival. One major reason for that was
the rising of certain environmental concerns and the
associated increasing fear of climate change.62 At this
point, the topic became a political issue. This
renewed interest in the role of climate and
environment can be observed in many disciplines
today, such as geography, anthropology, sociology
and also archaeology.

SCIENTIFIC METHODS
Since the 1990s, migration is once more part of an
explanatory model for culture change63 and has been
refreshed in the last decades by new scientific
methods, especially isotope analyses. Indeed, one of
the most promising approaches in migration
research seems to be a combination of archaeological
interpretation and isotope analyses.64 The analysis of
human dental and skeletal material can help uncover
ancient migrations patterns.65 Strontium is absorbed
with food and water in different isotopic ratios
depending on the geographical location and is
incorporated in bones and teeth. Isotopic signatures
can help recognize movements of individuals,
especially if the individual’s signature does not
match the region where the remains are found.66 As
the development of the teeth in the age of twelve is
completed and teeth are not remodeling
continuously throughout the organism’s lifetime,
one can infer the region in which a person grew up.
On the other hand, bone samples reflect roughly the
last ten years of life because bones do remodel and
thus their isotope ratios change over time. In
combination, this data can track down past mobility
given that we have a good mapping of strontium in
rocks, water, soil, plants and animals, since that is
needed for the determination of the origin.67 Another
important method is the oxygen isotope analysis
because its ratios (δ18O) are strongly related to its
environment and thus can provide a marker of
mobility. Almost all of the oxygen that deposits in
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the teeth and bones comes from the water we drink
which derives from meteoric water (i.e., from rain or
snow). Variation in oxygen isotopes reflects
differences in climatic conditions (e.g. water origin,
coast/inland, precipitation, temperature, humidity).68

One major advantage of this scientific method is
that it provides a strong methodological approach to
understand ancient migration.69 Isotope analysis can
contribute additional information where there were
only artifactual and architectural evidence.
However, this alone cannot answer all substantial
questions, and therefore it should come as a
complement to archaeological theory.70

Migration must be understood as process, which
can evolve from very different conditions, situations,
and functions in a very complex and dynamic way.71

The combination of isotope analysis and methods of
cultural studies can be an extremely fruitful
approach, but these are two different areas that
require a good knowledge of both fields. It is
necessary to deepen both the methodological
practice and the theoretical research to bring
historical knowledge closer to archaeological
contexts and sociological thoughts.72

It is crucial to understand that ethnic identity is
not automatically a question of biology but rather
depends on various factors.73 In this connection, also
the far-reaching interpretation of ancient DNA
analysis was criticized because there is the risk of
continuing to resort to romantic paradigms within
historical constructions.74 With regard to an
investigation of sociological, anthropological, and
archaeological theories, it is necessary to identify a
social reference in order to recognize culture or
ethnicity.75 At the beginning, therefore, is the search
for sociologically determined groups that act as
bearers of a certain culture. Subsequently, questions
can be explored regarding the social groups
involved and their developments, as well as the
relationships within a single group and with other
groups.76

ArCHAEOLOGICAL PErSPECTIVE
The field of archaeology has been greatly dependent
on established interpretations and thoughts on
culture, and especially cultural change that are
influenced by the research theories mentioned
above. As a result, migration is a commonly used
explanation for certain transformations in different
areas of archaeological research, especially in

prehistoric archaeology, which is to some extent
because of the absence of written sources. 

The equation of culture and ethnic group was at
the core of thinking in culture-historical archaeology
at the beginning of the 20th century.77 However,
migration was poorly theorized.78 Traditional
explanatory models of change, that is, concepts of
migration and diffusion, are deeply anchored in
archaeological interpretation but originally arose in
anthropology. In addition to the assumption that
each cultural transformation is due to migration,
Kossinna and Childe79 represented the idea of
cultural diffusion and the transfer of knowledge
within archaeology. At the same time, however, an
opposing position emerged, which assumed that
culture and cultural traits develop parallel and
independently: the so-called independent invention.80

Egyptology
Hyperdiffusionists represent an extreme approach
in that they claim that one proto-culture is at the
origin of all major inventions: ancient Egypt was
offered as this example of proto-culture. In the early
20th century, for instance, Grafton Elliot Smith
insisted on the idea that the ancient Egyptians were
at the origin of all remarkable inventions, which then
spread elsewhere via migrants and voyagers. Smith
postulated that the knowledge and technology of
copper production, as well as megalithic
phenomena, diffused from Egypt to the rest of the
world (this is known as Egyptocentric
Diffusionism).81 Another proponent of this theory is
William James Perry, who refined Smith’s view and
added the idea that the megalith culture spread from
Egypt and that megalith builders were prospectors
in search of certain stones and pearls.82

Today, in academic circles, Egyptocentric
Diffusionism is no longer a topic of discussion, but,
in the early 20th century, these scholars were highly
regarded and had some influence on the cultural
debate.83 It is evident that cultural diffusion fit
ideologies specific to late imperial Britain.84

However, it was also a fruitful time for the fields of
archaeology and anthropology: those subjects grew
and developed methodologies and specializations at
universities, including the subject of Egyptology. 

Egypt and the Early Research on Ethnicity
Anglophone scholars were already in the late 19th
early 20th century interested in ethnic origin.
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research on ethnicity was directly linked to
contemporary concerns that, at a time of colonialism,
African groups could be capable of achievements
equal to white people. Scholars such as William
Matthew Flinders Petrie85 and George Andrew
reisner86 interpreted cultural change as replacement
of one group of people with another. Petrie is of
particular interest because he had great influence on
the British School through his numerous
publications, but also because he introduced
anthropological investigations, for the first time in a
systematic way, to Egyptian archaeology.87 The
racially determinist approach is clearly present in his
work, and as a result questions of racial identities
found its way into the Petrie Museum at university
College London, an institution that hosts his
collection.88

Petrie explained change in material culture
through questions of races. He linked individual
strata and typologies of findings (particularly
ceramics) with ethnic groups and postulated that in
the early ages of ancient Egypt a number of
invasions took place.89 Furthermore, Petrie followed
the theoretical ideas of eugenics and defined several
conflicts within societies as well as culture and
civilization as a struggle between degeneration,
superiority, and assertiveness.90

Another eminent scholar interested in questions
of human migration was James Henry Breasted. He
was a diffusionist and wanted to demonstrate that
the origin of European civilization could be traced
back to the Near East, and especially to ancient
Egypt. For instance, he claimed to have found the
origin of European cathedral architecture in New
Kingdom temples in Thebes.91 In the course of his
research, Breasted increasingly focused on a link
between geography, race, and civilization. Further,
he started to map the geo-racial boundaries of early
civilization and incorporated physical anthropology
to define his racial categories.92 In his view people
within the orbit of Western Civilization were white,
and people outside it were of color and therefore
inferior. Breasted’s “Great White race,” which was
the only one to play a role in the rise of civilization,
included a range of types to which the Egyptians
belonged.93

Another perspective of importance for
Egyptological research at the end of the 19th and the
beginning of the 20th centuries was the strong
influence from the field of biblical archaeology. The

study of Egypt’s interconnections was dominated by
questions about the biblical land, for example in the
works of Breasted,94 Müller,95 and Petrie.96 The
general orientation towards a scientific study of
racism in the 19th century97 was not introduced in
the German Egyptology that focused on
archaeological research. However, racially oriented
studies by the German anthropologist Johannes
Friedrich Blumenbach had been conducted on the
Egyptian mummies at the British Museum at the end
of the 18th century.98 He used especially craniology
for his analysis of mummies, which was part of a
taxonomic system Blumenbach developed.99

On the other hand, richard Lepsius and Adolf
Erman still separated questions of language and race
in accordance with the positivistic Berlin School. In
the 1920s, the German Egyptology involved
evermore with racial investigations in context of
archaeological research. It was Georg Steindorff who
marked a turning point for the Berlin School and
oriented his research towards racial anthropology.100

His efforts to connect the ancient Egyptians with
Europe led him to focus on the Libyan-assertion that
was concerned with the linkage of Georg Möller’s
blond-haired TmHw101 and the Nubian C-group.102

Möller postulated that the TmHw belonged to the
light-skinned and blond-haired North African
Berber race. Steindorff based his theories on the
work of Möller, who also developed a diffusionistic
theory and stated that megalith builders from
Europe migrated to North Africa— probably across
the Strait of Gibraltar—in the mid-3rd millennium
BCE (the opposite of Smith’s theory).103 This
hypothesis fitted expectations of the time and was
well received inside and outside the field of Egyptian
archaeology.  

The Second Half of the 20th Century and Recent Theory
Construction
After the end of World War II, the topic of migration
in ancient Egypt was only ever briefly discussed or
not addressed at all in Egyptian archaeology.104 Even
though Egyptology did not participate in this
theoretical discussion, this does not mean that there
was no significant contribution on cultural exchange
from Egyptologists, but their focus was on
typological studies and relationships between types
of artifacts. At the time, the widespread
Egyptological viewpoint was also clearly shaped by
the idea of Egypt’s isolation. Ancient Egypt was
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primarily characterized by an outward demarcation,
largely without innovation and a rigid adherence to
tradition. This perspective has been preserved in
traces in the formulation of Egypt as
“vorachsenzeitliche Kultur.”105 This thinking must
also be understood in conjunction with the cultural-
anthropological approach of the 20th century,
according to which culture was seen as a fixed set of
characteristics.106 The result was that it was long
assumed that Egypt had little or no external
influence.107

The discussion re-started in the second half of the
20th century, with questions of contacts between
Egypt and other empires and the role the ancient
Egyptians played in their neighboring regions.
However, these investigations were more concerned
with questions of trade, rather than mobility or
migration. Nevertheless, this data gathering was
very important in the understanding of the
relationships between these regions.108 Various
scholars concentrated their attention on specific
areas or time periods to explain single phenomena
in connection to movements or the “others.”109

The bigger picture and the link to the general
discourse within cultural studies were missing. It
was Jan Assmann who first attempted to put the
question of foreignness in ancient Egypt into a larger
context and discussed the cultural construction of
this concept.110 In his work, he explains that it is
possible to draw a line between what is perceived as
own and foreign,111 whereby his presumption is based
on a concept of a closed culture.112

Another scholar who tried to deepen the
understanding of “foreigners” in ancient Egypt and
to connect cultural concepts to the archaeological
material evidence is Thomas Schneider.113 He
highlights the great adaptation of people to the social
and cultural system, which he calls acculturation,114

and points out that the modern meaning of the word
foreign is not applicable to ancient Egypt.115 Hence,
the significance lies in the differentiation between
people inside and outside the Egyptian system, not
in the people’s origin. Schneider favors the concept
of segmented assimilation116 for the acculturation
processes in ancient Egypt, because this notion
accounts also for a social differentiation. The theory
suggests that different immigrating individuals
assimilate into different social strata, without the
possibility to climb up the social ladder.117

Another aspect stressed by Schneider is the
circumstance that the individual affiliation was one’s

place of birth and not an Egyptian territory defined
by the state. This kind of membership was also part
of the cultural identity, and therefore there was an
“otherness” between Egyptians as well.118 In this
context, the representation of foreigners (people who
were not part of the social and cultural system) both
in written descriptions and artistic depictions
follows a certain ideological scheme.119 Thus, this
concept must be taken into account when discussing
the role of the “other” in ancient Egypt.

Beginning with the issue of cultural contacts
between Egypt and the Syro-Palestinian region
during the Middle Kingdom and the Hyksos Period,
Bettina Bader focuses on questions of cultural mix,
especially in the eastern Nile Delta.120 She also
emphasizes the discussion on the application of
concepts like hybridization121 or creolization122 to
ancient Egypt. Within the context of cultural theory,
the concept of hybridity has become popular, not
least because of the increasing influence of
postcolonial studies.123 This thread, which has been
developing since the middle of the 20th century,
deals with the history of colonialism and
imperialism and investigates the culture and identity
of the nations or groups of peoples affected by
colonization. In this context, the term hybridity
became a cultural-theoretical key concept, which
encompasses the idea that an original or uniform
identity does not exist. Homi Bhabha utilized
hybridity in relation to colonial and postcolonial
encounters where groups mix elements of their
culture, consciously or unconsciously, creating new
expressions and meanings. Inspired by the
popularized idea of the hybridity of Bhabha,124

discourses in philosophy, sociology, science of
media, and art also increasingly use it to describe
processes of mixture. Some Egyptologists have been
rather skeptical towards the use of the terms
hybridization and creolization, because in
archaeology usually the ideas in question are not
sufficiently distinguished from each other.125 The
issue of hybridization was addressed, in particular,
in questions of cultural contact between Egypt and
Nubia.126 It should also be understood that these
concepts have become particularly important in the
context of postcolonial studies and may not be easily
applied to other political circumstances. In addition,
certain concepts, such as hybridity, have their origins
in biology, sometimes creating a maybe unwanted
link between racial mixes and cultural mixing. For
that reason, Bader, for example, speaks—at least as

Priglinger | The role of Migration Theory in Egyptology



31

interim solution—in favor of the use of the
“entanglement” model, introduced by Philipp
Stockhammer,127 to describe phenomena of cultural
mixing in ancient Egypt.128 The reasons are that it
does not carry political weight in debates such as
race and does not indicate that one culture is inferior
to another. The concept behind this is the formation
of entangled archaeological remains, which makes it
impossible to distinguish between the individuals
behind it.129

Much later than in other fields of cultural studies,
ethnicity became also the object of investigation and
is part of the discussion about identity and the
shaping of self-images in ancient Egypt.130 The
notion of ethnicity originated from anthropology
and underwent a number of transformations during
the 20th century. For a long time, essentialist
explanations prevailed and thus ethnicity was seen
as unalterable, definable, and predetermined by
biology and geographical conditions. On this basis,
it was often correlated straightly to language,
material culture, or descent (and race). In the 1960s,
a constructivist approach was established in which
ethnicity was a social construct, not biologically
determined or objectively definable.131 In
Egyptology, in connection to cultural contacts and
foreigners in ancient Egypt, a debate developed
about ethnicity as well.132 The discipline stands at the
beginning of a far-reaching discussion that can be
conducted only within the wider spectrum of
cultural studies.

POTENTIAL AND OUTLOOK
The methodological difficulties in determining
population movements based on the archaeological
remains may have led time after time to a neglect of
the theme of migration or its use exclusively as an
explanation for the spatial distribution of
archaeological finds.133 In addition, the colonial and
racial bias that have underpinned much research
into migration in the past have made migration a
sensitive subject, and some have been reluctant in
bringing it back to the center of discussion. 

The possibilities presented by new scientific
methods such as aDNA and Sr-isotope analysis
contributed to a renewed focus on this topic and
certainly offer potential for many prospective
studies. In any case, it is eminently important to
address the phenomenon of migration from several
different perspectives in order to avoid one-
sidedness of the data and premature conclusions.134

A theoretical and comparative extension, in
combination with bioarchaeological methods, seems
to be the most promising approach for migration
research in the future. 

In the context of ethnicity, Egyptian archaeology
needs to follow the progress made in other
disciplines, such as prehistoric archaeology. Indeed,
further attempts must be made to develop the
methodological approaches to the question of the
identification of ethnicity. Analogies between
different geographic and temporal spaces can help
deepen our understanding of the phenomenon of
migration. Once migration is understood as
processes that are made up of different components,
it is possible to compare one migration process to
another. This does not mean trying to identify an
identical pattern but that there are certain
characteristics that are traceable in different
historical contexts. Stefan Burmeister, for instance,
argued that the study of recent migrations is
intended to provide the necessary knowledge of
essential migratory phenomena, as well as the
underlying structures.135 By gaining an
understanding of at least some components of
certain migration processes, it would become
possible to picture some kind of ideal-typical
process. In turn, this would help to reflect on
mechanisms within movements that are yet to be
explored. 

The inclusion of ethnological data may well be
seen as a fruitful methodological approach that
should be used to answer specific questions around
the migration process.136 The connection of
archaeology and ethnology is not only applicable for
prehistoric periods but provides an opportunity to
rethink several interpretations for protohistory and
history. In particular, questions relating to a specific
geographic area can be examined this way. For
example, decisions that are made due to changing
environmental conditions may be comparable
through times. The same is true in respect to the
motivation for migration that is linked to the society-
environment relationship. 

SuMMAry
This paper explored the connection between
migration research and culture theory as a whole,
while linking it to various strands of theoretical
thinking and their development. What this paper
demonstrated is that migration theory is deeply
engrained with a number of theories that have their
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origin in spatial and temporal contexts that
tremendously influenced their formation and use; in
particular, questions of race, mobility and
environment cannot be dissociated from the cultural
environment in which they emerged, very much
connected to questions of racial difference and
colonialism. Today, contemporary concerns and
interests similarly influence the research in
archaeology and anthropology (as well as other
subjects, of course). 

Interestingly, at the very beginning of the
development of migration theory, ancient Egypt was
a central focal point of debate. As an “early
civilization,” it was part of broader historical
interpretations and served as important case study.
In connection with diffusionist approaches,
Egyptologists even played a leading role and
dominated the contemporary debate. However, with
the end of the heyday of the cultural-historical
approach, ancient Egypt seems to have taken a back
seat. For a long time, the theoretical discussion in the
English-speaking world was not followed up,
whereby Egyptologists almost entirely avoided the
theoretical reasoning. 

In the last decades, it became clear that besides
improvements of archaeological techniques and
methods, it is inevitable to advance archaeological
theory. For this reason, it is especially important to
understand that the diversity of sources we have to
deal with in Egyptology requires also a diversity of
theoretical frameworks. 
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