
376      Part V: Social Dynamics

W hen Sally Ride, the first U.S. woman in space, 
looked down at Earth, she, like other astro-
nauts who have the opportunity to see the 

planet from far above, experienced the overview effect. 
This occurs when Earth is viewed from a new angle, from 
the perspective of space. Ride described the impact it had 
on her.

Mountain ranges, volcanoes, and river deltas 
appeared in salt-and-flour relief, all leading me to 
assume the role of a novice geologist. In such 
moments, it was easy to imagine the dynamic 
upheavals that created jutting mountain ranges 
and the internal wrenching that created rifts and 
seas. I also became an instant believer in plate tec-
tonics; India really is crashing into Asia, and Saudi 
Arabia and Egypt really are pulling apart, making 
the Red Sea wider. Even though their respective 
motion is really no more than mere inches a year, 
the view from overhead makes theory come alive. 
(Quoted in Beaver 2012)

Ride’s perspective changed, and thus, her ability to rec-
ognize and understand the world also changed. Ride saw 
and noticed things she had not seen or noticed before 
because of this new view of the world. In this chapter, you 
will learn to observe changes in the world’s population 
from a sociological perspective and, in the process, see and 
notice patterns you may not have paid attention to before.

Since the emergence of Homo sapiens in East Africa 
almost 200,000 years ago, human populations have grown 
in uneven surges and declines due to births, deaths, and 
migrations. The World Population Clock (see Table 13.1) 
illustrates the current state of the human population. As 
you can see, there are now more than 7 billion people on 
Earth, and the number is increasing rapidly.

The world’s human population grew sporadically over 
the millennia, but the explosion of human beings on the 
planet in the past 2.5 centuries is stunning. If we collapsed 
all human history into one 24-hour day, the time period 
since 1750 would consume 1 minute. Yet 25% of all 
humans have lived during this 1-minute time period. In 
the 200 years from 1750 to 1950, the world’s population 

  THINK ABOUT IT

Micro: Local community
What is the population profile of your hometown: economic status of residents, ethnic 
and racial composition, and recent immigrant groups? Where do you fit into that 
population profile?

Meso: National institutions, 
complex organizations, and 

ethnic groups

Why do people move from rural areas to urban areas? What problems might this 
pattern of movement create?

Macro: National and global 
systems

How do global issues relating to demographic changes, urbanization, and the 
environment affect your family and your local community?

Table 13.1  Population Clock, 2015 

World Global South Global North

Population 7,336,435,000 6,082,235,000 1,254,199,000

Births per day 399,926 362,226 37,700

Births per year 145,973,000 132,213,000 13,760,000

Deaths per day 156,306 122,654 33,652

Deaths per year 57,052,000 44,769,000 12,283,000

Infant deaths per day 14,660 14,459 201

Natural annual increase 88,921,000 87,444,000 1,477,000

Source: Population Reference Bureau (2015).
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