Africa

Land

The continent of Africa is the second largest
continent after Asia. It covers about 11,700,000
square miles (30,300,000 sq km). Climate and
geography have significantly shaped African
history and culture. Even today these factors are
a hindrance and a barrier to the free movement
of people.

The continent itself is an immense plateau broken
by narrow mountain ranges and coastal plains. The
longest river in the world, the Nile, flows through
northeastern Africa. The world’s largest desert, the
Sahara, is also found In the northern section. Some
of the densest rain forests in the world are found In
the southwestern Congo region. Much of the
continent is grassland inhabited by a diverse
animal population.
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More than 680 million people live in Africa, about 10 percent of the world’s population. The continent
is divided into more than 50 countries. Twenty or more different ethnic groups might live in one
country! This means that Africa is home to thousands of different ethnic groups, each with its own
unique language, traditions, religion, and way of life.

Today, many parts of Africa are becoming more and more urbanized. In major metropolitan areas,
people drive cars, have televisions and computers with Internet access, and have opportunities for
higher education. Yet, about three-fifths of the African population live in rural areas. Their traditions
and cultures have remained unchanged over the centuries. People in rural areas use the resources of
the land in many ways. Some, like the Maasai of the savanna, are cattle herders. The Tuareg tribe have
traditionally been nomadic, traveling across the Sahara; however, some Tuareg have now become
semi-nomadic or sedentary. Another group of people, called Pygmies, survive in the rain forests by
hunting and gathering forest plants and fruit.

When European traders first began buying from Africans, they wanted gold and ivory. They soon
found it more profitable to buy and sell African people. This practice resulted in more than 12 million
men, women, and children being taken from their homes and sold into slavery.
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