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Physical anthropological study of populations in
China during the Paleolithic-Neolithic transition

CAO Jiayi', ZHU Hong’
1. Department of Mongolian History, Inner Mongolia University, Hohhot 010021;
2. Research Center for Chinese Frontier Archaeology, Jilin University, Changchun 130012

Abstract This study systematically examines the physical anthropological characteristics of
populations during the Pleistocene—Holocene transition in China, integrating osteological data and
ancient DNA analyses from archaeological sites across three major regions: Northeast, northern,
and southern China. The research explores craniofacial morphological evolution, regional diversity,
and their connections to the formation of modern Mongoloid populations. Findings reveal distinct
regional patterns: populations from Houtaomuga and Zhalainuoer in Northeast China exhibit
physical traits closely resembling the modern Northeast Asian type of Mongoloid, suggesting origins
of the “Chinese ancient Northeast Asian type”. In northern China, the Donghulin individuals
display heterogeneous features, reflecting a transition from diversity to homogenization. In southern
China, populations from sites such as Qihe Cave, Liyuzui, Dushan, Longlin, and Maludong exhibit
“mosaic” traits combining modern and archaic characteristics, retaining late Pleistocene human
features. Genetic diversity is pronounced in southern groups, with genetic links to Southeast Asian
and Indigenous American populations. Ancient DNA evidence indicates that the divergence
between northern and southern Chinese populations predates agricultural origins, with southern
groups significantly contributing to Austronesian and Indigenous American gene pools. Overall, the
homogenization of physical traits across China remained incomplete during this transitional stage,
and the regionalization of distinct physical types likely crystallized during the middle to late
Neolithic, rooted in late Pleistocene human dispersals and gene flow.

Keywords Paleolithic-Neolithic transition; physical anthropology; craniofacial morphology;

regional diversity; modern human origins and dispersal
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