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Two current historical controversies – one about the role of ‘barbarians’ in the fall of Rome and 
the founding of European nations (the Völkerwanderung), the other about conflict among 

nineteenth-century African societies and its contribution to the ethnic divisions of the twentieth 
century apartheid regime (the mfecane) – raise similar questions about how previous generations of 

historians constructed ideas of ‘tribes,’ ‘barbarians,’ and mass migrations.  Similarities in the 
framing of the traditional narratives of barbarian warfare and migration stemmed from common 

origins in Victorian and Edwardian historiography in Classical and Biblical scholarship.  Likewise 
the impetus to question those narratives arose almost simultaneously due to widespread 

questioning of old certainties about colonial ‘others’ and the nature of ethnicity.  This paper 
examines parallels between the mfecane debate and the discussion of ‘barbarian’ identity among 

historians of Late Antiquity and the early medieval period, in order to trace the political and 
intellectual contexts that shaped both the common origins and the parallel but separate 

reconsiderations of conventional wisdom on the mfecane and the barbarians of classical literature. 
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