
North America: Human geography

A painting of (from left) Young Omahaw, War Eagle, Little Missouri and two Pawnees. Native Americans were some of the first

inhabitants of North America. After centuries of wars, colonization and immigration, the continent is now inhabited by a wide range

of people and cultures. Image from the public domain Photo from the public domain 

North America is the third-largest continent on Earth. It stretches from the Aleutian Islands near

Alaska down to Panama in Central America.
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North America and South America are named after the Italian explorer Amerigo Vespucci.

Vespucci was the first European who thought North America was a whole separate landmass.

Before that, Europeans thought it was part of Asia.

Today, North America includes 23 countries and many territories. Canada, the United States,

Mexico and the Central American countries are all in the North American continent. Greenland is

also in North America, along with the Caribbean islands.
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Historic Cultures

The first North Americans likely migrated from Siberia, in Asia. They crossed the Bering Strait, a

region of water that had frozen over. After that, they spread south to Florida, California, Mexico

and Central America.

The Olmec and Maya people lived in central Mexico. They built the first cities on the continent.

Three of their cities were Tenochtitlan, Texcoco and Tlacopan. They had canals, apartment

buildings and water systems for their crops.

Many of these North American cultures were very advanced. Mayan calendars kept track of

eclipses and the changing seasons. They used only three symbols to show very large numbers.

These symbols were dots, lines and a football-shaped symbol for a zero. The Mayans were the

first culture to have a written symbol for zero.
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In the southern part of North America, people grew corn, squash and beans. Further north, the

Plains Indians ate bison meat and used hides and bones to create homes, tools and clothing.

Plains communities and bison depended on each other. They were nomads, which means they

moved from place to place to follow the bison herds. When the bison died out, the Plains people

lost much of their power and influence. Some of the most famous groups are the Lakota,

Blackfoot and Nez Perce.

The environment also had a large effect on traditions and beliefs. For example, the aurora

borealis, or Northern Lights, are amazing displays of light. The Inuit of the Arctic thought these

lights were family members and friends in the afterlife.

Contemporary Cultures

North America has many natural goods, from minerals to coffee. A great deal of money is made

from these resources. Tourism is also important, especially for the small Caribbean nations.

About 20 million people visit the Caribbean every year. 
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North America is shaped by migration. Immigrants have moved to the U.S. and Canada for

hundreds of years. Immigrants and their children have become scientific, business and cultural

leaders. 

Often, immigrants from the same country settle in the same neighborhood. The neighborhood

would take on the culture of the immigrants. In Miami, Florida, there is the Cuban neighborhood

called "Little Havana." In Minneapolis, Minnesota, there is the Somali "Little Mogadishu." In

Toronto, Canada, there is the Korean "Koreatown."

Many immigrants are also refugees. They run from civil war, violence and earthquakes in their

home countries.

Historic Issues

Christopher Columbus was the first European to arrive at the continent, in 1492. Many Europeans

came after him to claim and colonize North American land. Colonists in the United States pushed

native people to the west. Millions of Native Americans were killed by disease, war and hardship.

North American countries have seen both peace and war. The U.S. and Canada have the longest

peaceful border in the world. However, most of North America's history is full of conflict. The

Mexican-American War was fought less than 200 years ago. The U.S. took a huge amount of

Mexican territory in the war.

Before that, Britain and France fought the Seven Years War. Britain gained the French territory

east of the Mississippi River. This created problems between French and British Canadians that

last until today.
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Civil wars have also marked North America. A civil war is a fight between groups within the same

country. More than 20 years ago, civil war broke out in various Central American countries.

Thousands of people were killed and many others left.

Contemporary Issues

Today, two important trade agreements have had a big effect on North America. A trade

agreement is a deal between countries on how to buy and sell goods. 

The first agreement is the North American Free Trade Agreement, or NAFTA, which was signed

in 1994. The second is the 2004 Dominican Republic-Central America Free Trade Agreement.

These deals allow merchants to buy and sell goods to other countries without paying extra

money.

These agreements also caused major problems. Many Mexican corn farmers have lost their

farms. They could not compete with U.S. or Canadian corn prices, which are much lower. Also,

many U.S. companies moved factories to Mexico, Central America and the Caribbean, where it is

cheaper to hire workers. Wages are lower and there are fewer health and safety rules.
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Immigration is another hard problem. Most immigration is caused by poverty. People from poor

nations, such as Haiti in the Caribbean, often immigrate to richer countries, like the United

States. Many poor immigrants settled in richer countries without legal permission. They move for

the same reasons all immigrants do. They are looking for a better life for themselves and their

children.

Future Issues

North America also faces problems that involve the rest of the world. On September 11, 2001,

terror attacks killed almost 3,000 people in the United States. Safety around the world is seen as

a very important issue.

Another problem is climate change. Climate change is the heating up of the earth. It is caused by

burning fossil fuels like oil and coal. Both the U.S. and Costa Rica have signed an agreement

called the Copenhagen Accord. They promised to limit the actions that cause climate change.
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