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World Population Dynamics
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BEFORE we get to the regions, we will focus on several topics that are better approached at the global
scale; they involve traits that all regions possess equally, like people or religions, or that all

regions participate in as a singular global unit, like the world economy or international organizations. Since people cre-
ate, define, and operate all the cultural aspects of our planet, let’s start with them.

INTRO TO PEOPLE AKA WORLD SEX ED 101
People, people, people, all over the world. Old ones, young ones, rich ones, poor ones, black ones,

white ones, Asian ones, and even plaid ones. Some places got lots of people, while others have just a few. Are there
too many people? Perhaps not enough in some places? Some states have growing populations, while other states
actually have shrinking populations. What’s this all about? Although there are great differences around the world in
numbers of people as well as growth rates of populations, it is best to approach the subject by looking at it systemat-
ically. That is, we can look at how human population dynamics operate as a whole, because the rules are essentially
the same anywhere you go on the planet. Let’s get to know how it works, and then you can apply your knowledge to
understand what’s happening in any state or region of interest. Game on!

For starters, you should know that we are currently closing in on 7 billion people alive across the world right now.
This has not always been the case.
In fact, numbers this huge for
human population are actually
quite recent. Consider Figure 2.1.

As you can see, for most of
humankind’s existence, popula-
tion totals have been relatively
small. It took approximately one
million years, from the beginning
of time until about the year 1800,
for the first billion humans to
appear on the earth at the same
time. From then, it’s roughly

FIGURE 2.1 WORLD POPULATION GROWTH OVER HISTORY
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E 1927 that the second billion showed up

E 1960 saw the crossing over to 3 billion

E 1974 picked up number 4 billion

E 1987 flipped the pop-odometer to 5 billion and

E 1999 the predawn of the 21st century reached the 6 billion high-
water mark. Or should I say, the high-broken-water mark.

What you may be detecting here is a radically accelerated popu-
lation increase in the last forty years. The time it takes to add
another billion people gets shorter every cycle, with the 7 billion
mark quickly approaching. Why is this happening? Population growth
is exponential, not mathematical. Adding ten more fertile females to
the population pool doesn’t equate to adding just ten more babies,
but more like one hundred babies. Each woman has the potential to
spawn many more offspring, who in turn can produce many more
offspring themselves down the road. Get it? You can’t blame it all on
me either. I’m good, but not that damn good.

As a result of this exponential growth in the human population,
many folks believe that the planet is already overpopulated. Is that
true? I can’t give you an answer for that, because it is a relative ques-
tion. Where are we talking about? Siberia? It’s certainly not overpop-
ulated. Calcutta, India? Perhaps it certainly is overpopulated. Maybe.
Many assume that Africa as a whole is overpopulated, but given the
size of the place and its current population totals, it is actually quite
sparsely populated, particularly if you compare it to a place like
Western Europe. And if Western Europe is overpopulated, why do
many of its governments encourage their citizens to have more
babies? Hmmmm . . . things get complicated fast. Plaid Avenger
rule of thumb: a place seems to be considered truly overpopulated
only when not enough resources exist to supply the people who live
there. Thus, the 70 million people in Ethiopia may all agree that their
country is overpopulated, but the 80 million people in Germany
would probably not consider themselves so, even given that Ethiopia
is roughly three times the size of its schnitzel-eating friend. 

But enough for now on the theme of over- or underpopulation.
Let’s look at where people are in the first place.

REGIONAL DIFFERENCES IN POPULATION
Where are people, and where are they not? In some parts of the world, harsh climates and terrains are too for-

midable for large numbers of humans to hang out in. The cold Arctic areas in Canada and Russia, the great desert
and steppe regions in North Africa and Central Asia, and the high Andes and Himalayan ranges serve to keep population num-
bers low. Humans tend to proliferate in well-watered areas and along coastlines. Generally speaking, human settlements favor
the mid-latitudes; there are far more people in Eurasia and North America than in tropical areas. Draw on your own experi-
ences to figure out this trend. Would you like to live in a tropical rainforest, a desert, or a mountain top? Why or why not?

CHART 1 TOP 20 POPULOUS STATES

COUNTRIES RANKED
BY POPULATION: 2008

Rank Country Population

1 China 1,341,000,000
2 India 1,196,000,000
3 United States 311,000,000
4 Indonesia 240,000,000
5 Brazil 191,000,000
6 Pakistan 176,000,000
7 Nigeria 158,000,000
8 Bangladesh 150,000,000
9 Russia 142,000,000

10 Japan 127,000,000
11 Mexico 112,000,000
12 Philippines 94,000,000
13 Vietnam 87,000,000
14 Germany 82,000,000
15 Ethiopia 79,000,000
16 Egypt 78,000,000
17 Iran 75,000,000
18 Turkey 74,000,000
19 DR Congo 71,000,000
20 Thailand 67,000,000
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People have adapted to living in just about every extreme environment on our planet—just not in great numbers.
What is the deal with the great numbers? It has a lot to do with history, culture and current population dynamics, which
we’ll get to in just a second. First, a few points about the map in Figure 2.2. As you can see, I’ve circled the four biggest
population clusters on the planet for our discussion.

Over half the world’s population are found in Eurasia, particularly a people-packed arc from Japan to Eastern China,
through Southeast Asia to South Asia. The common perception is that China is far and away the most populated place with
over a billion people. But watch out! India has a billion people as well, and, more importantly, is growing at a faster rate than
China, which means that it will certainly become the top slot within a couple of decades. Don’t forget India’s 
neighborhood—Pakistan and Bangladesh are both members of the top ten most populous states in the world as well.

The monstrous Asian population centers are, in large part, a product of history. People in these areas have been get-
ting busy—in more ways than one—for thousands of years since the innovation of agriculture and the birth of civilization
as we know it. They have existed as stable civilizations for long periods of time. They also happen to be in physically conducive
environments—well-watered, mid-latitude lowlands. This also helps to explain why the cradle of Western Civilization—
Mesopotamia, which is just as old—did not form huge populations over time. Its physical environment is arid and unable
to support large numbers of people. 

However, due to great leaps in technology during the Industrial Revolution, including lots of technologies that helped
keep more humans alive longer, Europe’s population boomed in the last several hundred years. They are another significant
center for people-packing on the planet. By contrast, not a lot of folks have been in the Western Hemisphere for very long.
When Europeans did arrive in the New World, they brought diseases that wiped out a vast number of people, thus leading to
much lower numbers on our side of the planet. But the Western Hemisphere has now been going and growing for long
enough to have significant population concentration in eastern USA, along with the mega-cities area of eastern South Amer-
ica centered in southern Brazil. History, combined with the physical world, has a lot to do with where most people are today.

Two more global population points of interest: Africa, largely believed to be overpopulated, is a ginormous place
with half the population totals of South Asia or East Asia, but note the large concentration of peeps in West Africa, cen-
tered around Africa's most populous state of Nigeria. My favorite population fact deals with Russia and the US, the two
Cold War adversaries. Look again at the map and realize this: these two regions account for less than 10 percent of the
world’s population, but have effectively shaped the political and economic fate of the other 90 percent during the last 
50 years. Interesting, isn’t it? Okay, maybe not, but it certainly was during the Cold War. Those commies produced some
fine vodkas, which apparently diminished their child-producing capabilities because Russia is a state currently in popula-
tion decline. Which brings us to our next point: where are populations growing, where are they shrinking, and why?
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FIGURE 2.2 POPULATION DENSITY, MAJOR CENTERS
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HOW POPULATION IS CHANGING
To complicate matters further, not just total population but also population growth rates are unevenly

distributed around the world. Population growth rate refers to how fast or slow a group’s population total is
expanding . . . or shrinking, when referring to our Cossack friends. When you see a number like 3.5 for a population
growth rate, it indicates that, by this time next year, the population total for that country will be 3.5% bigger than it is right
now. A negative number is the inverse: population growth of –0.5 means that population total for next year will be 0.5%
smaller than it is presently. See if you can detect any patterns in the map on page 27.

Saudi Arabia’s population total is expanding very quickly, which means the country has a high growth rate.
China’s total population gets bigger every year, but not by much percentage-wise; the country has a moderate to slow
growth rate. Belgium’s population total remains the same every year—a stable or flat growth rate. Russia’s population

total is getting smaller every year—a negative
growth rate. You may have also identified a
major trend: the highest growth rates typi-
cally occur in states that we consider under-
developed, a.k.a. the poor ones. Say again?
You mean the poorest areas of the planet are
where more people are being added faster
than ever? That is correct. The developed, or
richer, states all seem to have low growth
rates. So the places that could afford to pro-
vide for more kids, have less kids? Yep, that’s
true as well. Why is this so? Good question.
Answer: the Demographic Transition.

HOW/WHY/WHERE POPULATION IS CHANGING: 
THE DEMOGRAPHIC TRANSITION

The Demographic Transition is a lovely little model that goes a long way in explaining lots of things about
human population change around the world today. Be forewarned: it is just a theory, but damned if it doesn’t make a whole
lot of sense when applied to just about anywhere, anytime. It helps us understand why population is booming in the poorer
parts of the world while it shrinks in richer areas, and even why women in Laos may have ten kids, when women reading
this book here in America may not want to have kids at all.

The model is based on the experience of the richer, fully devel-
oped states, which underwent a population surge on a smaller scale
beginning about 1700 in Europe, and then later stabilized. Other
states—typically ex-colonies of Western European powers, such as
the United States or Australia, or states in close proximity to Western
European powers, such as Russia—followed suit in the last several
hundred years. Every other place on the globe can be seen as some-
where in the transitional process that these states have gone through.

Generally speaking, this “transition cycle” begins with high
birth rates and high death rates, passes into a high birth rate/lower
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FIGURE 2.3 WORLD POPULATION GROWTH RATES

Source: CIA World Factbook 2009

FIGURE 2.4 BASE MAP, DEMOGRAPHIC TRANSITION
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death rate period for a variety of reasons, and ends with low birth rates and low death rates. The total population at the
beginning and end of this cycle is stable or has a very low, perhaps even negative, growth rate. However, it is the massive
increases in population during the middle phases that makes the model so compelling, and explains so much about what
is happening in today’s world. But I’m getting ahead of the story. Let’s take it one step at a time.

For the rest of this discussion, birth rate refers to how many children are born every year per 1000 people. To give
you some context, the birth rate in the US right now is about 14/1000 every year. Death rate, of course, refers to how
many people kicked the bucket that year per 1000 people. The US death rate is currently around 8/1000. Now, on to the
transition.

DEMOGRAPHIC TRANSITION STAGE ONE
This whole concept hinges on the idea that all societies want to go from premodern, hunter-gatherer, stick-collecting
goobers to postmodern, latte-sipping, Vespa-driving goobers. It does seem to make sense. Given the option anywhere in
the world, I think most folks would choose the latte; that is, most societies are striving to become industrialized, richer,
and all-around better off. You don’t have to buy my theory, because quite frankly, I’m not selling it. There are those that
argue that we would all be a lot better off living in grass huts somewhere weaving baskets from giraffe hair, because that
would be true sustainable development in harmony with Mother Earth. Good luck with that one. Give anyone a chance
not to live on a dirt floor, and I’ll bet they pack their bags, set the giraffes free, and head out to a better life for them-
selves and their kids. But I digress. Where were we? Ah! Stage One . . .

STAGE ONE of societal development finds us making bas-
kets from giraffe hair. We typically associate this stage with pre-
modern times; most folks are hunter-gatherers, living solely by
collecting food naturally occurring out in, um . . . nature. This
is pretty much the way things were for a great number of
humans for a good long time in human history. Small groups of
folks on the move, searching for food, waiting around for civi-
lization to pop up. Of note for our model is that both the birth
rates and the death rates are extremely high and erratic. Essen-
tially you have a situation where lots of kids are born per 1000
people, and lots of people die per 1000 people, with some years
being really good, and others being really bad. Why?

Why the high death rates? Because this lifestyle is hard, and it sucks! It’s easy to die from just about anything: lack of
health care, food shortages, poor food containment so things go bad fast, lack of regular clean water, lack of sewage dis-
posal or worse yet, your sewage disposal plan involves your drinking water source, animals that want to eat you, animals
that just want to kill you, animals just having fun with you, diseases of all sorts, simple infections you could contract from
a hangnail . . . ew, this sounds like no fun at all. Infant mortality, the number of children that don’t make it to their
first birthday per 1000, is also high because of lack of immunizations and/or adequate diet. Life expectancy, or the aver-
age age to which the population is expected to live, is low. Old people get sick more easily, can’t pull their own weight out
picking berries and therefore don’t eat as much, and in general, are slow enough to get caught by the animals that want to
eat them. Poor Granny. I really liked her. Now she is cheetah food.

Why are the birth rates high? The same reasons that they are high in parts of today’s underdeveloped world. For
starters, it’s a mindset; if you expect half your kids to die before they reach adulthood, then you should have twice as many.
Makes sense. Also, children are often seen as a resource in these societies: maybe Junior starts picking berries at an early
age to help out the fam. More kids = more labor = more food = good. Plus, no health care = no health education = no sex
education = no contraceptive usage. Well, I guess people could always just abstain from having sex . . . yeah, right.
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Why are the rates so erratic? For the simple fact that some years are good, while others years are bad. A drought or
a plague would cause births to drop and deaths to rise. A very good, wet season with lots of food available would cause
the spikes to move in the opposite direction.

Because both birth and death rates are extremely high, they offset each other, equating to a total population that is
low and a population growth rate that is slow or stable. Looking back at Figure 2.1, you can see that for most of human
history, population growth rate has been very slow, or stable, right on up to the Industrial Revolution. Before we leave
this rather boring phase, just a quick note: there really are no more societies like this left anywhere on the planet. You
have to dig deep into the Amazon rainforest, the remote savannas of tropical Africa, or into the highlands of Papua New
Guinea to find folks still living this lifestyle. Even then, they will be very small numbers of people in isolated pockets. No
state on the planet today would be classified in Stage One.

STAGE TWO is the trickiest phase to consider, because we
are going to pack a veritable smorgasbord of different human
experiences under this single banner. They occur over long peri-
ods of time, but have this one big Stage Two result: the death rate
declines while the birth rate remains high and stabilizes. Fewer
people die; same amount of people being born. What happens to
the total population numbers in such a situation?

Before we answer that, let’s define the stage a little more. I
said it is fairly all-inclusive of the human development spectrum,
and I meant it. Stage Two includes the transition of humans from
hunter-gatherers to agriculturalist to factory workers. Yes, this is
a long stretch of time that also entails the formation of what we
call technical innovation, civilization, and urbanization. Essentially, dudes figure out that staying put in one place and
growing food is more productive than hunting all the time—an agricultural revolution. With increases in technology,
so much extra food is produced that not everybody has to be farmers. Some become blacksmiths, butchers, priests,
and rock stars—that’s specialization. This leads to the formation of villages, towns and eventually cities where larger
and larger groups of dudes hang out—that’s urbanization. Further technological advancements lead to the creation of
machines to automate our work, which leads to the creation of machines that make stuff, and even make other
machines. Yikes! The Matrix! Unplug me!

What’s all this got to do with people having kids? During this part of the societal transition, death rates absolutely
plummet. Why? Remember how I told you that everything sucked in Stage One? In Stage Two, everything gets way better.
Increases in food production and increases in food storage technology allow for a steady, stable food supply. There are
no more “bad” food years or, at the very least, not as frequent as they were in Stage One.

Technological advances in water resources, sewage treatment, and health care, all based on growing scientific
knowledge, serve to keep more people alive for longer periods of time. Child mortality drops and life expectancy rises.
We have developed the shotgun to ensure that Granny is not eaten by the cheetah. More important, however, is the fact
that more kids stay alive than ever before; young children become an increasingly bigger percentage of the total popula-
tion. Education across the board, at all levels, also significantly increases quality of life and survivability.

During this vast sweep of progress, death rates drop and birth rates remain solidly high and even stabilize high. What is
going on here? Basically, people are caught in a warp and old habits die hard. If Mom had ten kids, and her mom had ten kids,
and her mom had ten kids, it is highly likely that you would be of the mindset to have ten kids as well. It’s just what people
do. The society as a whole, and certainly not the individuals within it, does not understand that it is going through a transi-
tion. The mentality that producing large numbers of kids is good because half of them are gong to die and the rest will work
in the fields remains the same, even though conditions have changed. In a Stage Two society, half the kids are now not going

FIGURE 2.6 DEMOGRAPHIC TRANSITION STAGE TW0
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to die; maybe only one or two of them will die, maybe none at all.
Granny had ten kids and only five survived. Mom had ten kids and
seven survived. I had ten kids and . . . dammit, all these little brats are
still here!

This mind warp is called cultural lag. Conditions have
changed, but the culture is lagging behind. Folks with Stage One
mentality are thinking “Hell, this is just a good year,” without realiz-
ing that it is a good year after a good year after a good year, and
they are still having kids like it’s a boom-and-bust cycle. Result:
population explosion! More kids beget more kids, and people just
don’t die like they did in Stage One.

Stage Two main points: death rates decrease, while birth rates remain the same, total population explodes, and
the structure of the total population becomes more youthful. This last point is the most important for the rest of this
story, as we have more potential baby-makers entering the scene. Many states in the world may fall into the later
fringe of Stage Two, mostly in Africa, Central America and parts of Southeast Asia. These states are still heavily reliant
on agricultural production as a main economic activity. They also may have their death rates drop more from foreign
external aid, importation of life-saving technologies, and humanitarian relief than from true upward evolution of the
society. An important note: all of these things will help the death rate drop immediately, which means the period of
cultural lag will likely be longer, significantly increasing total population overall. Angola and Guatemala are example
of states in Stage Two.

As we move to STAGE THREE, we approach more familiar
ground. Stage Two ends with the beginning of the industrializa-
tion of the society. Stage Three takes us the rest of the way
through it, ending with what we refer to as the “mature indus-
trial phase.” Most states on the planet are currently located
here, with varying degrees of development that can be quite
radically different, depending upon whether they are early
Stage Three or late Stage Three.

At this time, the Stage Three state continues down the mod-
ern industrial path. This is marked particularly by a shift in what
the majority of folks do for a living. It is at this point that the scale gets tipped; more people are working in the processing, man-
ufacturing and service sectors than are working as farmers. This development is significant because this typically means that
agricultural technology has superseded the need for vast amounts of human labor in the fields. This equates to less farmers,
which equates to more people leaving the countryside and heading to the big city to get a job—increasing urbanization.

Even today, agriculture is still the number one job on the planet. However, states in which agriculture is not the pre-
dominant occupation are further down the development road. That is, they are typically richer than states that still rely
heavily on the agricultural sector to employ people. Food for thought—pun intended.

We’re just getting warmed up with the impacts of this stage (agriculture-to-industry, and rural-to-urban shifts). What
happens to the ideas about having lots of kids when this shift occurs? Plenty! Life in the big city is more costly. Having
more kids to feed costs more money. Plus, you’ve got to clothe them and house them and buy school books for them and
throw birthday parties for them and eventually buy them cars. Wow! This is starting to suck as bad as Stage One. But it
gets worse! The value of kids has changed as well. Junior used to be an asset picking berries and plowing the fields. Now
Junior is an added cost who only picks his nose and plows the family car into the side of the garage. The cultural lag is
over thanks to you, Junior! No more kids for us!
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FIGURE 2.7 CULTURAL LAG

FIGURE 2.8 DEMOGRAPHIC TRANSITION STAGE THREE
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In addition to these changes, several other things of note are on the rise. Health care technology and accessibility
continues to increase, and especially with regards to increasing knowledge about birth control and contraceptive use in
general. Increasing education across the board helps more and more people, but I want you to think more specifically of
the education of women and its impact on the whole equation: more educated women = more women entering the work-
force = more contraceptive use = more women delaying family formation = fewer kids.

Educating the women of any society decreases fertility rate instantaneously. Okay, maybe instantaneously is a bit
strong, but it’s a HUGE factor in affecting the fertility rate in today’s world.

Fertility rate is simply how many kids on average one woman will have in her lifetime in a particular state. The fer-
tility rate of the US is about 2.1. In Italy, the fertility rate is about 1.3. But in Mali, the fertility rate is about 7.5. The average
woman in Mali will have seven kids and one half, say from the waist down. In the US, a woman will have two kids and a
leg. For our international readers, that is what we call a joke. Actually, the US figure is a quite important fertility rate; that
number also happens to be something called the replacement level. A fertility rate of 2.1 is exactly what it takes to
“replace” the current population. See, two people have to get together to create kids (at least still for now, thankfully) and
if two people produce 2.1 kids, then when the parents die, there are still two humans they’ve created to take their place.
Sweet! We’ll return to this idea in a little bit.

Back to Stage Three. The result of increases in health care, technology, childcare and education serve to knock the
death rates down even further. However, there is only so much that modern medicine can do, and eventually that line
flattens out. Child mortality decreases and life expectancy increases a bit more, but we all have to die sooner or later, so
we’ll say goodbye to Granny once again.

Of a more radical impact, increasing urbanization due to the employment shift, re-evaluation of the cost and benefits
of having children, increased education of women (and all that entails) combine to overcome cultural lag causing the
birth rate to plummet and meet the death rate. People may still be getting busy, but they are not having the babies like
they did previously. After several generations, the fertility rates sink down closer to 2.1, the percentage of young people
in the society about equals the middle aged cohort, and the older people as well. Good examples of early Stage Three
states would be India and Brazil; late Stage Three, China and Chile.

FIGURE 2.9 WORLD FERTILITY RATES

Source: CIA World Factbook 2009
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Now we are through the transition, approaching life as we
know it here in the fully developed, post-industrial, mostly
Western world. STAGE FOUR is characterized by population
stability, where death rates and birth rates are both low and
parallel each other nicely. The post-industrial world is one in
which yet another economic shift has occurred; now most folks
work in the service sector, not quite as many in the manufac-
turing sectors, and virtually no one works in agriculture. If
these terms are confusing to you, just hang on; we will be delv-
ing into economics in the next chapter.

In this stage, the population age structure has become
older overall. Technology and education may still be increasing, but only in minute detail can they lower death rates any-
more. The population of a Stage Four state is overwhelmingly urban and educated; they use some form of birth control
and spend way too much on coffee. The US, France, and Japan are all great examples of Stage Four states. As a result of
expected higher standard of living and higher costs of living, many people will plan to have one or two children at most.
Some people will decide not to have any children at all.

This leads us to a possible expansion of the Demographic Transition to a Stage Five, in which birth rates actually dip
below death rates. The effect? Net population loss—the state’s population shrinks every year, and unless supplemented by
immigration, the state would eventually disappear. Immigration is when people not born in the state move into it. Emigra-
tion is just the opposite perspective: when people leave your state, they are emigrating out of it. These concepts are increas-
ingly critical in today’s world, because many Stage Four and Five states rely on immigrants to fill jobs, pay taxes and boost
slumping population growth rates. The US is a prime example whose population is increasing primarily because of immigra-
tion; the locals just aren’t having lots of kids. This is actually more pronounced in Europe where states may be fading away.

Of course, the disappearing state thing has never happened before, but there are several states that are currently in
this Stage Five category. Russia, Sweden, Italy, and Japan are all losing people. Italy and Japan are both in dire straits, but
for different reasons; both have declining fertility rates, but in Italy it’s because no one wants to have kids at all, while
Japan refuses to allow any immigration into its pristine palace. We shall see how that works out in the long run. Serves

them right for creating Pokemon.

POPULATION PYRAMIDS
A final tool for our considera-

tion of population dynamics on
the planet is called a population pyramid.
Population pyramids are constructed to
show the breakdown of the population for
gender and age groups. The x-axis across
the bottom displays either a percentage of
total population or actual population num-
bers, and the y-axis shows age cohorts, typ-
ically in 5-year increments. The two sides of
the pyramid are divided up with males on
one side, females on the other. Kind of like
your junior high prom dance floor. In the
Figure 2.11, you can see that in the rainbow

FIGURE 2.10 DEMOGRAPHIC TRANSITION STAGE FOUR

FIGURE 2.11 A POPULATION PYRAMID

Source: U.S Census Bureau, International Data Base
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of fruit flavors for Nepal in 2010, there are about 2 million males aged 0–4 years old, about 1.5 million females aged
10–14 years old, and about 0.5 million males aged 50–54.

Like I give a crap about how many Nepalese women are over 80 years old! What do these pyramids really tell us?
They tell us all sorts of things about a state: current population, current economic conditions, and quite a bit about
the standard of living as well. But that’s not all! These pyramids tell us a whole lot about what the future will hold and
you don’t even need a crystal ball. Consider the three basic shapes that these pyramids can take: a classic pyramid, a
column shape, or an inverted pyramid.
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FIGURE 2.12 THREE TYPES OF PYRAMIDS: CLASSIC, COLUMN, AND INVERTED

Source: U.S Census Bureau, International Data Base

THE CLASSIC PYRAMID
The classic pyramid shape is, um . . . shaped like a perfect pyramid. The wide bars at the bottom taper up gradually to
smaller and smaller bars as age increases, displaying that there are more people in the younger brackets and the size of
the group diminishes steadily with age. Broad-based pyramids, like this one, are characteristic of populations with high
birth rates and low life expectancies. Why? You already know the answer! Look back at the Stage Two and Stage Three
descriptions of the Demographic Transition.

Industrialization and agricultural innovations, as well as increases in technologies across the board, result in
advances in food supply and public health overall. This results in recently reduced infant and childhood mortality rates
and slightly increased life expectancy. However, they are definitely in the cultural lag mode, as fertility rates continue to
be high. This results in high population growth rates and in many cases, outright population explosion. Each year, the bot-
tom bracket of 0–5 year olds gets wider than the previous year. Of particular significance: the numbers of kids under the
age of 15 is larger than the number of folks in the 15–35 brackets.

Why is this significant? Because the under-15 are dependents in the society; that is, they absorb resources. Typically,
the 15–35 year olds are the biggest providers in the society, both in economic means as money-makers for the state (gross
domestic product, or GDP) and as family sustainers of young people and the elderly. That is, they provide most of the
resources. Perhaps now you are starting to see why countries with this type of pyramid are often poorer or less-devel-
oped; the dependents often vastly outnumber the providers. More often than not, Stage Two and early Stage Three soci-
eties exhibit the pyramid shape demographic. The best examples of this type are any African country.

There is ever so much more we can say about a society with this type of pyramid. It is probably heavily reliant on
agriculture or other primary industries for much of its economic earnings. Most people definitely grow some food, either
as an occupation, for sustenance, or both. The society probably has lower literacy rates and little to no social safety nets
like welfare, and also lacks adequate infrastructure, like good roads or sewer systems. Also, as pointed out earlier, many
of the gains in health care, food availability, and life-sustaining technologies may be attributed to foreign aid and humani-
tarian aid programs. This adds a distinct 21st century dimension to the transition model; no one really knows what impact
this will have in the long run for less-developed countries.
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THE COLUMN SHAPE
All columns are not created equal, and there can be radical variations on this shape, but the main thing to identify this
type of population pyramid is the more overall fuller figure. No, I’m not talking about a full-figured gal—that’s a different
book altogether. The real distinguishing mark here is that the size of the 15–50 year cohorts are roughly the same size as
the under-15 cohorts, giving the overall shape more of a cylindrical look. The older age brackets also grow slightly, and
upwards, as more people stay alive longer, adding to the elongated shape.

When this is the case, we realize that the fertility rate must be much lower than in the true pyramid shape, usually
hovering between 2.0–3.0. This means that those child-bearing folks (typically between 15–50 years old) are having just
two or three kids each, roughly replacing themselves or maybe even just a bit more. Remember that term replacement
level? Well, the closer a society gets to that 2.1 fertility rate, which constitutes the replacement level, the more perfect
the column shape will become. Some examples of this are the US, Lebanon, and Norway.

The operative words in these states is “stability.” The population growth rate is low, or perhaps even zero, with the
state adding just a few percentage points of population every year. What else can be said about these countries? They are
fully developed industrialized or post-industrialized societies. The highs: GDP per capita, standards of living, health care
quality and access, available social programs, life expectancy, education levels, technology levels, urbanization, use of
birth control, service sector jobs, and SUV ownership. The lows: fertility rate, infant mortality, illiteracy, farmers, miners,
and people who die from infectious diseases.

INVERTED PYRAMID . . . YOU MEAN IT’S UPSIDE DOWN?
Indeed. This is an easy one to describe, because its essential ingredient is that the younger cohorts are smaller than the older
ones; child-bearing peoples are creating less people than themselves; and total population is actually shrinking! Fertility rates
are under 2.1 and thus the replacement level is not being reached; left unchecked, the population would shrink into nonexis-
tence. This has never really happened before, and is not likely to ever come to its full conclusion, either. To counter this effect,
immigration is increased or some other government policy is put into place to encourage fertility rates to rise.

Why does this scenario happen? Perhaps due to several different reasons. The first and foremost explanation is due
to the same processes at work which serve to end cultural lag in developing societies. Namely, the higher cost of living in
highly urbanized areas coupled with the transition of children from asset to expenditure changes attitudes towards family
size. Smaller is better in industrialized societies. They only have one or two kids, and invest heavily in them, as opposed
to having lots of kids. In some places here in the 21st century, this has gone to an extreme; many people totally opt out of
the family thing altogether; they want no children in order to maintain their own high standard of living. End result: fewer
or no kids, replacement level for the state is not reached. The best examples of this today are Japan, Italy, and Sweden.

Another reason for declining populations in the world may be due to economic circumstances. Some countries, while
considered part of the developed world, have gone through radical changes and economic collapse due to the end of the
Soviet Empire. Russia, Belarus, and Ukraine are all in this inverted pyramid category due to lack of resources, jobs, health
care, and many other services that the government used to supply. This is particularly evident in some of the measures of
well-being for Russia, whose current life expectancy more approximates a poor, underdeveloped African country than a
former world superpower. Hard times can also cause fertility rates, and a state’s population, to decline as life becomes

too difficult and large families too expensive to maintain.

IT’S HARD TO STOP HAVING BABIES
Many of you will look at these definitions and numbers and come up with some puzzling questions. You 

may wonder how China is the most populous state on the planet, at 1.5 billion people, yet their fertility rate is
only 1.73. Or perhaps you may discover that projecting ahead in India, they will continue to grow their population rapidly
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for some time to come, and indeed will surpass China as the most populous state very soon, but their fertility rate is only
2.73. That’s not very much more than replacement level! How is this possible?

Simple. Population Momentum is the answer you seek. Consider India for the next 50 years:

What these three images from 2000, 2025, and 2050 in India are showing you is the Demographic Transition model in
action. In 2000, India was early- to mid-Stage Three, as you can just detect the perfect pyramid starting to round away the
edges of the bottom age cohorts in an obvious sign that cultural lag is wearing off and fertility rates are starting to sink
from what were highs of four to six kids average per fertile female. We see that, in 2025, this has taken full effect; India is
certainly in the column shape as its late Stage Three or early Stage Four industrialization has knocked down fertility rates
to a precise 2.1, the replacement level. It’s a perfect column. How can population totals continue to expand after this?

Population momentum is like a snowball rolling down a steep hill. Even after fertility rate stabilization, the popu-
lation pyramid will have to “fill out its figure,” as you can see by projecting further ahead to 2050. Everyone may be only
having 2.1 kids, but a much bigger number of them are doing it, as represented by those bottom age cohorts back in 2000,
where the stabilization actually starts. By the time the snowball reaches the bottom of the hill, it is massive—as will India

be by the time its population total flatlines.

SOME FINAL THOUGHTS ON PEOPLE . . .
They disgust me! No, I’m joking. I love the peoples, especially the ladies. What can we say about the future

of population on our plaid planet? It shouldn’t be too hard to figure out some general trends. Most countries will
continue down the development path, and thus we should be able to track what’s happening in societies and within popu-
lation dynamics through the lens of our Demographic Transition model. Everybody in the world wants a good job, a good
standard of living, access to health care, a better life for their kids. It’s just the human way.

Having said that, there is nothing to lead me to believe that poorer states won’t continue to try and modernize and
industrialize like the rich ones have. Is this possible? That’s a whole other ballgame we won’t get into yet. But what will
this mean for the peoples of the planet? The world population total will continue to go up for some time to come, but we
can be more specific than that:

E The least-developed countries are the places where population will truly grow the fastest, and the most. Regions like
sub-Saharan Africa, the Middle East, Central America, and most of Asia will continue to pile on the humans, even
though they are the regions perhaps most ill-equipped to handle more.

E Regions further down the development path, like China, India, Mexico, and South America, will continue to grow,
albeit at a slower pace as fertility rates stabilize.

FIGURE 2.13 INDIA: THE SNOWBALL GROWS
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E Fully developed regions, like Western Europe, US/Canada, and Australia are stabilized populations with no growth,
but with the potential to grow bigger only through allowing immigration from other regions.

E Regions that are currently shrinking in populations, like Russia, Eastern Europe, some parts of Western Europe, and
Japan, will almost certainly not disappear—but most certainly will encourage folks to have more kids and allow more
immigration as well.

E However, we should never underestimate the power of culture to undo all our tidy demographic transition
assessments! Some states in the Middle East and South America are maintaining their high birth rates even despite
increased development and climbing costs of living. This is due primarily to powerful religious influences (Islam and
Catholicism) which prize large family size. Also, there are folks bucking the trend in places like China, where the
state-sponsored One-Child Policy predominated for decades, because the wealthy and growing middle class can now
simply afford to have more kids, and want to do so despite government tax penalties. Quite the opposite of anything
the model would have predicted. These wacky humans can be so impulsive when it comes to procreation!

This is the current state of the plaid world. This is the future state of the plaid world. How many kids do you want?
How many can the plaid world support? All of the factors explained in this chapter combine to create the world popula-
tion of today. Check out the regional totals in Figure 2.14 to see how these things are reflected in today’s world, and know
these figures well.
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Source: U.S Census Bureau, International Data Base

Now let’s see what you’ve learned about population dynamics, population pyramids, and fertility rates. Help the Plaid
Avenger find his way home with his family. Match the Plaid Avenger fertility rate to the appropriate population pyra-
mid and then to the country to which they belong. Be sure to notice the partial children! 

Fertility Rate

Population Pyramid

Country of Origin
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Source: U.S Census Bureau, International Data Base
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LET’S move to the center of the Eurasian continent. Mired in turmoil
and the centerpiece of world history for quite some time, it has

suddenly found itself left behind. Central Asia is kind of a vacuum in the heart of
Asia that, as opposed to going through, people go out of their way to avoid. Times
are changing fast, my friends, and Central Asia may have found a new home as
the delicious meaty center of a Russia-China sandwich, but I am getting ahead of
the story.

What is it about Central Asia that makes it a region? Is it a region? A lot
of people may say that it’s not a separate region, but it is to the Plaid Avenger

and here is how I’m going to define it.

THE GAME PIECES
Central Asia consists of a core of countries that everyone might

agree upon: the “-stan” countries that no one knows how to locate or pro-
nounce. Kazakhstan is the big one, and then Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan,
Afghanistan (I know you’ve heard of that one), Tajikistan, and Kyrgyzstan.
Everybody would say, “Yeah, we think that’s Central Asia, or at least we know
where you’re talking about—all those places we can’t pronounce.”

This may be the trickiest region to define because we have to take parts of another country in order to do it. We are
going to take the western parts of China, including Xinjiang, one of the biggest, most significant westernmost provinces
of said country; we must also take two other Chinese provinces, Tibet and Inner Mongolia, as well as the independent
sovereign state of Mongolia. The Plaid Avenger calls all of these places Central Asia. It’s a little tricky because you will
say, “Wait, you just took parts of China and China is its own country. It’s a sovereign state.” We’re going to talk a lot about
China in the next chapter, but what you’ll find is that China has a very distinct east/west divide. Virtually all the people
and businesses are in the east. All economic activity is on the eastern side closer to the coast. You can’t consider the
country divided down the middle; most inhabitants are as close to the coast as possible. Most of the transportation, com-
munication, and government are there as well.

Kickin’ Kazakh Dancers!
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China, as it has been known throughout the cen-
turies, is the eastern side of the country, but not the
west. The West is quite different in terms of its popula-
tion. It is sparsely populated and contains ethnic
groups that are not historically Chinese. Consequently,
religions there are very different from those in the east.

All the reasons eastern China has little to do
with western China are the same reasons that west-
ern China has a lot to do with Central Asia. The dis-
similar groups in parts of Mongolia and the “-stan”
countries are thrown into this region called Central
Asia. Why is it a region? What’s homogeneous
about the disparate group of countries, states, and

Chinese substates? Let’s get to work.

THE GAME BOARD
The most obvious similarities between

all of the countries in this region lie in the physical
attributes. Unlike other regions that contain a vari-
ety of climates and terrains, like South America or
North America, Central Asia is relatively standard
throughout. Like the Middle East, it is mostly desert
and steppe, making it homogeneously dry across the
board. There is really nothing else, no other climate
to speak of. You definitely won’t find any big forests.
There are patches of growth, but this region is mostly either grassland or desert, which has had a definite impact on how
people have settled and survived for the last several thousand years.

Before we get too deep into dryness, let’s look at the terrain
factor. This is one of the highest and toughest terrains on Earth. We
already referenced the Himalayas when discussing the division of
South Asia from the rest of Asia, and they play a big part here as
well. It’s not just the range itself—it’s the whole Tibetan Plateau,
which sits over 12,000 feet above sea level. It has extremely high
mountains. The Hindu Kush Mountains run through Afghanistan;
the Tien Shan run through Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan. These moun-
tains seem wimpy in comparison to the Himalayas, but what they
lack in physical harshness, they make up for in another kind of tacti-
cal danger; just ask the US military in Afghanistan. This is not a fun
part of the world. It is very difficult to get around, through, or
across the plateau.

In addition to the Tien Shan, the Hindu Kush, and the Himalayas, we have the Altai Mountains in Mongolia. Although
there are a few basins where things level out a bit, it boasts some of the toughest terrain on the planet.

The Regions
PART TWO

Central Asia: formidable, inhospitable, and largely un-livable.

Grand Canyon? Nah, these things are a dime a dozen in
this region.
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The terrain and dryness go hand in hand. For the same
reason that there are monsoons in South Asia, Central Asia is
nearly all dry. All the water that would float up north drops
from the sky as the air is pushed higher by the Himalayas.
This causes the monsoons, and makes for only dry air to
make its way up the mountains and into Central Asia.

The dryness doesn’t support much vegetation. A lot
of Central Asia is what we would distinguish as grasslands.
We think, “Oh, grasslands are good for things like wheat
and barley.” No, those are long grasses. Central Asia can’t
even sustain most of that stuff. There is only enough
water in this ecosystem to support shorter grasses. Since
the land cannot support any type of large-scale food
crops, in turn, it cannot support huge populations. Much
of the food that the locals eat has to be imported. This is a fairly stark environment.

Throughout the centuries, one of the main perceptions we hold of Central Asians is that they are horse people. Why
don’t they raise cattle or something else? The environment will not allow it. It cannot be done because the vegetation is
not there for farmers to raise large amounts of cattle in one place, year after year. But short grasses can sustain animals
that move around a lot, like horses, which is why the region’s inhabitants are known for having them. 

LANDLOCKED
What is the most unique fea-
ture of this region? It’s land-
locked, which is another con-
dition that makes it a
homogeneous whole. In fact,
some of these places are dou-
bly landlocked. What is “land-
locked” and why is it signifi-
cant? What does this mean for
the place as a whole? Land-
locked means you have no tie
to the oceans. Not even a
river system that goes to a
place that can indirectly get
you to an ocean. What’s the big deal about that? In the good old days, when people used to travel across the continent on trade
routes, Central Asia’s location in the middle of things was a bonus. Those days were good, but they are long gone, my friends.

In today’s world, virtually all the world’s traffic and economic activity happens via the oceans. If you do not have access
to the oceans, then you are not part of the world economy. Therefore, Central Asia is not part of the world economy today. It
is what The Plaid Avenger calls a marooned region. It is not attached to what’s going on around the rest of the planet, and
the region is economically isolated and therefore stagnant.

As I mentioned before, some of these places are doubly landlocked, which means they are landlocked by other
landlocked countries. That means that their economy is internal and they are not doing squat, with the possible exception
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Central Asian rush hour here at the airport.

States locked out of ocean access, thus global access, thus economic access.
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of something like drilling for oil and making pipelines to places that are
not cut out of the world economy. A few of these places have that
advantage, but places like Kyrgyzstan are so far from anything that they
cannot possibly foster any meaningful movement of goods or services
across the Asian continent. It’s just not going to happen. Being land-
locked is a physical condition that has an enormous influence on what’s

going on internally and externally for Central Asia.

CULTURE CENTRAL
Let’s look at some cultural traits that permeate Central Asia,

the main one being religion. We look at Central Asia and typically think
Islam, which is a
good place to start.
All of the “-stan”
countries and the
western provinces of
China are Islamic.
Islam spread there
from the Middle East
during the big growth
of the Arab-Islamic
Empire. These coun-
tries have been
staunchly Islamic
ever since. However,
there are some
exceptions in the
region, such as the
Tibetan Plateau and
Mongolia. These are
a couple of core
areas for the purest kind of Buddhism in the world. When we talk about China, the Koreas, Japan, and South East Asia, Bud-
dhism is there, but it is usually incorporated into lots of local beliefs. 

While this region is primarily Islamic like the Middle East, it is still different enough to be teased out of the Middle
East. One of those differences is Western China. A lot of people don’t know this about Western China, but it is predomi-
nantly Muslim and comprised of an ethnic group that is not Chinese, but Uyghur (pronounced Weeger, like Weezer). This
Turkic ethnic group has been hanging out for several thousand years in what is now known as Western China, and they
have embraced Islam.

The Uyghur are quite different from everybody else in China; you don’t hear a lot about them because they are kind of
being repressed right now by the Chinese government. Lots of people in the Uyghur community have been fighting for some
sort of autonomous state or perhaps even a fully sovereign state. At this point, China has deemed these guys Muslim terror-
ists. Go figure. This issue will come back into our story in just a little bit, but that is why we tease out part of China to put
with Central Asia. These guys in this part of China have way more in common with Central Asia than with their own country.

The Regions
PART TWO

Who is in the white areas? Answer: Nobody.

A Yurt: Central Asian party hut!

22_Boyer_Ch.22.qxp  7/6/11  7:08 AM  Page 462



PRANCING AROUND THE CONTINENT
We talked about the physical features of the region being dry and landlocked. What has
this landlocked, dry, arid, short grass steppe meant culturally to this region over the cen-
turies? It means that they are not a big agricultural region. They are mostly nomadic; that
is, they pick up their Yurts (those big white tents that you see) and move on a moment’s
notice to find better grasslands for their horses. Some people native to this region are not
sedentary and are noncentralized, consisting mostly of small tribes of folks on the move.
There have never been huge populations in this region. These guys have been forever
focused on the horse, not just as a main means of locomotion, but also as a way of life. I’m
thinking specifically of the Mongols. Mongol domination at one point in history is one of
the other unifying cultural factors of this entire region. The value of the horse in Central
Asia can’t be understated, especially for this group we call the Mongols.

The Mongols were the most kick-ass group of horse warriors that the world has
ever seen. The Plaid Avenger would put money on these guys in today’s world. Even now they would be a serious bunch
of ass-kickers. What was so cool about them? What did they do that was so unique?

MONGOL MANIA
The Mongols were a small group of ragtag horsemen who rallied
under Genghis Khan and started a campaign to conquer the whole
planet right around 1200 CE. Genghis is the one dude who got fairly
close. Lots of people have had that ideal such as, I don’t know,
Hitler and Mussolini? But this was a guy who actually came fairly
close to conquering the whole world at the time.

A couple of unique things about the Mongol Empire: It crossed the
Eurasian continent for the first and perhaps only time in history, maybe
even in today’s world. They created a single empire that tied together
the peoples of Europe and the peoples of the rest of Asia under a single
umbrella. To my knowledge, this has not been done since. We could

look at the modern world and say,
“Oh yeah, people have interactions
now,” but not on this scale. This is a
singular empire that placed white
Europeans and Chinese people in the
same state. What’s so important
about that? Perhaps nothing, except
that this cultural interchange was all
under a singular empire.

The Mongols set up this system
where they were bad asses; under
their rule, it was said that a virgin
with a pot of gold on her head could
travel from one side of the empire to
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Uzbeki Zorro!

Don’t mess with the Mongols!

Genghis got game: the largest land empire of its time . . . perhaps ever.
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another unharmed and untouched. That may or may not actually be
true, but it gets at the idea of Mongol citizens’ safety. They had a good
legal system that was strictly enforced. What that type of safety infra-
structure created was a lot of trade and cultural interchange. You had
this mass movement of goods, services, materials, and technologies
across the Eurasian continent like never before, and perhaps not since.
The Mongol Empire was very unique in world history; it encompassed all
of what is now China, parts of Southeast Asia, and parts of India, as well
as big chunks of the Middle East that stretched all the way into parts of
Europe. They sacked Baghdad in 1258, which marked the end of Middle
Eastern expansion—remember that from a few chapters ago? 

How did they unify all of these lands under one common
empire? They were ruthless conquerors. Their environment pro-
pelled them into this rough way of life where they were simply bad-
ass warrior dudes who could ride horses for days. These guys were
totally brutal. One of Genghis Khan’s sayings was, “Submit or die.” He didn’t negotiate with anybody, period. Typical Mon-
gol foreign policy would be going to a town and telling the inhabitants, “Here’s the deal: you guys get down on your hands
and knees and start begging for mercy right now. We’ll circle around you, slowly making our way toward your homes, and
decide if we’ll kill you. But if anybody takes up arms against us, we will kill every freakin’ one of you down to the last
man, woman and child. Blood will flow in the streets and we’ll burn the town to the ground.”

That was how they were successful in storming across the continent. Perhaps even more important to their success
were their fighting tactics. They could cover HUGE amounts of territory in a day. They would ride horses continuously and
would have stations set up so that whole cavalry units could get new horses and essentially ride nonstop for 
72 to 96 hours. That is an amazing feat in today’s world, much less a thousand years ago. The Mongols were so tough they
trained their ponies so they didn’t have to get out of the saddle to eat; they made cuts on the ponies’ necks and drank
their blood for nourishment. Drinking blood is not only a fun fact; it also accentuates this tough environment. What did
their diet consist of? Mare’s milk and blood. Protein rich! I think somebody should invent the Mongol diet because these
guys were lean, mean fighting machines.

If you go to Mongolia today, you’ll see a lot of people doing these same things. Not in terms of raping and pillaging,
but what they eat and what they do for a living has not changed much. They still herd goats, drink funky milk, and gener-
ally are chillin’ out on the central Asian plains.

The Mongols ended up ruling much of the Eurasian continent, but their empire was not a superpower for very long.
Their glorious reign was pretty short after Genghis Khan died. After that, they stopped conquering, and eventually the
Mongol Empire broke apart into separate kingdoms that affected world history in lots of different places: Kublai Khan
ruled China; Tamerlane was in Central Asia; descendants of the Mongols end up as the Mughal Empire in India, and even
the Cossacks of Russia are lineage of the Mongols. But for a while, under the main man Genghis, the Mongols whipped

ass and took names, making a pretty huge mark on history, especially military history.

PARKER BROTHERS INSPIRED
There’s one thing the Plaid Avenger wants you to know about in Central Asia because it is still kind of happen-

ing; it’s called The Great Game. The Great Game, coined by some British guys as so many things on our planet have been,
describes the major world power players’ attitudes toward Central Asia in the last few hundred years. That attitude has
resulted in Central Asia becoming very much like the game of Risk. It’s a platform or playing field for different countries to
vie for influence. No one really wants it. No one wants to actually control it. They just want to make sure they have their fin-

The Regions
PART TWO

Gengis Khan—ok, not really because they didn’t have 
cameras 800 years ago, but this guy is a pretty legit 
looking stunt double.
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gers in there to ensure that other people do not control it. This was a scenario
that arose during European imperialism, and in the build up to WWI and beyond.

THE CLASSIC ORIGINAL BOARD GAME
Basically, it’s the Russians vs. the British vs. The Persians/Iranians vs. the French
vs. the locals. All these colonial powers and others who are in the neighborhood,
such as the Chinese and the Persians, all jockeyed around Central Asia to make
sure that no one else got in. Everybody protected their own backyard. It’s mostly
the Russians who started up this game because they had been expanding their
territory for hundreds of years, perhaps in a bid to expand their coastline.
Among other things, they increased their influence by pushing into Central Asia.
Many would say they wanted to push down into Iran to gain access to the Indian
Ocean, which is one reason that the Persians did not want the Russians there.

As the Russians were coming down from the North, the British, who con-
trolled “British India” at the time, were pushing up from the South, effectively
buffering against Russian influence in the region. The Chinese did not want any-
one in there, so they were vying for influence to make sure that no one
encroached upon their territory. This became a big game where rulers were mov-
ing soldiers around on this very real chessboard. That is why it’s funny in today’s world to see the United States vying for
influence in Afghanistan by pushing US ideals and working against Muslim influence—same story, different century.

Afghanistan is a good country to discuss for just a second. The Russians and the British found this out a long time ago;
you just don’t mess around in Afghanistan. Everybody, all these world powers, have tried very hard in the past, and let me
tell you what the historical scoreboard reads: Afghanistan: 1000, Outsiders: zero. No one from Europe or anywhere else has
successfully occupied or influenced Afghanistan to do a damn thing, and it remains to be seen if the US/NATO is going to
have much impact either. These groups of folks throughout Central Asia, particularly Afghanistan, have a fierce independ-
ent spirit. They understand that they are pawns in the game and they will have none of it. When the British went into
Afghanistan to thwart the Russians, the Afghans kicked the hell out of them. Then when the Russians came in 50 years later,
they kicked the hell out of them as well. These dudes are tough; they have serious balls.

Not even a century later, the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan in their bid to expand the communist sphere of influence
even further. This time a new player joined the game: the US. The United States armed and trained a bunch of locals—let’s call
them the mujahideen—to really stick it to the Ruskies in order to stymie the Soviet advance. It worked great! That 1979 to 1989
Afghan campaign proved absolutely disastrous for the Soviets, and has been credited as part of the reason for their eventual
collapse just two years later. Of course, those CIA trained mujahideen then ended up becoming the Taliban and members of 
al-Qaeda, which the US now finds itself fighting, but that’s a different round of this unfolding drama. Isn’t this region just a pack
of fun? Kind of like playing nude lawn darts.

THE 21ST CENTURY EDITION
Lots of the parties who were vying for influence in the last couple hundred years are some of the same players in
today’s world, with a few new entries—like the United States, the Taliban, al-Qaeda and a country that didn’t even exist
back then, now called Pakistan. As in the past, no one really wants Central Asia, but everybody is trying to expel other
influences and powers. The Game is back on. For your own note, most of the powers originally got involved to curb the
power and growth of pre-Soviet Russia. The British, in particular, didn’t really want to get into the northern parts of
India, but felt compelled to in order to stop the Russian advance. The game to stop Russia is over, but there are three
new reasons that the game started back up.
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1. THE VACUUM CREATED BY MOVING THE SOVIETS OUT
Under the Soviet umbrella, Russia gained control of all of Central Asia, except Afghanistan, by the 1940s. All of those 
“-stan” countries became Soviet republics—you know, the R in the USSR. Afghanistan was never brought into the fray; that’s
why the Russians invaded them in 1979, much to their own chagrin for the next decade. Since the fall of the Soviet Empire in
1989, all of those former Soviet SSR’s declared independence and became sovereign states again. Who is in charge now? For
most of the “-stan” countries, this has resulted in authoritarian dictators/one-party states that are extremely open to outside
influences, especially when there is money involved. How refreshing. Oops, I mean, how exactly the same as always. 

2. BECAUSE OF INCREASING FINDS OF PETROLEUM AND NATURAL GAS
These natural resources are without which the world can not live evidenced by the fact that people were still willing to
pay 130 dollars a barrel for oil back in June, 2008. Oil and natural gas, and the pipelines that carry it, are popping up all
over the region. Every day, it seems, they increase their findings of potential natural reserves. Kazakhstan is the leader of
this. It is the biggest country with the largest amount in reserves.

Where is this stuff going? Everywhere. This game is back on because everybody wants that stuff. No one wants to
control the places, but they want the influence inside the region in order to get a piece of the oil action. As described by
the US’s Energy Information Administration: “Central Asia has large reserves of natural gas but its development as a
major natural gas exporter is constrained because of a lack of pipeline infrastructure.” Everyone wants a piece of
the infrastructure-building action.

Who are they supplying? Kazakhstan’s and Uzbekistan’s stuff has mostly moved west into Russia and then on into
Europe. Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan supply the Ukraine and other Eastern and Western European countries, as well as
Iran. Some of it floats south to Iran or through it. Increasingly, even Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and Kazakhstan are building
pipelines into China. Why would China want that stuff? Their population is exploding and they can not ever possibly have
enough oil and natural gas. These historically landlocked economies of Central Asia are in a prime position now. The one
thing that they could move out of their countries in order to make money is being discovered in large amounts.

3. TERRORISM AND DRUGS
Why would anybody from the outside world be interested in vying for influence of drugs and terrorism? Ask the US gov-
ernment! That’s the precise reason that the United States is there, quite frankly. The current US-led war in Afghanistan is

Pipelines a’plenty! Source: Energy Information Administration
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to try and stop the Taliban, al-Qaeda, and any other radical extremist groups that may
be there training, setting up shop, or otherwise trying to control the area. I do want to
be quick to point out that this is a US-led effort; the Afghan campaign is actually a NATO
mission, of which the US is the biggest player. Why is that important? Because it shows
that all other NATO members, namely all of Team West, are involved because they all
believe that the anti-terrorism fight is a worthy cause that they will continue to pursue. 

Do not lose sight of the irony that the US and NATO are currently fighting against
forces that they helped train to fight the Soviets back in the 1970s. Ah, the game contin-
ues. Of course, drugs are a bad thing; Central Asia is historically one of the largest pro-
ducers of opium, so lots of developed countries around the world in their War on
Drugs have had their fingers in Central Asia long before the current conflict in
Afghanistan. Unfortunately, in a war-wrecked country, drug production is one of the few

(if not only) economic opportunities for these folks to embrace. The war has been further complicated by the Taliban and
al-Qaeda, who are now using the drug trade money to help re-arm and re-equip themselves to do further battle against
Team West. Damn, could this mess get worse? It sure can! While virtually all of this product used to be shipped abroad to
the rich, bored citizens of Europe and America, it has recently been increasingly used at home. Drug consumption and
addiction has soared in Central Asia, Russia, and East Asia.

Terrorism, drugs, and petroleum products are the main reasons that Central Asia has become an area of much inter-
est for people around the globe who otherwise would not care about this economically marooned region. There isn’t
much else about this place to interest the outsiders. What’s made this even more important in today’s world is the War
on Terror. The War on Terror is the reason why the US is in Afghanistan, supposedly the reason they are in Iraq, and the
reason why there are US military bases that have cropped up all throughout Central Asia—because of the fear that terror-
ism and extremism will be on the increase, particularly in this region. The United States is vying for influence here not to
control the place, but to control the extreme elements within the place. The United States is worried about terrorists in
this Central Asian society, but they’re not the only ones.

The Russians are also worried because they have lost a lot of territory and influence in the world since the implosion of
the USSR, so they are determined to maintain their role in the region. Their long history of influence here, desire to maintain
their status as a world power, and close ties with the Central Asian economy give them more reason to stick around. They
have their terrorist problems as well, mostly with Muslim extremists over in Chechnya, but also here in Central Asia. So 
Russia has a vested interest in maintaining a presence here. . . even if it's not a physical presence anymore.

And then there’s China. Here’s a theme that’s perfect for identifying western China as part of Central Asia and not as
China proper. It’s a little known fact that when the United
States declared war on terrorism after 9/11, there were two
countries that IMMEDIATELY jumped on board and said,
“Yeah, we’ll help! We agree that terrorism should be fought
on all fronts!” Those two countries are probably not ones you
would think of as the first in line: Russia and China. Russia
said, “We’ve been fighting Muslim extremists for years. We
call them Chechens and we are going to continue to beat the
hell out of them in our war on terrorism.” China said, “We
have Muslim extremist terrorists as well. The Uyghurs out in
the western states have been blowing stuff up and making
attempts at independence movements. We’re going to fight
the War on Terror by continuing to beat the beet juice out of
the Uyghur separatists in our country.”
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So terrorism is a rallying cry for a lot of countries to continue to be involved in Central Asia. This is a theme that prob-
ably isn’t going away any time soon. We’ve got Russia, China, and the United States in there vying for influence for oil, 
trying to control terrorism, and lots of other things. Who else may be involved in The New Great Game? For starters, the
Pakistanis, who are huge US allies and the ones fighting the truly active War on Terror on their own border. Pakistan’s
largest border is shared with Afghanistan; that border is a real hotspot for active conflict. People are shooting at each other
there all the time. That is where everyone thinks Osama bin Laden is currently hiding. Hey hold on there! 2011 Update: That
WAS where Osama was hiding, just like the US always said, and Pakistan always denied! And now, of course, he is dead.

Iran, which also fronts this region, is increasing its power on the planet by building nuclear facilities and playing up its
role as a leader of Muslim culture. It is also a major mover of natural gas and oil out of Central Asia to the rest of the world.
They want to join the power players and are vying for influence as well. They have the advantage of being Islamic like all
their Central Asian brothers. 2011 Update: Kazakhstan just inked a deal with Iran to build a major pipeline from Central Asia
to their “Muslims brothers in Iran,” as spoken by Kazakh President Nursultan Nazarbayev. Game on! Because of this, Iran
may end up being a major political player in this region in the very near future—or perhaps the US will invade them first,

but I kind of doubt it right now.

THE GAME CONTINUES TO EVOLVE WITH NEW PLAYERS
To summarize: Central Asia is an isolated region both physically and economically—a culturally and economi-

cally marooned region—which has been suddenly thrust back into prominence in the new version of The Great Game.
Why? It’s mostly for resources, such as oil and natural gas, but also for the fight against terrorism and the drug trade. We
also see some of the old school elements of The Great Game here, such as Russia not wanting to completely lose all of its
influence in the region. The US military presence is actually seen as a direct threat to this historic Russian influence.
Vladimir “The Man” Putin is not too happy about it.
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What’s the Deal with Drug Production?
Hey man, want some heroin? If you want to get it cheap, why not go right to the source? In
that case, you’d probably take a trip—no pun intended—to Afghanistan. Afghanistan is the
largest producer of opium in the world, weighing in at almost 5,000 metric tons/year.
That’s 87 percent of the opium supply of the entire world. Quite impressive.

The funny thing is that under Taliban rule, opium production was much, much lower. Once
the US intervened and knocked

the Taliban out, with an almost audible “smack”
heard round the world, opium production nearly
doubled each year after 2001. 2009 was a
world record breaker for most opium produced
in the country. Nice job, guys! Here’s a hint for
you: most of that isn’t going to the pharmaceu-
tical companies that turn opium into legiti-
mately consumed pain killers. This is hardcore
stuff getting released into the streets, mostly
in Europe and Southeast Asia, in larger and
larger quantities because that’s where the
money can be made. It’s untaxed, uncut, and a
hell of a cash crop for this economically land-
locked region. Production is only increasing,
despite US occupation.

WH AT  T H E  H E L L?  WHAT THE HELL? WHAT THE HELL? W
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What a pretty poppy garden these boys are tending—of opium poppies, that is!
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Luckily for him, Putin’s country is currently winning the fight. Some
countries have requested the US troops to leave as soon as possible, and
Uzbekistan recently just blatantly kicked them out. Many of the “-stan” coun-
tries are already reestablishing their old ties with Russia for security pur-
poses, but they’re also increasingly looking to Russia for leadership in the oil
and natural gas industries. Putin is happy again! The vehicle for this renewed
Russian leadership is a supranationalist organization named the SCO. You
heard it here first: this group has huge potential to become a major global
force in the coming decades. Best to know a bit more about it right now.

YOU GOTTA KNOW THE SCO
Watch out! This coalition could be hot! The Shanghai Cooperation Organiza-
tion (SCO) is an intergovernmental organization founded on June 14, 2001, by
leaders of the People’s Republic of China, Russia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan,
Tajikistan and Uzbekistan.

The SCO facilitates cooperation and organization on issues like natural
resource extraction, counterterrorism, extremism, and separatism. They are
now holding joint military exercises and also thinking about a free trade pact.
Though the declaration on the establishment of the SCO contained a statement that it “is not an alliance directed against
other states and regions and it adheres to the principle of openness,” most observers believe that one of the original pur-
poses of the SCO was to serve as a counterbalance to the US, and particularly to avoid conflicts that would allow the US to
intervene in areas near both Russia and China.

How are they pulling this off? In lots of curious ways that have tremendous potential for the future of these states
and also the world. First, there have been very secretive discussions about these countries creating a common cartel
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based on their exports of natural gas—basically, an Asian version of OPEC. Just as OPEC countries control the lion’s share
of exported oil and, therefore, control the supply and price, the combined SCO countries control a significant amount of
global reserves of natural gas. It is not a stretch of the imagination to see them pooling their resources together under a
single umbrella of control, which would make them all even richer.

Second, the SCO states are strengthening their defense pacts with each other to ensure that no interference or inva-
sion will be allowed from outsiders. In essence, they have formed an Asian version of NATO. The movement in this direc-
tion is why most US military bases have now been kicked out of SCO states, and also why America’s request to become an
observer state has been declined every single year. It’s also why the SCO has started doing the joint military exercises. By
the way, don’t start digging your backyard bunker in preparations for WWIII anytime soon; militarily, these guys are still
pretty clueless—okay, they outright suck. The main point is that they’re just beginning to do these exercises, thus setting
the trend for the future.

Let’s get you even smarter. What current observer state in the map above do you think is desperate to become a full
member of the SCO? If you said Iran, then give yourself a cookie and a barrel of oil. If Iran joined this Asian NATO club,
then the prospects of US/UN actions to prevent Iran from going nuclear would instantaneously become a world crisis. Dig
what I’m saying here? It’s a really big deal. 

But hang on! Don't let me paint a picture that makes the SCO look like an enemy of the US or Team West in general!
They are not! The SCO met in April 2009 specifically to try and find “an Asian solution” to the complete War of Terror
debacle going down in both Afghanistan and Pakistan. The US/NATO/Team West is losing this battle, and the SCO club
knows it, and are NOT happy about it! See, China, Russia, and India are all states that have active Islamic extremist/
terrorist problems too, and they DO NOT want to see the Afghan/Pakistani area continue to melt down, mostly because
the impacts to them will be much, much, much greater than any real impact to the US. Think about it: the SCO (plus
observers) surround this troubled area, and trouble has a way of spreading like a cancer. On multiple fronts like terrorism
and drugs, the SCO shares strategic interest with the US and Team West. Hopefully, they can think up a better solution
than the West has been trying, ’cuz it can’t get worse!

Organizing pipeline construction, conducting military exercises, trying to come up with Asian solutions to Asian
problems, and refusing to grant the US observer status. Ouch! This thing is on fire, and no one in our country has proba-

bly even heard of it, but I think you should.

THE GAME IS ON
Terrorism is a problem which, despite US influence, is not going away; it’s actually increasing. To be completely

frank, Afghanistan is the only real hotspot and haven for most of the terrorism in the region right now, mostly related to the
US/NATO war and the lack of any strong and stable government functionality. When you look at the rest of the “-stan” coun-
tries in this region, they are all strong-arm authoritarian types, mostly influenced by the biggest strong-arm of them all:

The Regions
PART TWO
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Vladimir Putin in Russia, and also the fairly assertive commie crew over in China. As such, those states are extremely success-
ful at repressing and/or eliminating terrorist elements. Unfortunately, they are also good at repressing any democratic and
human rights elements. I don’t want to paint this region in an entirely negative light, because they do have some positive
things coinciding with some of the wealth accumulation due to their increasing natural gas and oil exports. One of the things
I like people to remember is when we say, “Crap, this sucks! Gas is going to be five dollars a gallon this summer. This is terri-
ble. Oil is 130 dollars a barrel, this is terrible!” Well, it may suck for you, but it actually means great things for Central Asia and
any other oil and gas producing region. That means their revenues are expanding, and they have a little more wealth, hope-
fully to spread around to their citizens. 

Things may be looking up for the “-stans.” Economic integration in Central Asia has risen to an all time high for the
last 500 years. States are figuring out that they must work together in order to effectively build the infrastructure to get

their petroleum products exported out to the rest of the
world. With that type of cooperation comes increased
trade and communications. That is why the Plaid Avenger
really wants you to know all about that SCO, because it is
becoming the most effective organizational superstructure
to accelerate this process. Look for the SCO to not only
become an OPEC-style cartel of natural gas in Asia, but also
a NATO-style defense structure with which many Asian
nations might be keen to get involved. Trade and economic
integration will follow.

This is a place of fairly extreme economic disparity
and massive challenges in terms of infrastructure creation;
however, at the same time, due to its Soviet influence, this
is a fairly literate region. People are fairly well-educated

and the illiteracy rates are some of the lowest in the world (except Afghanistan, of course). In terms of standards of living,
access to health care and literacy rates, they are not doing too badly (except Afghanistan, of course). With Russia and
China as powerful bookends, a new Asian OPEC and an Asian NATO, things are not completely dire and could be looking
up, although the authoritarian structure in the governments of most of these places may still keep the people down for
some time to come. But that’s a story for another time and another place.

Let’s get to the next superpower on the planet . . .
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CENTRAL ASIA RUNDOWN & RESOURCES
View additional Plaid Avenger resources for this region at http://plaid.at/c_asia

BIG PLUSES

E Huge reserves of oil and natural gas, with more
being discovered every year

E Region now being courted heavily by Russia and
China and Iran, with even a distant Uncle Sam
trying to exert some influence (albeit mostly
unsuccessfully)

E The SCO is a major unifying entity of the region
that is just getting warmed up here in the 21st
century

E Region is surrounded by great powers (Russia,
China, India) who all have a sound and stable
Central Asia as their best interests; that was not
so 100 years ago

BIG PROBLEMS

E Landlocked and largely isolated from world economy
(although this is changing)

E Tough terrain and climate make inter-regional connec-
tions challenging or impossible

E Ummm . . . . Afghanistan? Enough said
E Drug production and distribution (primarily of heroine)

is widespread, and drug addiction is actually increasing
within the region as well

E Overwhelmingly reliant on oil and natural gas exports;
not economically diversified

E Supposedly a great area for terrorists, separatists, and
other rabble rousers . . . although this seems to me to
be skewed reality as government/SCO crackdowns in
the region have crushed much dissent, both of terrorists
but also of political activists (except Afghanistan)

E Almost all governments of region are one-party states/
dictatorships, with political power consolidated in the
hands of few

DEAD DUDES OF NOTE: LIVE LEADERS YOU SHOULD KNOW:

Nursultan Nazarbayev: President 
of Kazakhstan since the Fall of the
USSR and the nation’s indepen-
dence in 1991. Pretty much in
charge for life of this one-party
state bordering on dictatorship . . .
but he is actually very popular and
well-liked, so it’s a tough call. Kaza-
khstan is fast becoming a regional
powerhouse and serious economy,
and is invited to SCO, G-20, Nuclear
Summits, NATO meetings and other
important international gatherings.
Watch this guy; he is important.

Hamid Karzai: President of
Afghanistan since 2004, and pretty
much the US-sponsored head
cheese since the fall of the Taliban
in 2001. Has been accused of wild
corruption, cronyism, and vote-
rigging, and he certainly isn’t mak-
ing anyone’s list of top 100 leaders
in the world. However, the US is
trying to stick with him a little bit
longer in the hopes that he can
hold the country together and get
the government’s act together.
Don’t hold your breath on this one.

Genghis Khan: The total bad ass founder
and Khan (ruler) of the Mongol Empire,
which became the largest contiguous empire
in history after his death. After uniting the
horse-warrior, nomadic tribes of northeast
Asia in 1200 AD, went on a world tour of
whoop-ass, invading and destroying politi-
cal entities in China, India, Iran, Iraq, Egypt,
Russia, and Eastern Europe. And totally 
ravaged Oshman’s Sporting Goods in Bill &
Ted’s Excellent Adventure.
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PLAID CINEMA SELECTION:
Charlie Wilson’s War (2007) AWESOME! A dramatic biographical film, documents the efforts of Texas senator Charlie
Wilson, who passed away in 2010, in his efforts to help Afghanistan fight Soviet occupation. While certain elements of
the plot are fictional, the film does a great job of laying the basic details of the actual event on the table for this genera-
tion to understand. 

Beshkempir (1998) A Kyrgyz film, shot and produced entirely in Kyrgyzstan, is a prime example of the new wave of films
produced after the country gained independence from the Soviet Union. Film follows an adopted child growing up in rural
Kyrgyzstan. Demonstrates several Kyrgyz traditions, including funeral and engagement ceremonies. 

Seven Years in Tibet (1997) Based on real events of Austrian mountaineer Heinrich Harrer on his experiences in Tibet
between 1944 and 1951 during the Second World War, the interim period, and the Chinese People’s Liberation Army’s inva-
sion of Tibet in 1950. Features the Dalai Lama is is pretty historically accurate on the timeline and events, despite the
presence of a young Brad Pitt. 

True Noon (2009) An absurdist film made by filmmakers in Tajikistan about a change in the border between Tajikistan and
Uzbekistan. The film centers around two villages that are very close that get separated by the new divide with barbed
wire fence, all while a marriage is about to occur between two people, one from each town. 

Kandahar (2001) Depressing film is based on a story (partly true, partly fictionalized) of a successful Afghan-Canadian
who returns to Taliban-led Afghanistan after receiving a suicidal letter from her sister.

Osama (2003) Depressing story of a girl in Taliban-led Afghanistan who disguises herself as a boy in order to support her
family. It was the first film to be shot entirely in Afghanistan since 1996, when the Taliban régime banned the creation of
all film.

The Kite Runner (2007) Depressing tale of abandonment set against a backdrop of tumultuous events, from the fall of the
monarchy in Afghanistan through the Soviet invasion, the mass exodus of Afghan refugees to Pakistan and the United
States, and the Taliban regime.

Mountain Patrol (2004) Shot on location in extreme awe-inspiring landscapes, depicts the struggle between vigilante
rangers and bands of poachers in the remote Tibetan region of Kekexili (Hoh Xil). It was inspired by the documentary
Balance by Peng Hui.

Story of Weeping Camel (2003) The most exciting film you will ever see about camel weaning! A family of nomadic shep-
herds in the Gobi desert of Mongolia try to save the life of a rare white Bactrian camel calf after it was rejected by its
mother. Great scenery and unique insight into the culture, and if you don’t like reading subtitles, don’t worry; I’m not
sure they speak more than five minutes during the course of the entire 87 minute film.

Mongol (2007) The first installment of what I heard is to be a three-part series on Genghis Khan. This film is slow, quiet,
long and chronicles the rise of the man in his early years before he got to the world conquering stuff. That sounds boring,
right? But man, the scenery is totally epic, the battles are bloody, and the pacing and feel so real as that you would swear
you are actually there watching the man live. Actually shot in Kazakhstan.
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