Afghanistan
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Afghanistan is a landlocked country in southwestern Asia.  It is also considered to be part of the Middle East. It is surrounded by six countries, Pakistan to the east and south, Iran to the west, Turkmenistan to the northwest, Uzbekistan and Tajikistan to the north and China to the northeast. The country is divided into three geographical regions.  First, the central highlands, which account for 64% of the land area, are part of the Himalayan Ranges.  The Hindu Kush is the major mountain range within Afghanistan and dominates the eastern region.  The Khyber Pass is a 33-mile passage through the Hindu Kush mountain range.  It connects the northern part of Pakistan with Afghanistan and links Central Asia and South Asia. The Khyber Pass is one of the most famous mountain passes in the World.  It is the best land route between India and Pakistan and has had a long and often violent history.  Conquering armies have used the Khyber as an entry point for their invasions since Alexander the Great.  The Khyber Pass has also been a major trade route for centuries.  The second region is the fertile northern plains.  The final region is the southwestern plateau which accounts for 25% of the land area and is a desert region vegetated mostly by scrub.  The diversity of the land causes much variety in weather around the country—on a single summer day it may be 40°F in the mountains but 120°F in the lowlands. 
Afghanistan, whose capital is Kabul, is home to many different ethnic groups, the largest group is the Pashtuns.  Each group speaks its own language, although the two main languages spoken within Afghanistan are Pashtu and Dari. One unifying aspect of Afghan life is religion—the vast majority of the population is Muslim (99%). The country's population is now estimated to be more than 32 million. 
