
Asia: Human geography
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Asia is the largest continent in the world. It is home to about 60 percent of all people on Earth.
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The term “Asia” was originally used by ancient Greeks to describe the civilizations to their east.

These included the oldest civilizations in human history. Today, Asia includes 47 countries with

rich and complex cultures. 

The human geography of Asia can be broken down into two categories: cultural and political. As

Asia takes on a greater role on the world stage, its human geography will become even more

important in shaping the world's future. 
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Historic Cultures

Asia was the birthplace of the first human civilizations. They sprung up in an area called

the Fertile Crescent, a region that is now called the Middle East. The Middle East is a region of

the world in between Europe and Asia but technically is located on the continent of Asia. One

exception is the country of Egypt, which is located in North Africa.  The Tigris and Euphrates

rivers flow through the Middle East. 

Thousands of years ago, people started settling along the lush banks of these rivers, harvesting

the wild wheat and barley that grew there. They soon became the world’s first farmers. Before

that, all humans had been hunter-gatherers, living on the move in search of food. With farming,

people learned to survive by taking control of the natural environment.

As more tribes started farming and working together, new tools were invented, such as the wheel.

Irrigation systems were also created, allowing people to move water from place to place and have

bigger and better farms. Meanwhile, farmers tamed animals such as cows, sheep and pigs and

raised them on their land. 

This agricultural revolution made cities and civilizations possible. Farming let humans produce

more food than they needed to survive, freeing up time for things like writing, religion, taxation,

trade, and engineering. 

Along with farming, religion also played an important role in the cultural geography of Asia. The

largest religion to come from the continent is Buddhism. 

Buddhism has its roots in Nepal and India and dates back more than 2,500 years. As Buddhism

became more popular, trade routes helped it spread to other Asian territories. Today, Buddhism

is a majority religion in many countries of eastern Asia.

The modern human geography of Asia is changing quickly. Cultures are adapting as new

technologies reshape the world. In many Asian countries, the number of middle-class people is

growing. Film, fashion, and music industries throughout Asia are on the rise.

Historic Issues

Asia has also been shaped by its complex political geography - the ways that power has been

balanced among governments and the people. During the course of its history, it has been home

to major political conflicts.

One of the oldest and most difficult disputes has to do with the Levant, an area in the modern-day

Middle East. The Levant is sometimes called “The Holy Land," as it is important to followers of

Jewish, Christian, and Muslim religions. 
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Because of its importance to so many groups, people have been fighting over the Levant for

thousands of years. The most recent conflict is between Israel and its neighbors. Israel, the only

Jewish-majority nation in the world, was established in 1948 in the Levant. Before that, the area

was a colony controlled by the British called Palestine. Many Palestinians felt their land was being

stolen and joined with neighboring countries to attack Israel as soon as it was created. This set off

the Arab-Israeli War in 1948. Since then, several more wars have been fought over the land.

Today, there are two Palestinian Territories, the West Bank and Gaza, which both border Israel.

There are still deep divisions between the Israeli and Palestinian people.

An important part of Asia's political geography was defined by  colonization. Much of Southeast

Asia was taken over as colonies. These areas were controlled by governments in other parts of

the world. Several foreign powers ruled over the region for more than 1,000 years. 

European countries, the United States, and Japan controlled parts of Southeast Asia from the

1500s to the mid-1940s. They benefited from their colonies in a number of ways. Colonies

expanded the countries' territory, increased trade, gave them access to cheap raw materials, and

spread their culture. 

The Dutch and British established companies that held as much power in Southeast Asia as

governments. The Dutch East India Company, for example, was based in Indonesia. It had the

power to print its own money and engage in war. These companies became very rich but gave

little back to the local people who provided the necessary labor.

Colonialism was held in place with force. The French, for example, used their military to control

the local populations in their colonies, resulting in the deaths of hundreds of thousands of people.

The countries of Southeast Asia are now independent. The effects of colonization are still felt in

their economies, politics, and cultures, though. For instance, the Vietnamese language is written

using the Roman alphabet because it was ruled by the French for so long.

In the mid-1900s, Asia was deeply affected by World War II. Of the Asian countries in the war,

Japan experienced the worst destruction and the greatest loss of life. After the war, however,

Japan's economy experienced a period of record growth. The Ministry of International Trade and

Industry came up with new ideas to improve business and production. The government built

transportation, communications, and technology systems. Today, Japan is one of the most

developed countries in the world.

Current Issues

The economies of India and China have grown dramatically in the last 20 years. This growth has

had both good and bad effects.
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Since 2000, China has had the world’s fastest-growing economy, according to the International

Monetary Fund. This is largely because of the country's enormous manufacturing industry. It is

predicted to become the world’s largest economy in the coming decades.

As a result, wages have increased in China, which has given workers a better quality of life. The

rapid growth in China has also caused a number of problems, though. While cities have

expanded, many people in the countryside have been left out. Millions have had to move to the

city to find jobs. Manufacturing has also led to extreme pollution, causing health problems.

India’s growth has been very different from China’s. It is largely driven by the country's fast-

growing service industry. India has become a major producer of information technology services.

These include things like over-the-phone customer service, or "tech support" for people with

questions about their computers or other technology.

Wages in India have doubled in the past decade, bringing more than 430 million Indians out of

poverty and creating a huge middle-class population. While the country has become wealthier

overall, there are extreme gaps between the rich and the poor. Millions of Indians live on less than

$1.25 a day. As in China, people in the countryside in India have suffered the most.
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Future Issues

Asia’s political and economic power is likely to keep growing. This will probably have several

serious effects on the environment. 

Deforestation is one of those effects. In Southeast Asia, forests are being cut down too

quickly. Between 1990 and 2010, they shrank in size by roughly 81.5 million acres, an area larger

than the entire country of Vietnam.

Governments and others organizations are trying to step in. Myanmar (formerly known as Burma)

has developed a network of more than 600 community forest management agreements that bring

local people and the government together. Organizations such as the Forest Stewardship Council

and the Malaysian Timber Certification Scheme help companies do business in ways that

minimize harm on important ecosystems like rainforests.

Perhaps the most serious threat to the environment at the moment is global warming. Global

warming is caused by the buildup of greenhouse gases. As we build more cars and burn more

fuel, we are trapping more and more heat in the atmosphere. 
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Nowhere are the dangers of global warming more real than in the Maldives, a country made up of

hundreds of islands in the Indian Ocean. The effects of rising sea levels, a result of warmer

temperatures, can already be felt there. A 2004 tsunami flooded the entire country, killing 82

people. People have had to find new homes. The effects of global warming on the Maldives will

only get worse.
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