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Diverse Societies in Africa 

A LAND OF GEOGRAPHIC 
CONTRASTS (Pages 213–215) 
What are some of the geographic 
contrasts in Africa? 

Africa is the second largest continent in 
the world. It stretches 4,600 miles from 
east to west and 5,000 miles from north to 
south. It has about one-fifth of the earth’s 
land. Much of the land is a high plateau, 
with lower land near the coasts. The rivers 
that flow along this high land often form 
waterfalls or rapids. As a result, boats 
cannot use these rivers to travel either to 
or from the coast. Also, the coast has few 
harbors for so large a landmass. 

Africa has many different 
environments. There are hot, dry deserts; 
steamy, wet rain forests; and high, cool 
mountains. 

About a third of Africa’s land is desert. 
Few people live there. Deserts form a 
barrier to people who want to move from 

one area to another. The Sahara Desert in 
the north of Africa is about one-third the 
size of the United States. Dense rain 
forests cover much of the central part of 
Africa. 

The northern and southern regions of 
Africa have large numbers of people. Most 
Africans live on the savannas, grasslands 
that cover almost half of the continent. 
They grow grains, including rice and 
wheat, and tend cattle. 

The land at the southern edge of the 
Sahara Desert is the Sahel. Each year, the 
Sahara Desert takes over a little more of 
this Sahel. 
 1. Name three contrasting features of 

African geography. 

_______________________________  

_______________________________  

Terms and Names 
Sahara  Large desert in Africa 
savanna  Grassy plain 
Sahel  Land at the southern edge of the Sahara 
animism  Religion in which spirits play a role in daily life 
Nok  African people who lived in what is now Nigeria from 500 B.C. to A.D. 200 
Djenné-Djeno  Oldest known city in Africa south of the Sahara 

Before You Read 
In the last section, you read about empires in China. 

In this section, you will learn how African people developed diverse 
societies. 

As You Read 
Use an outline to organize ideas and details about Africa. 
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EARLY HUMANS ADAPT TO THEIR 
ENVIRONMENTS (Pages 215–216) 
When and where did people begin to 
farm? 

The first humans in Africa got food by 
hunting animals and gathering plants. 
Even today, some African peoples still use 
this method to get food. 

Over time, these people learned to tame 
animals and raise them for food. Like the 
hunters and gatherers, these herders were 
nomadic people. As they moved, they 
looked for grass and for water for their 
animals. When food or water was used up 
in one area, they moved to another. 

About 10,000 B.C., some people in 
Africa began to farm. People used to farm 
in the area of the Sahara before it became 
a desert. They also farmed in the Nile 
Valley and West Africa or on the grass-
lands. Some moved to the rain forest. 
 2. Where did African people settle and 

begin farming? 

______________________________  

______________________________  

EARLY SOCIETIES IN WEST 
AFRICA (Pages 216–217) 
How did early societies live? 

The diverse environments of Africa 
created much variety in the way different 
African peoples lived, The people who 
lived south of the Sahara, though, had 
these features in common: 
• The family was the most important 

unit of society. The family was an 
extended family that included 
grandparents, aunts, uncles, and 
cousins. In some groups, family 
included all the people who came from 
common ancestors. This is called a 
clan. 

• They believed that one god created the 
world. Their beliefs included 
animism. They felt that plants, 
animals, and other natural forces all 
have spirits that play an important role 
in life. 

• They relied on oral storytelling, rather 
than writing, to pass on the traditions 
of their people. In West Africa, for 
example, storytellers, or griots, kept 
history alive. 

 3. What features did people living south 
of the Sahara have in common? 

_______________________________  

_______________________________  

WEST AFRICAN IRON AGE  
(Pages 217–219) 
Who were the Iron Age societies? 

The West African Nok culture existed 
from about 500 B.C, to A.D. 200. The Nok 
people made pottery figures and were the 
first people in Africa who knew how to 
make iron. Some styles of Nok pottery are 
still found in Africa today. 

Djenné-Djeno is the oldest known 
African city south of the Sahara. It is 
located on the banks of the Niger River. It 
dates from about 250 B.C. About 50,000 
people lived there at its height. At first, 
they lived in round huts made of reeds and 
covered with mud. Later they lived in 
houses of mud bricks. They grew rice, 
raised cattle, and made iron. They traded 
these goods for gold and copper. 
 4. What is Djenné-Djeno? 

_______________________________  

_______________________________  
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As you read about Africa’s diverse societies, fill out the chart. 

How did each environmental feature affect the peoples of ancient Africa? 

Take notes to explain how the people in each group adapted to their 
environment. 

 

Environmental feature Effect on Africans 

1. Waterfalls and rapids  

2. Sahara and Kalahari deserts  

3. Mediterranean coastal areas  

4. Tsetse fly  

5. Fertile land of savannas  

Group Methods of Adaptation 

6. San of the Kalahari Desert  

7. Nok people  

8. People of Djenné-Djeno  
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