
Trans-Saharan Trade  
The Sahara desert, the largest in the world, was still able to be traveled by early Africans. They created a trade network 
through the region called trans-Saharan trade routes. These linked the civilizations of west and South Africa with the 
northern portions of Africa and the Mediterranean that were dominated by Islamic Empires. Two products, gold and salt, 
dominated the Sahara trade. Gold was widely available in West Africa and was traded for salt from the Sahara. As a 
result, wealthy and powerful trading kingdoms such as Ghana, Mali, and Songhai grew in West Africa. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

West African Civilizations 
Bantu Migrations  
Archaeologists have uncovered evidence that Africa was the home of the earliest ancestors of modern people. In spite of 
geographic barriers, various members of these groups migrated all over Africa and beyond. In West Africa, early farmers 
and herders that spoke the Bantu language were forced to migrate as the Sahara region dried out and eventually became 
a desert. This process is known as desertification. From about 1000 B.C. to 1000 A.D., in an event known as the Bantu 
Migrations, these people traveled to southern Africa and spread their skills in farming, ironworking, and domesticating 
animals. The culture and language of this region owes a great deal to the Bantu people.  

Kingdom of Ghana 
The earliest West African Kingdom was 
Ghana, which was formed around 800 
A.D. It dominated the gold-salt trade to 
such an extent it became known as “the 
land of gold.” Muslim merchants brought 
their Islamic faith with them to the 
kingdom of Ghana. The king employed 
Muslims as government officials, which 
introduced their language, customs, and 
business methods to the people of Ghana. 
In addition, around 1050 the Almoravids, a 
group of Muslims from North Africa, were 
able to take over Ghana’s trade routes and 
greatly weaken the kingdom. As a result, 
Ghana’s dominance was ended, but the 
strong trade and Muslim influence 
remained in West Africa.  

Kingdom of Mali 
Around 1235 a leader called Sundiata Keita had 
won control of the gold-salt trade routes and 
founded the empire of Mali. The greatest ruler of 
Mali was Mansu Musa. He greatly expanded Mali’s 
borders, worked to ensure peace and order in his 
empire, and promoted religious freedom and 
tolerance.  However, Mansa Musa was a devoted 
Muslim and based his system of justice on the 
Quran. In 1324 Mansu Musa made the hajj, or 
pilgrimage to Mecca. Along the way he forged 
economic ties with other Muslim states and 
distributed gold throughout the lands to win 
support. In addition, he brought back Muslim 
scholars, architects, and teachers who contributed 
to the growth of Mali. An Islamic university was 
even founded in the city of Timbuktu that 
attracted students from distant lands.  
 
 

Kingdom of Songhai 
By the 1460s, the wealthy trading city of Gao 
had become the capital of the emerging West 
African kingdom of Songhai. Led by King Sonni 
Ali, Songhai became the largest state that had 
ever existed in Africa. He took control of trade 
routes and cities like Timbuktu, but continued 
to follow traditional religious beliefs rather 
than convert to Islam. His successor, Askia 
Muhammad, turned Songhai into a Muslim 
empire. Like Mansu Musa, Askia made a 
pilgrimage to Mecca that led to stronger ties 
with the Muslim world. He also improved 
government by setting up a bureaucracy with 
separate departments for farming, the military, 
and the treasury. After Askia, other rulers were 
not able to continue his success and the last 
great West African kingdom slowly declined. 



 
The writings of Ibn 

Battuta provide historians 
with important 

information on Africa and 
other civilizations. 

 

East African Civilizations 
Kingdom of Axum 
After 100 B.C., the kingdom of Axum expanded across the area known today in East Africa as 
Ethiopia. Axum eventually controlled a triangular trade network that connected Africa, India, and 
the Mediterranean world. In these great centers of international trade, Greek, Egyptian, and 
Jewish merchants mingled with traders from Africa, India, and other regions. By the 300s, 
Christianity had reached the region and became the official religion of Axum. As the Islamic 
Empire expanded across Africa beginning in the 600s, Axum became isolated and eventually 
declined. Even though the empire no longer remains, the culture of Axum, including the practice of 
Christianity, greatly influenced the people of Ethiopia.  

Mogadishu and Trading City-States 
While Axum declined, many commercial cities – including Kilwa, Mogadishu, Mombasa, and 
Sofala – gradually arose along the East African coast. Since ancient times, Phoenician, Greek, 
Roman, and Indian traders had visited this region. Arab and Persian merchants set up Muslim 
communities beginning in the 600s and greatly added to the cultural mix of the area. The 
successful East African trade system led to the emergence of a vibrant culture and a new language, 
both known as Swahili. 

Ibn Battuta 
Ibn Battuta was born in 1304 in Morocco, a 
northwest African state. After he completed his 
education at the age of 21, Battuta decided to 
make the hajj, or Muslim pilgrimage to Mecca. 
Though he accomplished his initial goal, he then 
began a journey that would become one of the 
greatest of medieval times. During nearly 30 
years of travel, Battuta visited much of the 
Middle East, West Africa, southern Russia, 
India, and China. Along the way he gained fame 
and wealth and met kings, sheiks, and holy men 
– including the Byzantine emperor and the 
sultan of Delhi – as well as ordinary people. As a 
result of his travels and writing, historians are 
able to learn a great deal about the people and 
places of this time period. His accounts remain 
as invaluable primary sources.  


