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mushroomed from 800 million to 2.5 billion. On October 
12, 1999, the global population reached 6 billion. It has 
now expanded to over 7.3 billion, with almost all of the lat-
est growth in the Global South (U.S. Census Bureau 2016).

Let us start by focusing on one area of our world: East 
Africa. We begin here partly because East Africa is believed 
to be home to Earth’s earliest human inhabitants, remains 
of Homo sapiens. Scientists believe that a jawbone found 
in the Afar region of Ethiopia dates back 2.8 million years 
ago, predating Lucy in the Olduvai Gorge between Kenya 
and Tanzania by half a century (Shreeve 2015).

Here, we focus on Kenya in East Africa because it is 
making human history for another reason. With a popula-
tion of 45 million people and a growth rate of 2.11% annu-
ally,  Kenya has one of the most rapidly growing 
populations on Earth (World Factbook 2014d). Kenya is 
made up of many tribal groups. With different religions 
and value systems, the tribes have clashed in power strug-
gles in recent years. Still, there are several themes that 
pervade most Kenyan subcultures, as illustrated by the fol-
lowing example.

Wengari, like Kenyan girls of most tribal affiliations, 
married in her teens. She has been socialized to believe 
that her main purpose in life is to bear children, to help 
with the farming, and to care for parents in their old age. 
Children are seen as an asset in Kenya. Religious beliefs 
and cultural value systems encourage large families. 
However, due to high birth rates and high death rates 
caused by AIDS, the working-age population has declined 
and cannot continue to feed the growing population. 
Almost half (44.8%) of the Kenyan population consists of 
dependents: people under 15 or over 65 years of age who 
rely on working-age citizens to support them (World 
Factbook 2014d). Almost all of the dependent population 
consists of children under 15, rather than adults over 65 
(42.1%, compared with 2.7% of the population). Adding to 
Kenya’s problems are severe droughts that kill animal 
herds and destroy crops. These facts, however, have little 
impact on the behavior of young women like Wengari, 
who, socialized to conform to the female role within her 
society, plans on having many children.

By contrast, far to the north, in many of the industrial-
ized, urbanized countries of Europe, birth rates are below 
population replacement levels, meaning population size 
has begun to drop. The population growth rate in 
Germany is 0.18%; in France, 0.45%; and in the United 
Kingdom, 0.54%. Russia, Hungary, Latvia, the Czech 
Republic, and many other countries in Eastern Europe are 
also losing population (World Factbook 2015d, 2015e, 
2015f). Germany, the most prosperous nation in Europe, 

does not have enough working-age people to support the 
pensions of older Germans. Much of Europe faces this 
problem (Daley and Kulish 2013). This may have influ-
enced the decision to welcome Syrian refugees.

Whereas Asia’s share of world population is likely to 
hover around 60% through the next century, Europe’s 
portion has declined sharply and will likely drop even 
more during the rest of the 21st century. Countries out-
side of Europe growing by less than 1% annually include 
Albania, Brazil, China, and Russia. Africa and Latin 
America each will gain part of Europe’s portion. By 2100, 
Africa is expected to capture the greatest share (World 
Bank 2016a).

As societies develop, birth rates tend to go down. For 
example, typical European young people often wait until 
their late 20s or even 30s to start a family, postponing chil-
dren until their education is complete and a job is in hand. 
Moreover, they have access to effective birth control 
options, widely used throughout their societies. Unlike 
many children in the Global South, most children born in 
Europe will survive to old age. Parents do not feel as 
though they must have many children in order to see some 
grow to maturity. Life expectancy, the number of years a 
person in a particular society can expect to live, is 63.5 
years in Kenya (World Factbook 2014d). In Japan and 
some European countries, it is more than 82 years.

China, the country with the largest population in  
the world (1.35 billion people), had the greatest drop in 

Changes in the environment and in the global economy compel 
many families like this one to join the worldwide urbanization 
trend and move to the nearest city in search of work. Much of the 
socialization they received in villages will not be relevant to their 
new urban lives.
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