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West African Civilizations
Like Africa as a whole, West Africa is physically, ethnically, and culturally
diverse. Much of West Africa south of the Sahara Desert falls within the
great savannah that spans the continent from east to west. West and
south of the savannah, however, in Senegambia (modern Senegal and
Gambia), stretching along the southwestern coast of West Africa, and in
the lands located along the coast of the Gulf of Guinea, there are exten-
sive forests. These two environments—savannah and forest—were home
to a great variety of cultures and languages. Patterns of settlement in the
region ranged from isolated homesteads and hamlets through villages
and towns to cities.

West Africans began cultivating crops and tending domesticated ani-
mals between 1000 BCE and 200 CE. Those who lived on the savannah usu-
ally adopted settled village life well before those who lived in the forests.
The early farmers produced millet, rice, and sorghum while tending herds
of cattle and goats. By 500 BCE, beginning with the Nok people of the for-
est region, some West Africans were producing iron tools and weapons.

From early times, the peoples of West Africa traded among them-
selves and with the peoples who lived across the Sahara Desert in North
Africa. This extensive trade became an essential part of the region’s
economy and formed the basis for the three great western Sudanese
empires that successively dominated the region from before 800 CE to
the beginnings of the modern era.

Ancient Ghana
The first known kingdom in the western Sudan was Ghana (see Map
1–3). Founded by the Soninke people in the area north of the modern
republic of Ghana, its origins are unclear. Its name comes from the
Soninke word for king.

Ghana’s kings were known in Europe and southwest Asia as the rich-
est of monarchs, and the source of their wealth was trade. The key to this
trade was the Asian camel, which was introduced into Africa during the
first century CE. With its ability to endure long journeys on small amounts
of water, the camel dramatically increased trade across the Sahara
between the western Sudan and the coastal regions of North Africa.
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Why is West Africa significant
for African-American history?

How and why was Timbuktu a
major center of trade and
cultural exchange?

What impact did Islam have on
West Africa?

What did the people of Central
Africa have in common with
those of the Guinea Coast?
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Robert W. July. A History of the African People,
5th ed. Prospect Heights, IL: Waveland, 1998.
A comprehensive and current social history
with good coverage of West Africa and West
African women.

Teaching Notes

The Soninke succeeded in dominating their
neighbors and forging an empire through
constant warfare and the possession of superior
iron weapons. Ghana’s boundaries reached into
the Sahara desert to its north and modern
Senegal to its south. But the empire’s real power
lay in commerce.
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Ghana traded in several commodities. From North Africa came silk,
cotton, glass beads, horses, mirrors, dates, and, especially, salt, which was
a scarce necessity in the torridly hot western Sudan. In return, Ghana
exported pepper, slaves, and, especially, gold. The slaves were usually
war captives, and the gold came from mines in the Wangara region to
the southwest of Ghana. The Soninke did not mine the gold themselves,
but the kings of Ghana grew rich by taxing it as it passed through their
lands.

Before the fifth century CE, when the Roman Empire dominated the
Mediterranean region, Roman merchants and Berbers—the indigenous
people of western North Africa—were West Africa’s chief partners in the
trans-Sahara trade. After the fifth century, as Roman power declined
and Islam spread across North Africa, Arabs replaced the Romans. Arab
merchants settled in Saleh, the Muslim part of Kumbi Saleh, Ghana’s
capital. This was an impressive city, with stone houses and tombs, and as
many as twenty thousand people. Visitors remarked the splendor of
Kumbi Saleh’s royal court. Some Soninke converted to Islam. Moslems
dominated the royal bureaucracy and in the process introduced Arabic
writing to the region.

A combination of commercial and religious rivalries finally
destroyed Ghana during the twelfth century. The Almorvids, who were
Islamic Berbers, had been Ghana’s principal competitors for control of
the trans-Sahara trade. In 992 Ghana’s army captured Awdaghost, the
Almorvid trade center northwest of Kumbi Saleh. Driven as much by
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MAP 1–3 The Empires of Ghana 
and Mali
The western Sudanese empires of Ghana
and Mali helped shape West African culture.

What does this map suggest about
the historical relationship between
ancient Ghana and Mali?
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Map 1-3

Mali had a larger territory that provided more
trading advantages than Ghana.

Documents

1-2 A Tenth-Century Arab Description of the
East African Coast
This selection is from the famous Baghdadi
scholar, al-Mas’udi, who died in Cairo about 956
CE. He describes the coastal region of East Africa
from the Horn down to Mozambique, a region
that he visited on a voyage from Oman.
1-3 Ghana and Its People in the Mid-Eleventh
Century
This excerpt is from the geographical work of the
Spanish Muslim geographer al-Bakri (d. 1094).
He describes with great precision some customs
of the ruler and the people of the capital of Ghana
gleaned from other Arabic sources and travelers.
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Al Bakri Describes Kumbi Saleh and Ghana’s
Royal Court

Nothing remains of the documents compiled by Ghana’s Islamic
bureaucracy. As a result, accounts of the civilization are all based on the
testimony of Arab or Berber visitors. In this passage, written in the eleventh
century, Arab geographer Al Bakri describes the great wealth and power of
the king of Ghana.

The city of Ghana [Kumbi Saleh] consists of two towns lying in a
plain. One of these towns is inhabited by Muslims. It is large and

possesses twelve mosques. . . . There are imams and muezzins, and
assistants as well as jurists and learned men. Around the town are
wells of sweet water from which they drink and near which they grow
vegetables. The town in which the king lives is six miles from the
Muslim one, and bears the name Al Ghaba [the forest]. The land
between the two towns is covered with houses. The houses of the
inhabitants are of stone and acacia wood. The king has a palace and
a number of dome-shaped dwellings, the whole surrounded by an
enclosure like the defensive wall of a city. In the town where the king
lives, and not far from the hall where he holds his court of justice, is
a mosque where pray the Muslims who come on diplomatic missions.
Around the king’s town are domed buildings, woods, and copses
where live the sorcerers of these people, the men in charge of the
religious cult. . . .

Of the people who follow the king’s religion, only he and his
heir presumptive, who is the son of his sister, may wear sewn
clothes. All the other people wear clothes of cotton, silk, or
brocade, according to their means. All men shave their beards 
and women shave their heads. The king adorns himself like a
woman, wearing necklaces and bracelets, and when he sits 
before the people he puts on a high cap decorated with gold 
and wrapped in a turban of fine cotton. The court of appeal 
[for grievances against officials] is held in a domed pavilion
around which stand ten horses with gold embroidered trappings.
Behind the king stand ten pages holding shields and swords
decorated with gold, and on his right are the sons of the
subordinate kings of his country, all wearing splendid garments
and their hair mixed with gold. . . . When the people professing
the same religion as the king approach him, they fall on their
knees and sprinkle their heads with dust, for this is their way of
showing him their respect. As for the Muslims, they greet him only
by clapping their hands.

IN THEIR OWN WORDS . . .
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religious fervor as by economic interest, the Almorvids retaliated in
1076 by conquering Ghana. The Soninke regained their independence
in 1087, but a little over a century later fell to the Sosso, a previously
tributary people, who destroyed Kumbi Saleh.

The Empire of Mali, 1230–1468
Following the defeat of Ghana by the Almorvids, many western
Sudanese peoples competed for political and economic power. This
contest ended in 1235 when the Mandinka, under their legendary
leader Sundiata (c. 1210–1260), defeated the Sosso at the Battle of
Kirina. Sundiata went on to forge the Empire of Mali.

Mali, which means “where the emperor resides,” was socially, politi-
cally, and economically similar to Ghana. Stretching 1,500 miles from
the Atlantic coast to the region east of the Niger River, Mali was cen-
tered farther south than Ghana, in a region of greater rainfall and more
abundant crops. Sundiata gained direct control of the gold mines of

What Do You Think?
What does this passage indicate about life in ancient Ghana?

According to Al Bakri, in what ways do customs in Kumbi Saleh
differ from customs in Arab lands?

Mansa Musa ruled the Empire of Mali from 1312 to 1337.

What Do You Think

• Religious tensions between the King’s religion,
Islam, and the indigenous religion of the
Soninke, were a part of everyday life in ancient
Ghana.

• All men shave their beards and women shave
their heads. Also, the Ghana King wears ornate
clothing and jewelry.
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Wangara, making his empire wealthier than Ghana had been. As a
result, Mali’s population grew, reaching a total of eight million.

Sundiata was also an important figure in western Sudanese religion.
According to legend, he wielded magical powers to defeat his enemies.
But Sundiata was a Muslim and helped make Mali—at least superficially—
a Muslim state. West Africans had been converting to Islam since Arab
traders began arriving in the region centuries before. By Sundiata’s time,
most merchants and bureaucrats were Muslims, and the empire’s rulers
gained stature among Arab states by converting to Islam.

To administer their vast empire at a time when communication was
slow, Mali’s rulers relied heavily on personal and family ties with local
chiefs. Mali’s most important city was Timbuktu, which had been estab-
lished during the eleventh century beside the Niger River near the
southern edge of the Sahara Desert.

By the thirteenth century, Timbuktu was a major hub for
trade in gold, slaves, and salt. It attracted merchants from
throughout the Mediterranean world and became a center of
Islamic learning. There were several mosques in the city, 150
Islamic schools, a law school, and many book dealers. It sup-
ported a cosmopolitan community and impressed visitors with
its absence of religious and ethnic intolerance. Even though
Mali enslaved war captives and traded slaves, an Arab traveler
noted in 1352–1353, “the Negroes possess some admirable
qualities. They are seldom unjust, and have a greater abhor-
rence of injustice than any other people.”

The Mali Empire reached its peak during the reign of
Mansa Musa (1312–1337). One of the wealthiest rulers the
world has known, Musa made himself and Mali famous when in
1324 he undertook a pilgrimage across Africa to the Islamic
holy city of Mecca in Arabia. With an entourage of sixty thou-
sand, a train of one hundred elephants, and a propensity for dis-
tributing huge amounts of gold to those who greeted him along
the way, Musa amazed the Islamic world. After Musa’s death,
however, Mali declined. In 1468, one of the most powerful of its
formerly subject peoples, the Songhai, captured Timbuktu.
Their leader, Sunni Ali, founded a new West African empire.

The Empire of Songhai, 1464–1591
The Songhai were great traders and warriors. They had seceded from
Mali in 1375. Under Sunni Ali, who reigned from 1464 to 1492, they
built the last and largest of the western Sudanese empires (see Map
1–4). Sunni Ali required conquered peoples to pay tribute, but other-
wise let them run their own affairs.

When Sunni Ali died by drowning, Askia Muhammad Toure led a suc-
cessful revolt against Ali’s son to make himself king of Songhai. The new
king, who reigned from 1492 to 1528, extended the empire northward

Senegal R.Gambia R
.

Nige
r R.

Benue R.

Congo R.

CENTRAL
SUDAN

WESTERN
SUDAN

SENEGAMBIA

ASHANTE

AKAN DAHOMEY
OYO

YORUBALAND

BENIN

ANGOLA

MOROCCO

SONGHAI

KONGO

ALGERIA

TUNISIACanary
Islands

Fez

Sijilmasse

Taghaza

Timbuktu

AgadesGao

Jenne
Gabir

Katsina

Benin City

Mbanza
Kongo

Ife

Walata

0 500 mi250

0 500 km250

ATLANTIC
OCEAN

M e d i t e r r a n e a n
S e a

Gulf of
Guinea

Lake
Chad

MAP 1–4 West and Central Africa,
c. 1500
This map shows the Empire of Songhai
(1464–1591), the Kongo kingdom 
(c. 1400–1700), and the major kingdoms 
of the West African forest region.

How did the Western Sudanese
empires’ geographical location make
them susceptible to slave trading?

Map 1-4

Being on the Atlantic Ocean made them
susceptible to slave trading.



into the Sahara, westward into Mali, and eastward to encompass the trad-
ing cities of Hausaland. He centralized the administration of the empire,
replacing local chiefs with members of his family, substituting taxation for
tribute, and establishing a bureaucracy to regulate trade.

A devout Muslim, Muhammad Toure used his power to spread the
influence of Islam within the empire. During a pilgrimage to Mecca in
1497 he established diplomatic relations with Morocco and Egypt and
recruited Moslem scholars to serve at the Sankore Mosque at Timbuktu.
Despite these efforts, by the end of Muhammad Toure’s reign (the aging
ruler, senile and blind, was deposed by family members), Islamic culture
was still weak in West Africa outside urban areas. Peasants, who made up
95 percent of the population, spoke a variety of languages, continued to
practice indigenous religions, and remained loyal to their local chiefs.

Songhai reached its peak of influence under Askia Daud between
1549 and 1582. But the political balance of power in West Africa was
changing rapidly, and Songhai failed to adapt. Since the 1430s, adven-
turers from Portugal had been establishing trading centers along the
Guinea coast seeking gold and diverting it from the trans-Sahara trade.
Their success threatened the Arab rulers of North Africa, Songhai’s tra-
ditional partners in the trans-Sahara trade. In 1591 the king of
Morocco, hoping to regain access to West African gold, sent an army of
mercenaries armed with muskets and cannons across the Sahara to
attack Gao, Songhai’s capital. The Songhai forces were armed only with
bows and lances, which were no match for firearms. Its army destroyed,
the Songhai empire fell apart. West Africa was without a government
powerful enough to intervene when the Portuguese, other Europeans,
and the African kingdoms of the Guinea Coast became more interested
in trading for human beings than for gold.

The West African Forest Region
The area called the forest region of West Africa, which includes stretches
of savannah, extends two thousand miles along the Atlantic coast from
Senegambia in the northwest to the former kingdom of Benin (modern
Cameroon) in the east. Among the early settlers of the forest region
were the Nok, who around 500 BCE, in what is today southern Nigeria,
created a culture noted for its iron working technology and its terra-
cotta sculptures. But significant migration into the forests began only
after 1000 CE, as the western Sudanese climate became increasingly dry.

The peoples of the forest region are of particular importance for
African-American history because of the role they played in the Atlantic
slave trade as both slave traders and as victims of the trade.

Because people migrated southward from the Sudan in small groups
over an extended period, the process brought about considerable cultural
diversification. A variety of languages, economies, political systems, and tra-
ditions came into existence. Some ancient customs survived, such as divid-
ing types of agricultural labor by gender and living in villages composed of
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The Nok people of what is today Nigeria
produced terra-cotta sculptures like this one
during the first millennium BCE.

Documents

1-4 Muslim Reform in Songhai
Around 1500 Askia Muhammad al-Turi, the first
Muslim among the rulers of Songhai, wrote to
the North African Muslim theologian Muhammad
al-Maghili (d. 1504) with a series of questions
about proper Muslim practices.
1-5 Job Hortop and the British Enter the Slave
Trade, 1567
In 1567, a British admiral seized 500 Africans in
Sierre Leone and set off across the ocean, but
the Spanish fleet captured him in a Mexican port
and destroyed many of his ships. Although he
escaped, 100 of his men were left in the Bay of
Mexico; only three eventually returned to
England. One of those was 17-year-old Job
Hortop, who wrote this narrative after 23 years in
Spanish captivity.
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extended families. The forest region became a patchwork of diverse ethnic
groups with related, but sometimes quite different, ways of life.

Colonizing a region covered with thick vegetation was hard work. In
some portions of the forest, agriculture did not supplant hunting and
gathering until the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. In more open parts
of the region, however, several small kingdoms emerged centuries earlier.
Benin City, for example, dates to the thirteenth century and life in Nigeria
to the eleventh. Although none of these kingdoms ever grew as large as
the empires of the western Sudan, some were powerful. They were ruled
by kings who claimed semi divine status. Their power was limited by local
nobility and urban elites. Kings sought to extend their power by conquer-
ing neighboring peoples. Secrecy and elaborate ritual marked royal
courts, which were also centers of support for art and religion.

Senegambia and the Akan States
The inhabitants of Senegambia shared a common history and spoke closely
related languages, but they were not politically united. Parts of the region
had been incorporated within the empires of Ghana and Mali and had
been exposed to Islamic influences. Senegambian society was strictly hierar-
chical, with royalty at the top and slaves at the bottom. Most people were
farmers, growing rice, millet, sorghum, plantains, beans, and bananas. They
supplemented their diet with fish, oysters, rabbits, and monkeys.

To the southeast of Senegambia were the Akan states. They emerged
during the sixteenth century as the gold trade provided local rulers with
the wealth they needed to clear forests and initiate agricultural economies.
To accomplish this, the rulers traded gold from mines under their control
for slaves, who did the difficult work of cutting trees and burning refuse.
Then settlers received open fields from the rulers in return for a portion

The great mosque at the West African city of Jenne was first built during the fourteenth
century CE.

This life-size bust of a Yoruba king —
perhaps Obalufon II—is one of fifteen found
in the city of Ife.
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of their produce and services. When Europeans arrived, they traded guns
for gold. The guns in turn allowed the Akan states to expand, and during
the late seventeenth century, one of them, the Ashante, created a well-
organized and densely populated kingdom, comparable in size to the
modern country of Ghana. By the eighteenth century, this kingdom not
only dominated the central portion of the forest region, but also used its
army extensively to capture slaves for sale to European traders.

To the east of the Akan states (in modern Benin and western Nigeria)
lived the people of the Yoruba culture, who gained ascendancy in the area
as early as 1000 CE by trading kola nuts and cloth to the peoples of the
western Sudan. The artisans of the Yoruba city of Ife gained renown for
their fine bronze, brass, and terra-cotta sculptures. Ife was also notable for
the prominent role of women in conducting its profitable commerce.
During the seventeenth century, the Oyo people, employing a well-trained
cavalry, imposed political unity on part of the Yoruba region. They, like
the Ashante, became extensively involved in the Atlantic slave trade.

Located to the west of the Oyo were the Fon people, who formed
the Kingdom of Dahomey, which rivaled Oyo as a center for the slave
trade. The king of Dahomey was an absolute monarch who took thou-
sands of wives for himself from leading Fon families as a way to assure
the loyalty of potential rivals.

The Kingdom of Benin
At the eastern end of the forest region was the Kingdom of Benin, which
controlled an extensive area in what is today southern Nigeria. The people
of this kingdom shared a common heritage with the Yoruba, who played a
role in its formation during the thirteenth century. Throughout its history,
Benin’s politics were marked by a struggle for power between the Oba
(king), who claimed divine status, and the kingdom’s hereditary nobility.

During the fifteenth century, after a reform of its army, Benin began
to expand to the Niger River in the east, to the Gulf of Guinea to the
south, and into Yoruba country to the west. The kingdom reached its
apogee during the late sixteenth century. European visitors at that time
remarked on the size and sophistication of its capital, Benin City, which
was a center for the production of the fine bronze sculptures for which
the region is still known. The wealthy people of the city dined on beef,
mutton, chicken, and yams. Its streets, unlike those of European cities of
the time, were free of beggars.

Benin remained little influenced by Islam or Christianity, but like
other coastal kingdoms, it became increasingly involved in the Atlantic
slave trade. Beginning in the late fifteenth century, the Oba of Benin
allowed Europeans to enter the country to trade for gold, pepper, ivory,
and slaves. Initially, the Oba forbade the sale of his own subjects, but his
large army—the first in the forest region to be provided with European
firearms—captured others for the trade as it conquered neighboring
regions. By the seventeenth century, Benin’s prosperity depended on

This carved wooden ceremonial offering
bowl is typical of a Yoruba art form that has
persisted for centuries.
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MAP 1–5 Trans-Saharan Trade Routes
Ancient trade routes connected sub-
Saharan West Africa to the Mediterranean
coast.

What was the significance of the trans-
Sahara trade in West African history?

the slave trade. As the kingdom declined during the eighteenth century,
it began to sell some of its own people to European slave traders.

To Benin’s east was Igboland, a densely populated but politically
weak region stretching along the Niger River. The Igbo people lived in
one of the stateless societies common in West Africa. In these societies,
families rather than central authorities governed. Village elders pro-
vided local government and life centered on family homesteads.
Igboland had for many years exported field workers and skilled artisans
to Benin and other kingdoms. When Europeans arrived, they expanded
this trade, which brought many Igbos to the Americas (see Map 1–5).

Reading Check Why is West Africa significant for African-
American history?

Kongo and Angola
Although the forebears of most African Americans came from West Africa,
many also came from Central Africa, in particular the region around the
Congo River and its tributaries and the region to the south that the
Portuguese called Angola. The people of these regions had much in com-
mon with those of the Guinea Coast. They divided labor by gender, lived
in villages composed of extended families, and accorded semidivine status
to their kings. Like the people of West Africa, they were ensnared in the
Atlantic slave trade as it grew to immense proportions after 1500.

During the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, much of the Congo
River system, with its fertile valleys and abundant fish, came under the
control of the Kingdom of Kongo. The wealth of this kingdom also

Reading Check

West Africans, particularly the peoples of the
forest region, played an important role in the
Atlantic slave trade, both as slave traders and as
victims of the trade. Thus, the region’s history
and culture are closely tied to the forced
migration of Africans to North America and 
to the culture African Americans developed in
their new environment.

Map 1-5

Trans-Sahara trade became an essential part of
the region’s economy and formed the basis for
the three great western Sudanese empires that
dominated the region.

Retracing the Odyssey

African Gallery, University of Pennsylvania
Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology,
Philadelphia. The gallery includes a collection of
Benin bronzes.
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Nzinga Mbemba, baptized Dom Affonso,
ruled as the Mani Kongo from about
1506 to 1543 CE. Mbemba was a son of

Nzinga Knuwu, who, as Mani Kongo, established
diplomatic ties with Portugal. Amid considerable
ceremony, Knuwu converted to Christianity
because conversion gave him access to Portuguese
musketeers he needed to put down a rebellion.

By 1495, Knuwu’s inability to accept
Christian monogamy led him to renounce his bap-
tism and to banish Christians—both Portuguese
and Kongolese—from Mbanza Kongo. Mbemba,
who was a sincere Christian, became their cham-
pion in opposition to a traditionalist faction
headed by his half brother Mpanza. Following
Knuwu’s death in 1506, the two princes fought
over the succession. The victory of Mbemba’s
forces led to his coronation as Affonso and the
execution of Mpanza.

By then Mbemba had gained at least out-
ward respect from the Portuguese monarchy as a
ruler and devout Christian missionary. In 1516 a
Portuguese priest described Mbemba as “not . . .
a man but an angel sent by the Lord to this king-
dom to convert it.” Mbemba destroyed fetishes
and shrines associated with Kongo’s traditional
religion. He replaced them with crucifixes and
images of saints and built several Christian
churches.

Mbemba hoped also to modernize his
nation on a European model. He dressed in
Portuguese clothing, sent young men to Portugal

to be educated, and began schools to educate the
children of Kongo’s nobility. His son Dom
Henrique, who became a Christian bishop, briefly
represented Kongo at the Vatican.

Mbemba put too much faith in his
Portuguese patrons and too little in the tradi-
tions of his people. By 1508, Portuguese priests
were trading in slaves and living with Kongolese
mistresses. He was supposed to have a monopoly
over the slave trade, and increasingly his own
people were subjected to that trade.

Mbemba’s complaints led to a formal agree-
ment in 1512 called the Regimento, which actually
worsened matters. It placed restrictions on the
priests and pledged continued Portuguese mili-
tary assistance. But it also recognized the right of
Portuguese merchants to trade for copper, ivory,
and slaves and exempted Portuguese from punish-
ment under local law. Soon the trade and related
corruption increased, and so did unrest among
Mbemba’s increasingly unhappy subjects. In
1526, Mbemba begged the Portuguese
king that “in these kingdoms
there should not be any
trade in slaves or market
for slaves.”

In 1568—a quarter-
century after his death—
Kongo became a client
state of Portugal,
and the slave
trade expanded.
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derived from its access to salt and iron and its extensive trade with
the interior of the continent. Nzinga Knuwu, who was Mani Kongo (the
Kongolese term for king) when Portuguese expeditions arrived in
the region in the late fifteenth century, surpassed other African rulers in
welcoming the intruders. His son Nzinga Mbemba tried to convert the
kingdom to Christianity and remodel it along European lines. The result-
ing unrest, combined with Portuguese greed and the effects of the slave
trade, undermined royal authority and ultimately led to the breakup of
the kingdom and the social disruption of the entire Kongo-Angola region.

Retracing the Odyssey

National Museum of African Art, Smithsonian
Institution, Washington, D.C. The museum
exhibits visual art from African regions south of
the Sahara Desert. It includes art from ancient
Benin and ancient Kerma in Nubia. There is also
an exhibit of African musical instruments.


