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The City That Should Not Exist

In 1851 a German explorer named Heinrich Barth arrived at the city of Kano in what is now northern Nigeria and found something that his European contemporaries were not prepared to believe.

Kano was not a village. It was not a collection of mud huts surrounded by a wooden palisade. It was a city with walls fourteen miles in circumference and a population that Barth estimated at around thirty thousand.

Those walls enclosed a manufacturing economy, a commercial class, and a political system that had been developing its institutions for the better part of a millennium. Each of these deserves a moment of attention, because each challenges a different assumption about what Africa was and what Africa could produce.

The manufacturing economy was built on textiles. Kano's weavers and dyers produced cloth of sufficient quality and quantity to supply markets across the Sahara - cloth that travelled north to Tripoli and Tunis, east to the trading cities of the central Sahel, and south into the forest zone where Sahelian goods were exchanged for the products of the tropical world. This was not a cottage industry. It was an organised system with its own division of labour, its own quality standards, and its own commercial infrastructure.

The dyeing industry deserves particular attention. Kano's dye pits - some of which are still in operation today - produced the deep indigo cloth that became one of the most recognisable products of the Sahelian world. The production process was technically sophisticated, requiring specific knowledge of mordants, dye concentrations, and fabric preparation that was accumulated and transmitted across generations of specialist craftspeople. The finished cloth was not simply a commodity. It was a marker of quality and origin that buyers across the Saharan trade network could identify and trust.

The commercial class that managed this trade was not simply a collection of individual merchants. It was a professional community with its own credit systems, its own diaspora networks, and its own culture of commercial trust that extended across thousands of miles of Sahelian trade routes. The merchants Barth met in Kano's markets had counterparts in cities he had visited weeks or months earlier - men who knew each other, trusted each other, and did business with each other across distances that would have challenged the commercial networks of contemporary European cities.

Those networks were not informal. They were sustained by specific institutional arrangements - by the trust relationships that the Hausa merchant diaspora maintained across the Sahelian world, by the credit instruments that allowed merchants to conduct large transactions without carrying physical currency across dangerous trade routes, and by the dispute resolution mechanisms that gave merchants confidence that agreements made in Kano would be honoured in Tripoli or Timbuktu. These were not primitive arrangements. They were sophisticated commercial institutions that had been developing and refining themselves across centuries of long-distance trade.

The political system that governed all of this had been operating, in various forms, for centuries. It had its own administrative traditions, its own relationship to the Islamic scholarly community that provided educated administrators and legal expertise, and its own history of managing the tensions between competing commercial interests, rival political factions, and the external pressures of the great empires that had risen and fallen around Kano across the centuries of its development.

Barth had read the Arabic chronicles before he arrived. He knew what Kano was. But as he walked through the city's markets and met its merchants and examined its walls, he understood that the Europe he had left behind did not know - and that the gap between what Europe believed about Africa and what Africa actually was represented one of the most consequential failures of understanding in the history of the modern world.

That failure was produced - by the assumptions that European travellers brought to Africa, by the narrative frameworks that shaped what they were prepared to see, by the specific choices that historians and educators made about which African stories were worth telling and which could be set aside.

Barth's Kano was not an anomaly. It was one city in a network of cities, one kingdom in a landscape of kingdoms, one expression of a political and commercial tradition that had been developing in the West African Sahel for a thousand years before Barth arrived to document it. The failure to know about Kano was not a failure of evidence. It was a failure of attention - a deliberate or habitual looking away from a historical record that did not fit the story that the dominant culture wanted to tell about Africa.

This book corrects that failure. It looks at the West African Sahel - the vast semi-arid zone stretching across Africa between the Sahara to the north and the tropical forests to the south - and it finds there a landscape of walled cities and long-distance trade networks and royal courts and Islamic scholarship and warrior queens and merchant princes that had been generating political innovation for centuries before Europe knew it existed.

The Narrative Problem

Every field of history has its canonical narrative - the story that gets told first, told most often, and told most confidently. In the history of West Africa, that canonical narrative is the story of three empires: Ghana, Mali, and Songhai.

The Ghana Empire dominated the western Sahel from roughly the sixth to the thirteenth century, controlling the gold trade that connected sub-Saharan Africa to the Mediterranean world. The Mali Empire succeeded it, reaching its height under Mansa Musa in the fourteenth century - the ruler whose pilgrimage to Mecca in 1324 distributed so much gold along the way that it reportedly caused inflation in Egypt. The Songhai Empire succeeded Mali, reaching its height under Askia Muhammad in the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries before being destroyed by a Moroccan invasion in 1591.

This is a genuine and important story. Ghana, Mali, and Songhai were real empires of real significance, and the scholarship that has documented their history is substantial and rigorous. The problem is not that the story is wrong. The problem is that it has been told as though it were the whole story.

The three empires are the best documented of the West African political traditions in the Arabic sources that European and American scholars first used to reconstruct West African history. Mansa Musa's pilgrimage to Mecca generated extensive contemporary documentation in Arabic chronicles and Egyptian records - documentation that made Mali the most visible of the West African political traditions to the scholars who first approached the field through the Arabic source tradition.

The Songhai Empire's destruction by the Moroccan invasion of 1591 generated the Tarikh al-Sudan and the Tarikh al-Fattash - two of the most important primary sources for West African history - precisely because the invasion created the conditions in which Timbuktu's scholars felt the urgency of recording what was being lost. The very catastrophe that ended Songhai produced the documentation that made it historically visible.

The kingdoms that survived - that did not experience the kind of catastrophic disruption that generates urgent documentation - left a quieter trace in the historical record. That quieter trace has been consistently misread as evidence of lesser significance rather than as evidence of greater resilience. Kanem-Bornu outlasted Ghana, Mali, and Songhai combined. Its trace in the popular narrative is almost invisible.

There is a further dimension to this documentation problem that is worth making explicit. The Arabic sources were produced by scholars based in North Africa and the Middle East who had commercial and diplomatic reasons to pay attention to the empires that controlled the northern termini of the trans-Saharan trade routes. Ghana, Mali, and Songhai all controlled those termini at their respective heights. Kanem-Bornu controlled the central Saharan routes rather than the western ones, and the Hausa states, the Mossi, and the Jolof Empire were further from the primary centres of Arabic scholarly attention. The geography of documentation is not the geography of significance. It is the geography of where the Arabic-writing world happened to be looking.

The deeper problem with the canonical narrative goes beyond the question of which kingdoms get included. The Ghana-Mali-Songhai succession implies a particular model of political development - the centralised territorial empire, expanding through military conquest, sustained by control of long-distance trade, legitimated by Islamic scholarship and royal patronage.

This model accurately describes what Ghana, Mali, and Songhai were. But it has been applied as though it were the only form that West African political sophistication could take - as though a kingdom that did not expand territorially, or did not convert to Islam, or organised itself as a network of competing city-states rather than a unified empire, was somehow a lesser achievement.

The model itself has a history. It derives from a particular European understanding of political development - one in which the centralised territorial state is the endpoint of political evolution, the form toward which all successful political traditions inevitably tend. Applied to West African history, this model does not illuminate. It distorts. It takes the specific achievements of Ghana, Mali, and Songhai and treats them as the standard against which all other West African political traditions must be measured - and finds those traditions wanting precisely because they were doing something different.

The kingdoms this book covers were not failed empires. They were different kinds of political achievement entirely, operating according to different logics, pursuing different goals, and succeeding by different measures. A political tradition that sustained commercial networks across the Sahel for five centuries without ever consolidating into a single empire was not failing to become an empire. It was succeeding at being something else. A kingdom that resisted the military pressure of the greatest empires of its world for three centuries while maintaining its own religious and cultural traditions was not failing to modernise. It was succeeding at remaining itself. Recovering these kingdoms requires not just adding them to the existing narrative but replacing the assumptions that the existing narrative embeds with assumptions adequate to the actual diversity of West African political achievement.

The Hidden Kingdoms

Kanem-Bornu is the book's first and longest subject, and in the scholarly literature it is the least obscure of the traditions this book covers.

The Sayfawa dynasty ruled the Lake Chad basin for roughly a thousand years - from the ninth century to the nineteenth, with the disruptions and relocations that any dynasty spanning that period inevitably experienced. It is the longest-ruling dynasty in African history. The empire they ruled was a major power in the central Sahel for the entirety of that period, controlling the trade routes that connected the Lake Chad basin to North Africa and the Mediterranean, maintaining diplomatic relations with the rulers of Egypt and the Ottoman Empire, and sustaining a sophisticated Islamic court culture that produced scholars, administrators, and military commanders of considerable distinction.

The Arabic chronicles document Kanem-Bornu extensively. The Diwan of the Sultans of Bornu - a royal chronicle that records the succession of the Sayfawa mais from the dynasty's origins to the nineteenth century - is one of the most important primary sources for African history.

Yet Kanem-Bornu is almost entirely absent from the popular narrative of West African history. The empire that outlasted Ghana, Mali, and Songhai combined - that was still a functioning political entity when the Moroccan invasion destroyed Songhai in 1591, that continued to adapt and survive for three more centuries after that - is known to specialists and unknown to the general reader. That absence is the popular narrative's most glaring omission, and correcting it is one of this book's primary purposes.

The Hausa city-states present a different kind of challenge to the canonical narrative - not the challenge of a forgotten empire but the challenge of a forgotten political model.

The seven Hausa states of northern Nigeria never unified into a single empire. They competed with each other, raided each other, formed alliances and broke them, and maintained their independence against the pressure of the great empires that surrounded them. In the canonical narrative's terms, this looks like political failure - like an inability to achieve the imperial consolidation that the narrative treats as the highest form of political achievement.

What it actually represents is a deliberate and sophisticated alternative to imperial consolidation - a network model of political organisation in which competition between city-states drove commercial and cultural innovation in ways that a unified empire might have suppressed. The Hausa textile industry, the Hausa merchant networks, the Hausa cities whose walls still stand - these are the achievements of a political tradition that succeeded on its own terms.

Within the Hausa tradition, one figure has achieved a degree of popular recognition that the others have not. Queen Amina of Zaria - the warrior queen whose military campaigns extended Zaria's territory and whose name is associated with the earthwork fortifications found across the Hausa region - appears in the Kano Chronicle and in the oral tradition as one of the most remarkable political figures in West African history.

Her historical existence is not in doubt. The specific details of her campaigns, the precise extent of her conquests, and the exact character of her rule are less certain than the popular tradition suggests, and the chapter this book devotes to her will be honest about where the historical record ends and the legend begins. That honesty is not a diminishment of Amina's significance. The question of what we can know about her is itself one of the most interesting questions the Hausa tradition raises - a question about how women's power is remembered, transmitted, and sometimes obscured by the source traditions that preserve it.

The Mossi kingdoms of the interior Sahel were surrounded by Islam - by the great Islamic empires to their north and west, by the Islamic merchant networks that penetrated every corner of the Sahelian world, by the Islamic scholars and clerics who offered the Mossi rulers the same combination of administrative expertise and religious legitimacy that had made Islam so attractive to the rulers of Ghana, Mali, and Songhai.

The Mossi chose not to convert. They resisted the military power of Mali and Songhai. They maintained their traditional political structures and their traditional religious practices against the dominant forces of the Sahelian world across the entire period this book covers.

In the Arabic sources - written by Muslim scholars who viewed the Mossi's resistance to conversion with frustration - the Mossi appear primarily as raiders and obstacles. What the Arabic sources cannot capture is the internal logic of the Mossi political system - the sophisticated structure of the Mogho Naba's court, the carefully calibrated relationship between central authority and local chiefs, the traditional religious practices that gave the Mossi their distinctive identity and that they defended with a consistency that no military pressure could break.

Recovering the Mossi's internal history requires engaging with oral traditions recorded by French colonial administrators in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries - sources that are valuable but that carry the biases of their recorders, and that this book handles with the care that their specific limitations require.

The Jolof Empire of the western Sahel - centred in what is now Senegal and the Gambia - was, before Portuguese contact, a substantial and sophisticated political organisation whose structure the oral tradition preserves in considerable detail.

The Burba Jolof presided over a confederation of subordinate kingdoms whose rulers owed tribute and military service to the centre while maintaining their own courts and their own administrative traditions. The empire's social organisation was among the most elaborately structured in the Sahelian world - a system of hereditary castes that assigned specific social functions to specific groups and that gave the griot tradition its institutional foundation as the empire's professional class of oral historians, musicians, and political advisers.

This was the political world that the Portuguese encountered when their ships reached the Senegambian coast in the 1440s - not a collection of isolated communities waiting for external organisation but a functioning imperial system with its own hierarchy, its own commercial networks, and its own understanding of what the new Atlantic visitors represented.

The Jolof Empire's history is divided between a pre-contact period documented primarily through oral tradition and a contact period documented in Portuguese chronicles. That division creates specific analytical challenges but it also creates a specific analytical opportunity - the Jolof Empire is one of the most fully documented examples available of how a West African political tradition engaged with the arrival of European maritime power on its own terms and with its own agenda.

Why These Kingdoms Matter

The case for recovering the hidden kingdoms is not simply a case for historical completeness. It is a case for a different kind of historical understanding - one that takes seriously the diversity of human political achievement and refuses the assumption that there is only one model of political sophistication worth studying.

Kanem-Bornu's thousand-year survival is the most direct challenge to the assumption that imperial expansion is the measure of political achievement. The Sayfawa dynasty survived by adapting - by relocating its capital when the original territory became untenable, by rebuilding its power base after catastrophic military defeats, by maintaining institutional continuity across the political disruptions that destroyed less resilient states.

The Bulala invasions of the fourteenth century drove the Sayfawa from Kanem entirely. A less resilient dynasty would have ended there. The Sayfawa rebuilt, reconquered, and endured for five more centuries. What Kanem-Bornu demonstrates is that political achievement can be measured in time as well as territory - that the capacity to survive, adapt, and maintain institutional continuity across a millennium of disruption is a form of political sophistication that the canonical narrative's focus on expansion and conquest has consistently failed to recognise.

That failure of recognition has consequences that extend beyond the history books. When we measure African political achievement by the standard of territorial expansion and imperial consolidation, we are applying a standard derived from a specific European historical experience and treating it as universal. The Holy Roman Empire, which European historians treat as a major political achievement, lasted roughly a thousand years in various forms - the same span as the Sayfawa dynasty - and is celebrated for its institutional complexity and its capacity for adaptation rather than condemned for its failure to consolidate into a unified territorial state. Kanem-Bornu deserves the same analytical generosity. Its thousand-year survival is not a lesser version of Mali's imperial expansion. It is a different and equally significant form of political achievement - one that the canonical narrative has no framework for recognising because it has never thought to look.

The Hausa city-states' commercial sophistication challenges the assumption that political fragmentation is the same as political failure. The Hausa states' textile industry was an organised manufacturing system producing cloth traded across the Sahara, giving the Hausa merchant class the commercial foundation for long-distance trade networks that the scholarly consensus identifies as among the most extensive and durable in medieval Africa.

The cities that sustained this industry - Kano, Katsina, Zaria, and the others - were manufacturing and commercial hubs whose walls enclosed populations and economic activities of a scale that contemporary European cities would have recognised as urban in the fullest sense. The Hausa city-states' failure to unify into a single empire was not a failure of political ambition. It was the preservation of the competitive dynamic that drove their commercial innovation. The parallel with the Italian city-states of the medieval and Renaissance periods is instructive - Florence, Venice, and Genoa never unified into a single Italian empire, and historians do not treat that failure of unification as evidence of political inadequacy. They treat it as the condition that made the Italian commercial and cultural achievement possible. The Hausa city-states deserve the same analytical framework.

The Mossi kingdoms' sustained resistance to Islam is the most direct challenge to the assumption that conversion to the dominant religion of a region is the natural and inevitable trajectory of political development. The Mossi's choice not to convert was not ignorance or backwardness. It was a deliberate political and cultural decision - a decision to maintain the traditional structures of authority and the traditional religious practices that gave the Mossi their distinctive identity.

That the Mossi maintained this position across centuries of military pressure from Mali and Songhai, across the persistent efforts of Islamic merchants and clerics to establish a foothold in Mossi territory, and across the general trend toward Islamisation that characterised the Sahelian world of the period, is evidence of a political and cultural coherence that the canonical narrative has no framework for recognising as an achievement. The Mossi's resistance demonstrates that the Islamisation of the Sahel was not an inevitable process. It was a series of choices - and the communities that chose differently were exercising a political and cultural agency that deserves the same analytical respect as the communities that chose to convert.

The Jolof Empire's position on the Atlantic coast makes it the tradition whose history most directly connects the world this book covers to the world that followed it. The Atlantic trade that the Portuguese initiated in the fifteenth century did not arrive in a political vacuum. It arrived in a region with its own political structures, its own commercial networks, and its own understanding of what trade meant and what it required.

The Jolof Empire's response to Portuguese contact - the negotiations, the accommodations, the resistances, the transformations that the Portuguese chronicles document - is the story of a sophisticated political tradition engaging with a new and disruptive force on its own terms. The Jolof Empire did not simply receive the Atlantic world. It participated in shaping it - determining where trade happened, on what terms, and who controlled access to the interior. The Atlantic slave trade, which would eventually devastate the political traditions of the western Sahel, did not begin as something done to a passive Africa. It began as a negotiation between European maritime power and African political authority - a negotiation in which the Jolof Empire and its successors were active participants with their own interests and their own leverage. Understanding that negotiation, and understanding how it eventually became something far more destructive than its early participants intended or anticipated, requires understanding the Jolof Empire on its own terms before the Portuguese arrived.

The Sources

This book draws on four primary source traditions, each with its own specific character and its own specific limitations.

The Arabic chronicles are the most extensive written source tradition for West African history in the period this book covers. Ibn Khaldun, Al-Maqrizi, Al-Idrisi, Ibn Battuta, and Leo Africanus all provide accounts of West African kingdoms that are invaluable for reconstructing the political and commercial history of the Sahel. These are genuine primary sources - accounts written by people who had direct or near-direct knowledge of the kingdoms they describe.

But they are sources with a specific orientation. They were written by Muslim scholars who were most interested in the kingdoms that had converted to Islam, most attentive to the commercial and political dimensions of Sahelian life that connected to the broader Islamic world, and least attentive to the internal political and cultural traditions of kingdoms like the Mossi that resisted Islamic influence. The Arabic chronicles tell us a great deal about how the West African kingdoms appeared to educated Muslim observers. They tell us less about how those kingdoms understood themselves.

The oral traditions are the most culturally distinctive source tradition for West African history and the one that requires the most careful handling. The griots of the Wolof tradition, the court historians of the Mossi, the oral chronicles of the Hausa - these are genuine historical sources that preserve information about the past that the written sources do not contain.

But they were recorded late - primarily in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, often by European colonial administrators with their own agendas and their own assumptions about what African history should look like. This book uses them as evidence of how the kingdoms understood their own past - as sources for cultural and political self-understanding rather than as straightforward historical records. Where the oral traditions and the written sources conflict, the book acknowledges the conflict rather than resolving it artificially in favour of either tradition.

The oral traditions also raise a question that the book addresses directly in the chapters where it is most acute. When a griot tradition records that a particular king ruled for a particular number of years and conducted a particular set of campaigns, how much of that record reflects historical memory and how much reflects the political needs of the community that preserved it? Royal genealogies in oral traditions tend to be extended, compressed, or reorganised to serve the legitimacy claims of current rulers. Military achievements tend to be amplified. Defeats tend to be minimised or reframed. This is not a reason to dismiss the oral traditions. It is a reason to read them with the same critical attention that historians apply to any source produced by people with interests in how the past is remembered.

The archaeological evidence is the source tradition that has expanded most dramatically in recent decades. Investigation of the Hausa city walls, the Mossi settlement patterns, and the Lake Chad basin's environmental history has provided evidence that the written sources do not contain - evidence about the scale of urban settlements, the organisation of agricultural production, and the environmental conditions that shaped political development across the Sahel. This book draws on the archaeological evidence where it is available and acknowledges where it is not.

The European sources - primarily the Portuguese chronicles of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries - are the most reliable external sources for the period of Atlantic contact. They are used primarily for the chapters on the Jolof Empire and the Atlantic contact period, where they provide the most detailed contemporary documentation available for any of the traditions this book covers.

One source challenge cuts across all four traditions and deserves specific acknowledgment. The political and commercial history chapters are relatively well served by the available source traditions. The social history chapters face a harder problem.

The Arabic chronicles were written by scholars interested in power and commerce. The oral traditions were recorded by administrators interested in political legitimacy. The Portuguese chronicles were written by merchants and navigators interested in trade and geography. None of these source traditions was primarily interested in the lives of farmers, craftspeople, and enslaved people - in the experience of the majority of the population whose labour sustained the kingdoms this book covers.

Women's lives present a particular challenge. Queen Amina appears in the sources because she ruled and fought. The women who managed households, raised children, worked in the textile industry, and participated in the commercial networks of the Hausa cities are largely invisible in the written record. They are present in the oral tradition only in fragments and recoverable from the archaeological evidence only in the most general terms.

The silences in the historical record are themselves evidence - evidence of whose lives the source traditions considered worth documenting, and whose they did not. Where the social history chapters can draw on confirmed evidence they do so. Where the evidence is thin they say so, and they resist the temptation to fill the gaps with plausible reconstruction that the sources do not support.

The Book's Argument

The canonical narrative of West African history is not wrong. It is insufficient.

Ghana, Mali, and Songhai were genuine empires of genuine significance, and the scholarship that has documented their history deserves the respect it has received. But the narrative that presents them as the whole of West African political achievement between the ninth and sixteenth centuries has done a specific kind of damage - it has made the diversity of West African political forms invisible, has reduced a landscape of competing and cooperating political traditions to a single succession of empires, and has embedded in the popular understanding of African history an assumption about what political sophistication looks like that the actual historical record does not support.

The hidden kingdoms this book recovers are challenges to that assumption. Kanem-Bornu challenges the assumption that expansion is the measure of political achievement. The Hausa city-states challenge the assumption that fragmentation is the same as failure. The Mossi kingdoms challenge the assumption that conversion to the dominant religion of a region is the natural trajectory of political development. The Jolof Empire challenges the assumption that the Atlantic world was built by Europeans acting on a passive Africa rather than by a complex negotiation between European maritime power and African political traditions that had their own agendas and their own understanding of what the new world offered and what it threatened.

What these kingdoms share, across all their differences, is agency. They made choices. Kanem-Bornu chose institutional resilience over territorial ambition and survived a thousand years. The Hausa states chose commercial sophistication over imperial consolidation and built the most durable merchant networks in the medieval Sahel. The Mossi chose cultural independence over religious conformity and resisted the greatest empires of their world for centuries. The Jolof Empire chose engagement over isolation when the Atlantic arrived and shaped the terms of that engagement on its own authority.

These were not passive responses to historical forces beyond their control. They were active choices made by political communities that understood their own situations with clarity and pursued their own goals with consistency.

The popular narrative of African history has too often presented African communities as the objects of historical forces rather than as their authors - as people to whom things happened rather than people who made things happen. This presentation is not simply inaccurate. It is damaging. It shapes how African history is taught, how African political traditions are valued, and how the relationship between Africa and the rest of the world is understood. When students learn that West African history consists of three empires that rose and fell before European contact disrupted everything, they learn a version of African history in which African agency is episodic and European agency is structural - in which Africans had moments of achievement but Europeans had systems of power.

The hidden kingdoms are a direct challenge to that version of history. They demonstrate that African political agency was not episodic. It was continuous, sophisticated, and consequential across the entire period this book covers and beyond. The choices that Kanem-Bornu, the Hausa states, the Mossi, and the Jolof Empire made were not responses to European pressure. They were expressions of political traditions that had been developing their own logics, their own institutions, and their own understanding of what political achievement meant for centuries before European contact changed the terms of the conversation.

That continuity matters for reasons that go beyond historical accuracy. The communities that are the descendants of these kingdoms - the people of northern Nigeria, of the Lake Chad basin, of Burkina Faso, of Senegal and the Gambia - carry the inheritance of political traditions that were sophisticated, resilient, and consequential long before colonialism attempted to erase them. Recovering those traditions is not an act of nostalgia. It is an act of historical justice - a recognition that the political intelligence embedded in a thousand years of Sahelian statecraft belongs to the human record and deserves to be known.

Recovering those choices - understanding what they were, why they were made, and what they achieved - is what this book is for.

Heinrich Barth walked through Kano's markets in 1851 and understood that the world he came from had failed to pay attention. This book pays that attention.
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Chapter 2: The Sahel: Crossroads of Africa 
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The Land Between

The word Sahel comes from the Arabic for shore - the shore of the Sahara, the edge of the great desert, the place where the sand gives way to something that can sustain human life.

It is an apt metaphor. The Sahel is a transitional zone - not desert and not forest but the uncertain territory between them, a landscape defined by its position between two more dramatic environments and by the specific challenges and opportunities that position creates. It stretches across Africa in a band roughly three hundred miles wide, running from the Atlantic coast of Senegal in the west to the Horn of Africa in the east, passing through what are now Mauritania, Mali, Burkina Faso, Niger, Nigeria, Chad, and Sudan. Its transitional character is not simply a geographical fact. It is the condition that made the Sahelian world what it was - the condition that forced the communities living within it to develop the adaptive strategies, the exchange relationships, and the political systems that this book is about.

The Sahel's defining characteristic is rainfall - specifically, the amount of rainfall it receives and the radical uncertainty of that amount from year to year. The Sahel receives between 200 and 600 millimetres of rain annually, almost all of it falling in a single wet season between June and September. This is enough rain to support agriculture in good years and not enough to guarantee it in bad ones. The variability is the key fact. A farmer in the Sahel does not know, when planting in June, whether the rains will be sufficient to bring the crop to harvest. A pastoralist moving cattle across the Sahel does not know whether the pastures to the north will have enough grass to sustain the herd through the dry season. This uncertainty is not an occasional disruption to an otherwise stable system. It is the system's defining feature - the condition that has shaped Sahelian agriculture, Sahelian pastoralism, Sahelian trade, and Sahelian political organisation across the millennia of human settlement in the zone.

The rainfall gradient runs from south to north. The southern Sahel, where annual rainfall approaches 600 millimetres, can support reliable agriculture - millet, sorghum, and cowpeas are the staple crops, supplemented by groundnuts and sesame in the wetter areas. The northern Sahel, where annual rainfall falls below 200 millimetres, cannot support reliable agriculture but can support pastoral herding - cattle in the wetter areas, camels in the driest. Between these two zones lies a belt of mixed agropastoral activity where farmers and herders have coexisted, competed, and cooperated across the centuries of Sahelian history.

The vegetation follows the rainfall. The southern Sahel is savanna - open grassland with scattered trees, dominated by species adapted to the long dry season. Moving north, the trees thin out and the grass becomes sparser until the landscape grades into the semi-desert scrub of the northern Sahel and eventually into the Sahara itself. This vegetation gradient is not simply a botanical fact. It is an economic one - the boundary between the zone where crops can be grown and the zone where only animals can be sustained, the boundary that has defined the economic relationship between the agricultural south and the pastoral north across the entire period of Sahelian history.

The river systems are the Sahel's third defining geographical feature, and in some respects the most important one. The Niger River - the Sahel's greatest waterway - rises in the highlands of Guinea and flows northeast into the Sahel before turning southeast and eventually reaching the Atlantic through the Niger Delta. Its middle section, the Niger Inland Delta in what is now Mali, creates one of Africa's most remarkable geographical features - a vast seasonal floodplain that expands to cover an area of roughly thirty thousand square kilometres during the annual flood and contracts to a fraction of that size during the dry season.

The Niger Inland Delta was the foundation of the Sahelian world's most productive agricultural zone. The annual flood deposited rich silt across the floodplain, creating conditions for agriculture that were exceptional by Sahelian standards - conditions that could support dense populations and generate the agricultural surpluses that sustained the great trading cities of the western Sahel. Djenné, one of the most important commercial cities in the medieval Sahelian world, was built on an island in the Niger Inland Delta and owed its existence and its prosperity to the agricultural productivity that the annual flood created. Timbuktu, located at the point where the Niger's northward bend brought it closest to the Sahara, was the place where the river's commercial potential and the desert's trade routes intersected - where the goods of the agricultural south met the goods of the North African north.

The Lake Chad basin performs a similar function in the central Sahel. Lake Chad - which was substantially larger in the medieval period than it is today - provided water, fish, and agricultural land to the communities of the central Sahel and served as the geographical anchor of the Kanem-Bornu empire. The Senegal River in the west completed the Sahel's river system - a network of waterways that provided the water, the agricultural land, and the transport routes that made the Sahelian world's commercial and political development possible.

The Human Sahel

The Sahel has been inhabited for at least ten thousand years, and the human communities that developed in the zone adapted to its specific environmental conditions in ways that shaped the political and commercial traditions this book covers.

The agricultural communities of the southern Sahel developed farming systems adapted to the zone's rainfall variability. Millet and sorghum - the Sahel's staple crops - are drought-resistant grains that can produce a harvest in conditions that would destroy wheat or rice. Pearl millet in particular is one of the most drought-tolerant crops known to agriculture - a crop that can germinate and reach maturity on rainfall that would leave other cereals withered in the ground. Sahelian farmers developed sophisticated strategies for managing rainfall uncertainty - intercropping different varieties with different drought tolerances, maintaining grain stores sufficient to survive two or three consecutive bad years, and combining farming with herding and fishing to diversify their food sources.

The farming calendar was organised around the single wet season. Planting happened in June and July as the rains arrived. Weeding and tending occupied August and September. Harvest came in October and November as the rains retreated. The dry season from December to May was the time for processing and storing grain, for craft production, for trade, and for the social activities - marriages, festivals, political assemblies - that the agricultural calendar had no room for during the growing season. This seasonal rhythm shaped not just the agricultural economy but the entire social and political life of the Sahelian communities.

The fishing communities of the Niger and Lake Chad deserve specific mention because they are often overlooked in accounts of the Sahelian economy. The Bozo and Somono peoples of the Niger Inland Delta, and the communities around Lake Chad, developed specialised fishing economies that provided protein to the agricultural communities of the surrounding region and that participated in the long-distance trade networks as suppliers of dried fish - a commodity that could be transported across the Sahel without spoiling and that was valued in the markets of the trading cities. These fishing communities were not marginal participants in the Sahelian economy. They were specialists whose products were essential to the food security of the region's urban populations.

The pastoral communities of the northern Sahel developed herding systems adapted to the zone's seasonal rhythms. The annual transhumance - the movement of herds north into the Sahara during the wet season when temporary pastures appeared, and south into the agricultural zone during the dry season when the northern pastures dried up - was the defining economic activity of the Sahelian pastoral world. The Fulani, the Tuareg, and the Kanuri pastoralists who dominated different sections of the Sahelian pastoral zone each developed their own specific adaptations to the zone's environmental conditions - their own breeds of cattle and camels, their own routes and seasonal schedules, their own relationships with the agricultural communities whose lands they crossed during the annual migration.

This movement brought pastoralists into regular contact with agricultural communities, creating the conditions for the exchange relationships that sustained both communities. Pastoralists traded animal products - meat, milk, hides, and the labour of their animals - for the grain that their mobile lifestyle made difficult to produce. Farmers traded grain for the animal products that their sedentary lifestyle made difficult to obtain. This exchange was not simply economic. It was the foundation of the social relationships that connected the Sahel's diverse communities into a functioning regional system.

The specific institutions through which these communities managed their interdependence deserve attention. The periodic market - held weekly or fortnightly at a fixed location accessible to both farming and herding communities - was the Sahel's most important social institution after the political assembly. Markets were not simply places of exchange. They were places where disputes were resolved, where marriages were arranged, where political news was transmitted, and where the social relationships that sustained the exchange economy were maintained and renewed. The kingdoms that controlled the major markets controlled not just the commercial life of their territories but the social and political life as well - a dimension of political power that the Arabic chronicles, focused on military and diplomatic affairs, tend to underreport.

The urban communities of the Sahelian trading cities were the zone's most distinctive human creation. Cities like Timbuktu, Djenné, Kano, and Ngazargamu were specialised commercial and administrative centres - places where the products of the agricultural south, the pastoral north, and the mining regions beyond the Sahel were assembled, exchanged, and redistributed across the trade networks that connected the Sahelian world to the broader Islamic world. These cities were sustained not by their own agricultural production but by their commercial function - by the taxes, tolls, and trading profits that the control of exchange generated.

The relationship between these communities - agricultural, pastoral, fishing, and urban - was the Sahel's fundamental social structure. It was a relationship of interdependence and tension simultaneously. Each community needed the others. Each competed with the others. And the political systems that managed this interdependence and competition were the Sahelian kingdoms - the institutions that imposed enough order on the zone's diverse communities to allow the commercial system to function while extracting enough surplus from that system to sustain their own power.

The Trans-Saharan Trade

The Sahara is the world's largest hot desert - a barrier of sand and rock and heat that stretches three thousand miles from the Atlantic to the Red Sea and that would seem, at first consideration, to be an absolute obstacle to human movement and commercial exchange.

It was not. The Sahara has been crossed by human travellers for at least five thousand years, and the trans-Saharan trade routes that connected sub-Saharan Africa to North Africa and the Mediterranean were among the most important commercial arteries of the medieval world. The trade was made possible by two things - the camel and the oasis.

The camel's introduction to the Saharan trade, which the archaeological and documentary evidence suggests occurred gradually across the first millennium BCE and CE, transformed the economics of desert crossing. A camel can carry up to three hundred kilograms of cargo, travel for days without water, and sustain itself on the sparse vegetation of the desert margins in ways that horses and donkeys cannot. The camel did not make the Sahara easy to cross. It made the crossing possible at a scale that could sustain commercial exchange - that could move enough goods across the desert to make the journey economically worthwhile for the merchants who undertook it.

The oases provided the water and food that made the crossing survivable. The Sahara's oases are not randomly distributed. They follow specific geological patterns - places where underground water reaches the surface, where date palms can be grown, where caravans can rest and resupply. The trans-Saharan trade routes were defined by the locations of these oases, and the communities that controlled the oases controlled the trade.

The Tuareg and other Saharan peoples who knew the desert's geography, who could guide caravans between oases across featureless terrain, and who could provide the security that made the crossing survivable, were essential participants in the trans-Saharan trade system. Their knowledge of the desert - of the locations of water sources, of the seasonal conditions that made specific routes passable or impassable, of the political relationships between the communities along the routes - was as valuable as the goods the caravans carried. Without that knowledge, the trade could not have functioned.

The organisation of a trans-Saharan caravan was a substantial commercial undertaking. The largest caravans could include several thousand camels, though most were considerably smaller - Ibn Battuta, who crossed the Sahara in 1352, described the caravan he joined as large but did not provide a precise count. The merchants who participated in a caravan did not typically own all the goods they carried - they operated on behalf of investors who provided the capital for the journey in exchange for a share of the profits. This separation of ownership from management was one of the Islamic commercial world's most important institutional innovations, and it allowed the trans-Saharan trade to mobilise capital on a scale that individual merchants could not have achieved independently.

The crossing itself took between seventy and ninety days on the main routes, depending on conditions. The experience was brutal. The heat during the day could exceed fifty degrees Celsius. The cold at night in the desert's interior could drop below freezing. Water was rationed strictly - a caravan that miscalculated its water supply between oases faced death. Sandstorms could disorient a caravan and bury its members. Raiding by desert communities was a constant threat. The merchants who made the crossing repeatedly across their careers were experienced travellers in one of the world's most demanding environments, and the commercial networks they sustained across those environments were achievements of human organisation and endurance that deserve recognition alongside the political achievements of the kingdoms they served.

The main trans-Saharan routes ran roughly north to south, connecting the Sahelian trading cities to the North African coastal cities that served as the Mediterranean world's access points to sub-Saharan Africa. The western route connected the cities of the western Sahel to Morocco and the Maghreb. The central route connected the cities of the central Sahel to Tripoli and the Libyan coast. The eastern route connected the cities of the eastern Sahel to Egypt and the Red Sea. These routes shifted over time in response to political changes, environmental conditions, and the rise and fall of the kingdoms that controlled their termini. But their general geography was stable across the centuries of the trade's operation, and the cities that sat at their Sahelian termini were the Sahel's most important political and commercial centres.

Gold, Salt, and Slaves

Three commodities drove the trans-Saharan trade, and understanding each of them is essential for understanding the political economies of the Sahelian kingdoms.

Gold was the trade's most valuable commodity and the one that most directly connected the Sahelian world to the broader medieval economy. The gold fields of West Africa - located primarily in the Bambuk and Bure regions of what is now Mali and Guinea, and later in the Akan forests of what is now Ghana - produced gold in quantities that made West Africa the primary source of gold for the Mediterranean world across the period from roughly the eighth to the fifteenth century. Medieval Europe's gold coinage, the Islamic world's gold dinars, and the commercial systems of North Africa all depended on West African gold to a degree that made the trans-Saharan trade strategically important to the medieval world's entire monetary system.

The gold did not travel directly from the mining regions to the Sahelian trading cities. The mining itself was conducted by communities in the forest and savanna zones south of the Sahel - communities that the Sahelian kingdoms did not directly control and whose cooperation the trade required. The gold passed through a series of intermediaries - local rulers who taxed its production at the source, Dyula and Wangara merchants who transported it north to the Sahelian trading cities, and the kings of the great empires who taxed its export across the Sahara. Each stage of this journey added value and extracted a toll, and the kingdoms that sat astride the most productive stages of the journey accumulated the greatest wealth.

The specific mechanisms of gold production varied by region. In the Bambuk and Bure fields, gold was extracted from alluvial deposits by panning - a labour-intensive process that required large numbers of workers during the dry season when the rivers were low enough to work. In the Akan forests, gold was extracted from both alluvial deposits and underground mines. The workers who performed this extraction were often enslaved - a dimension of the gold trade's human cost that the Arabic chronicles, focused on the commercial rather than the productive end of the system, tend to underreport.

Salt was the trade's second great commodity and in some respects the more fundamental one. Salt is a biological necessity - the human body requires it to function - and in the pre-modern world, access to salt was a matter of survival rather than simply of comfort. The Sahara contains some of the world's largest salt deposits, located at places like Taghaza and Taudeni in what is now Mali and Mauritania. These deposits produced salt of sufficient quality and quantity to supply the agricultural communities of the Sahel, who had no local salt sources and who depended on the trans-Saharan trade to provide a commodity without which their communities could not survive.

The salt was extracted at Taghaza and Taudeni by enslaved workers under conditions that the Arabic sources describe as extraordinarily harsh - workers who lived and died in the salt mines, sustained by food brought from the Sahelian cities because the desert environment around the mines could produce nothing edible. The salt was cut into large slabs weighing approximately ninety kilograms each and loaded onto camels for the journey south. The exchange rate between salt and gold varied by location and period, but the consistent testimony of the Arabic sources is that salt commanded extraordinary prices in the Sahelian markets - prices that reflected the absolute necessity of the commodity to communities that had no alternative source.

The slave trade was the trans-Saharan trade's most morally significant dimension and the one that requires the most careful treatment. Enslaved people were among the most valuable commodities moving north across the Sahara across the entire period this book covers. The scholarly consensus estimates that somewhere between six and seven million enslaved people crossed the Sahara between the seventh and the nineteenth centuries, though these figures are estimates based on incomplete evidence and should be understood as orders of magnitude rather than precise counts.

The enslaved people who crossed the Sahara came from a variety of sources. Warfare between Sahelian kingdoms produced enslaved captives who were sold into the trans-Saharan trade. Raiding of agricultural communities by pastoral and semi-nomadic groups produced enslaved people who entered the trade through local markets. The kingdoms of the Sahel themselves conducted slave raids against communities beyond their borders, producing enslaved people who were both used within the kingdom and exported across the Sahara.

It is important to distinguish the trans-Saharan export trade in enslaved people from the internal slave systems of the Sahelian kingdoms themselves. Enslaved people within the Sahelian kingdoms performed a wide range of functions - agricultural labour, domestic service, military service, and administrative roles. Royal slaves in some kingdoms held positions of considerable power and influence, managing estates, commanding armies, and serving as trusted administrators precisely because their lack of free kinship networks made them dependent on and loyal to the ruler who owned them. This internal slave system was distinct from the export trade, though the two were connected - the same raids and wars that produced enslaved people for export also produced enslaved people for internal use, and the line between the two was determined by the specific needs of the kingdom at the time of capture rather than by any fixed principle.

The moral complexity of this system - in which the kingdoms this book covers were simultaneously participants in and victims of the slave trade, in which the line between enslaver and enslaved was determined by military power and political circumstance - is one of the most important dimensions of Sahelian history and one that the subsequent chapters address directly in the context of each specific kingdom.

Islam's Spread

Islam reached the Sahel through the trans-Saharan trade routes, and the mechanism of its spread is inseparable from the commercial system that the previous sections have described.

The first Muslims to appear in the Sahelian world were merchants - North African traders who crossed the Sahara with their goods and their faith and who established the commercial relationships that would eventually bring Islam to the courts of the Sahelian kings. This mercantile Islam was not the Islam of conquest. It was spread by the practical advantages that membership in the Islamic commercial network offered to the merchants and rulers of the Sahel.

Those advantages were substantial. The Islamic world of the eighth, ninth, and tenth centuries was the most commercially sophisticated civilisation on earth - a network of cities connected by trade routes that stretched from Spain to Indonesia, sustained by a common legal framework, a common language of commerce, and a common set of commercial institutions that made long-distance trade possible at a scale that no other contemporary civilisation could match. A Sahelian merchant who converted to Islam gained access to this network - gained the trust of Muslim trading partners across the Saharan routes, gained access to the credit instruments and legal frameworks that the Islamic commercial system provided, and gained the social connections that made long-distance trade survivable in a world without formal commercial law.

The conversion of Sahelian rulers to Islam followed a similar logic. A king who converted gained access to the literate administrative class that the Islamic scholarly tradition produced - the scholars and clerics who could read and write Arabic, who understood Islamic law, and who could provide the administrative expertise that a complex kingdom required. He gained the diplomatic legitimacy that membership in the Islamic world conferred - the ability to correspond with the rulers of Egypt and North Africa as a fellow Muslim rather than as an exotic outsider. And he gained the religious authority that Islamic legitimation provided - the ability to present his rule as divinely sanctioned in terms that his Muslim subjects and trading partners would recognise and respect.

The conversion of Sahelian rulers was rarely a simple or complete transformation. The kings of Ghana, Mali, and Songhai converted to Islam while maintaining the traditional religious practices that gave them authority over their non-Muslim subjects. They built mosques and employed Muslim scholars while continuing to participate in the traditional religious ceremonies that the agricultural communities of the Sahel required of their rulers. This syncretism was not hypocrisy or confusion. It was a sophisticated political strategy that allowed Sahelian rulers to access the benefits of Islamic legitimation while maintaining the traditional authority structures that their kingdoms depended on.

The physical infrastructure of Islam's spread deserves specific attention. Mosques were not simply places of worship. They were the anchors of Muslim communities in the Sahelian cities - the centres around which the Muslim merchant quarter organised itself, the places where Islamic law was administered, and the institutions that attracted the scholars whose presence gave a city its intellectual reputation. The construction of a mosque by a Sahelian ruler was a political act as much as a religious one - a signal to Muslim merchants that the city was a safe and welcoming place for their commercial activities, and a signal to the broader Islamic world that the ruler was a legitimate member of the community of Muslim kings.

The madrasa - the Islamic school - was the second pillar of Islam's physical infrastructure in the Sahelian cities. The madrasas of Timbuktu, Djenné, and Katsina trained generations of scholars in Islamic law, theology, mathematics, and astronomy. Their graduates staffed the administrative systems of the Sahelian kingdoms, served as judges and legal advisers, and maintained the correspondence networks that connected the Sahelian courts to the broader Islamic world.

Those correspondence networks were themselves a significant dimension of Islam's spread. Scholars moved between the Sahelian cities and the great centres of Islamic learning in Cairo, Fez, and Tunis - travelling to study, to teach, and to maintain the personal relationships that gave the Islamic scholarly tradition its coherence across vast distances. A scholar trained in Timbuktu might spend years studying in Cairo before returning to the Sahel with new texts, new ideas, and new connections to the broader Islamic world. A scholar from Cairo might travel to Timbuktu to consult manuscripts available nowhere else in the Islamic world. These movements of scholars and texts created a living intellectual network that connected the Sahelian cities to the centres of Islamic civilisation and that gave the Sahelian scholarly tradition its claim to participation in the broader Islamic intellectual community.

The Islamic scholarly tradition that developed in the Sahelian cities was a significant intellectual achievement. Timbuktu at its height in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries sustained a substantial scholarly community - historical estimates vary considerably, reflecting the difficulty of reconstructing population figures from the available sources, but the city's libraries contained hundreds of thousands of manuscripts on theology, law, mathematics, astronomy, and history. The Sankore mosque and its associated scholarly community produced graduates whose reputations extended well beyond the Sahel, as the correspondence preserved in those manuscripts demonstrates. This was not a provincial outpost of Islamic civilisation. It was one of its centres.

The spread of Islam across the Sahel was not uniform and it was not complete. The Mossi kingdoms resisted Islamisation with a consistency that no military or commercial pressure could break. The agricultural communities of the southern Sahel maintained their traditional religious practices alongside or instead of Islam across the entire period this book covers. The Islam of the Sahelian cities was often a different thing from the Islam of the rural communities that surrounded them - more orthodox, more literate, more connected to the broader Islamic world, and less integrated with the traditional religious practices that the rural communities maintained. The diversity of Islamic practice in the Sahelian world is itself one of the most important features of the Sahelian religious landscape, and it is a diversity that the subsequent chapters will explore in the specific contexts of the kingdoms they cover.

How Trade Built Kingdoms

The relationship between the trans-Saharan trade and the political development of the Sahelian kingdoms is the chapter's central analytical claim, and it requires careful development.

The basic mechanism is straightforward. The trans-Saharan trade generated wealth - in the form of gold, manufactured goods, and the taxes and tolls that the kingdoms controlling the trade routes collected from the merchants who used them. That wealth funded armies, administrative systems, and royal courts that would not otherwise have been sustainable in the Sahelian environment. The kingdoms that controlled the trade routes were richer than the kingdoms that did not, and that wealth translated directly into military and political power.

But the relationship between trade and political power was more complex than this simple mechanism suggests. The control of trade routes was not simply a matter of military power. It was also a matter of providing the services that the trade required - the security that made the routes safe for merchants, the markets that gave merchants a place to exchange their goods, the administrative systems that resolved the disputes that long-distance trade inevitably generated, and the political stability that gave merchants the confidence to invest in the long-term commercial relationships that the trade depended on.

A kingdom that simply extracted taxes from merchants without providing these services would quickly find that the merchants chose different routes. The competition between Sahelian kingdoms for control of the trade routes was therefore not simply a military competition. It was a competition in the quality of the commercial environment that each kingdom could provide - a competition that rewarded the kingdoms that invested in infrastructure, security, and administrative sophistication and punished the kingdoms that relied on extraction alone.

The military dimension of this competition deserves specific attention. The cavalry forces that the Sahelian kingdoms developed were not simply instruments of conquest. They were the mechanism by which the kingdoms enforced the security that the trade required - the force that suppressed raiding along the trade routes, that punished communities that attacked merchant caravans, and that projected the kingdom's authority across the vast distances of the Sahelian landscape. The horse was the Sahel's most important military technology, and the kingdoms that could afford to maintain large cavalry forces - which required the grain to feed the horses, the smiths to equip the riders, and the wealth to purchase the animals in the first place - had a decisive military advantage over those that could not.

The administrative dimension was equally important. The Sahelian kingdoms that sustained themselves across multiple generations developed administrative systems of considerable sophistication - systems that could collect taxes across large territories, manage the logistics of military campaigns, maintain the correspondence networks that connected the kingdom to its trading partners and diplomatic allies, and resolve the legal disputes that commercial activity generated. These administrative systems required literate officials, and literate officials required the Islamic scholarly tradition that the madrasas produced. The investment in Islamic education was therefore not simply a religious or cultural choice. It was an investment in the administrative capacity that political survival required.

The conversion of trade wealth into political power also operated through the specific mechanism of gift exchange. Sahelian rulers maintained their political relationships with subordinate chiefs, military commanders, and merchant communities through the regular distribution of gifts - cloth, horses, weapons, enslaved people, and the luxury goods that the trans-Saharan trade brought from North Africa and beyond. A ruler who could not distribute gifts could not maintain the loyalty of the networks that sustained his power. The wealth that the trade generated was therefore not simply accumulated. It was continuously redistributed through the gift exchange networks that held the kingdom together - a political economy in which commercial wealth and political authority were inseparable dimensions of the same system.

This competitive dynamic had specific consequences for the political development of the Sahelian kingdoms. It created incentives for investment in administrative capacity, military capacity, and the Islamic scholarly tradition simultaneously. The kingdoms that made these investments successfully accumulated the wealth and power that the Arabic chronicles describe. The kingdoms that failed to make them declined and disappeared from the historical record. The trans-Saharan trade was not simply a source of wealth for the Sahelian kingdoms. It was the selective pressure that shaped their political development - rewarding sophistication and punishing inadequacy with a consistency that the political history of the Sahel across the period this book covers makes visible.

The specific ways in which this dynamic played out differently for the different kingdoms this book covers is one of the book's central analytical themes. Kanem-Bornu's control of the central Saharan routes gave it a commercial foundation that sustained its political resilience across a thousand years of disruption. The Hausa city-states' position at the southern terminus of the central routes gave them the commercial foundation for the textile industry and merchant networks that made them the Sahel's most commercially sophisticated tradition. The Mossi kingdoms' position in the interior, away from the main trade routes, shaped their political development in ways that were different from but not inferior to the trade-dependent kingdoms of the Sahel's commercial core. And the Jolof Empire's position on the Atlantic coast gave it a commercial orientation that the arrival of the Portuguese would transform in ways that none of the other traditions experienced in quite the same form.

The World of the Sahel

The Sahelian world that the subsequent chapters explore was not a simple or uniform place. It was a landscape of extraordinary diversity - of agricultural communities and pastoral communities and fishing communities and urban centres, of Muslim scholars and traditional priests, of warrior kings and merchant princes, of languages and cultures and political traditions that had been developing in interaction and tension with each other across millennia of shared history.

What gave this diverse world its coherence was the commercial system that the trans-Saharan trade created and sustained. The trade routes connected communities that would otherwise have had little reason to interact. The commodities that moved along those routes created the economic interdependencies that gave the Sahelian world its structural unity. The Islamic scholarly tradition that spread along the trade routes created the cultural connections that gave the Sahelian world its intellectual coherence. And the political systems that the trade sustained gave the Sahelian world its political organisation.

But coherence is not the same as stability. The Sahelian world was also a landscape of persistent tension - between farmers and herders competing for the same land, between kingdoms competing for the same trade routes, between Islamic orthodoxy and traditional religious practice, between the centralising ambitions of imperial rulers and the independence of the communities they sought to control. The political creativity that the Sahelian kingdoms demonstrated across the period this book covers was not produced despite these tensions. It was produced by them. The specific challenges of the Sahelian environment - the rainfall variability, the competition for scarce resources, the pressure of the trans-Saharan trade system - forced the communities of the Sahel to develop political forms that could manage complexity, sustain cooperation across diversity, and adapt to disruption without collapsing. The kingdoms this book covers are the most successful expressions of that political creativity.

The environmental constraints of the Sahel shaped political innovation in ways that more forgiving environments did not require. A kingdom in the fertile river valleys of Europe or Asia could sustain itself on agricultural surplus alone - could feed its armies and its administrators from the productivity of its own land without depending on the management of complex exchange relationships across vast distances. A kingdom in the Sahel could not. The Sahelian environment's fundamental scarcity - of water, of arable land, of the resources that political power requires - meant that the kingdoms of the Sahel had to be more sophisticated, more adaptive, and more attentive to the management of their commercial and political relationships than kingdoms in more favourable environments needed to be. The sophistication that the Arabic chronicles describe in the courts of the Sahelian kings was not an accident of culture or a gift of geography. It was a response to necessity - the political intelligence that the Sahelian environment demanded of the communities that sought to thrive within it.

This is the world that the subsequent chapters explore. It is a world that rewards attention - that reveals, the more closely it is examined, a depth of political sophistication and cultural achievement that the canonical narrative of West African history has consistently failed to convey. The kingdoms that developed within it were not simply precursors to the more famous empires that the standard narrative celebrates. They were achievements in their own right - expressions of human political creativity in one of the earth's most demanding environments, and evidence that the capacity for sophisticated political organisation is not the property of any particular culture or civilisation but a human capacity that the Sahelian world developed in its own distinctive forms.
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Chapter 3: Sources and Mysteries 
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The Problem of Knowing

In the 1960s the scholarly field of African history was new enough that its practitioners spent as much time justifying their methods as applying them. The historians who founded the field - Jan Vansina, Roland Oliver, J.D. Fage among others - were working against a deep institutional resistance to the idea that Africa had a history worth recovering at all. European universities did not offer courses in African history. European publishers did not commission books on African kingdoms. The assumption that Africa south of the Sahara had no history worth the name - that it was, in the formulation that the Oxford historian Hugh Trevor-Roper made infamous in 1963, nothing but the unedifying gyrations of barbarous tribes - was not a fringe position. It was the mainstream.

The historians who challenged that assumption knew that the methodological foundations they laid would determine whether the field they were building would stand. Jan Vansina's work on oral tradition as historical evidence - published in French in 1961 and in English translation in 1965 - was not simply a methodological contribution. It was an argument that the kinds of evidence Africa had produced were legitimate historical evidence, that the absence of written records did not mean the absence of history, and that the tools of historical analysis could be applied to oral sources with the same rigour that they were applied to written ones. That argument was contested when Vansina made it. It is now the foundation of the field.

The foundational challenge those historians identified has not disappeared. It has been substantially extended by six decades of scholarship - by the expansion of the Arabic source tradition's coverage, by the systematic recording of oral traditions, by the dramatic growth of West African archaeology, and by the development of methodological frameworks adequate to the specific character of the evidence. But the challenge remains. Any book that claims to recover the history of the West African Sahel owes its readers an honest account of what the evidence provides and what it does not.

This chapter provides that account. It is not an apology for the limitations of the evidence. It is an argument that the evidence - in all its incompleteness, its partiality, its political complexity - is more interesting than a complete and unproblematic record would be. The sources for West African history are not simply windows onto a past that existed independently of them. They are historical objects in their own right - objects produced by specific people in specific circumstances with specific purposes, and objects whose specific character tells us as much about the people who produced them as about the kingdoms they describe.

Understanding the sources is not a preliminary to understanding the history. It is part of the history itself.

The specific challenge of West African history is not that the evidence is thin - though in some periods and for some kingdoms it is genuinely thin. The specific challenge is that the evidence is uneven in ways that systematically distort the picture it produces. The Arabic chronicles are rich for the kingdoms that converted to Islam and thin for the kingdoms that did not. The oral traditions are rich for the political history of ruling dynasties and thin for the social history of ordinary people. The archaeology is rich for the urban centres and thin for the rural communities that surrounded them. Each source tradition illuminates a specific part of the Sahelian world and leaves other parts in shadow - and the shadows are not randomly distributed. They fall consistently on the same communities, the same social groups, and the same kinds of historical experience. Understanding where the shadows fall, and why, is essential for understanding what the sources that do exist are actually telling us.

The Arabic Chronicles

The Arabic chronicle tradition for West African history begins in the ninth century and extends to the seventeenth, and it is the most extensive written source tradition available for the period this book covers. It includes the geographical surveys of Al-Idrisi and Al-Bakri, the travel accounts of Ibn Battuta and Leo Africanus, the dynastic chronicles of the Tarikh al-Sudan and the Tarikh al-Fattash, and the biographical dictionaries and administrative records that the Islamic scholarly tradition produced across the Sahelian cities. Together these sources provide a picture of the Sahelian world that is detailed, sophisticated, and indispensable - and that is also partial, politically motivated, and shaped by assumptions about what was worth recording that were not the assumptions of the communities being recorded.

Al-Bakri never visited West Africa. He compiled his account of the Ghana Empire in 1068 from the reports of merchants and travellers who had - a methodology that was standard in the Arabic geographical tradition and that produced accounts of considerable value alongside accounts of considerable unreliability. His description of the Ghana Empire's royal court - the king seated on a throne surrounded by horses with gold-embroidered blankets, attended by the sons of subordinate kings wearing gold ornaments - is one of the most frequently cited passages in West African historiography. It is also a passage that needs to be read carefully. Al-Bakri was describing what his informants told him, filtered through his own understanding of what a royal court should look like, and presented in the literary conventions of the Arabic geographical tradition. The gold and the horses and the royal ceremony are almost certainly real. The specific details of their arrangement are less certain.

What Al-Bakri's account does with great reliability is tell us what the Ghana Empire looked like from the perspective of the North African commercial world - what the merchants who crossed the Sahara to trade with Ghana observed and reported back, what aspects of the kingdom impressed them, and what aspects they considered worth recording. That perspective is genuinely valuable. It is also genuinely limited. Al-Bakri's Ghana is the Ghana that the trans-Saharan trade produced and sustained - the Ghana of the royal court and the gold trade and the commercial relationships with the Islamic world. The Ghana of the agricultural communities that fed the court, the craftspeople who supplied the city, and the religious practitioners who maintained the traditional ceremonies that the king's authority depended on is almost entirely absent from his account.

Ibn Battuta visited Mali in 1352 and left the most detailed eyewitness account of a West African kingdom available in the Arabic source tradition. His account is invaluable - it describes the Mali court's ceremonial practices, its administrative organisation, its treatment of merchants and scholars, and the daily life of the city of Mali with a specificity that no other source provides. It is also an account shaped by Ibn Battuta's specific perspective - that of a Moroccan scholar trained in the Islamic legal tradition who measured what he saw against the standards of Islamic practice and found some of it admirable and some of it deficient. His famous complaint that Malian women went about unveiled and sat with men who were not their husbands tells us something about Mali's social practices and a great deal about Ibn Battuta's assumptions about what proper Islamic behaviour looked like. Reading his account requires holding both dimensions simultaneously.

Leo Africanus - the Moroccan diplomat and scholar whose Description of Africa, written in the early sixteenth century, became the primary European source on West African kingdoms for three centuries - presents a different set of interpretive challenges. Leo was a genuine eyewitness to much of what he described, having travelled extensively in the Sahel in the early sixteenth century. But his Description was written in Italian, for a European audience, after Leo had converted to Christianity following his capture by Spanish pirates. The text that European readers encountered was therefore a translation of a translation - a work written in a second language by a man navigating between two religious and cultural worlds, for an audience whose assumptions about Africa were radically different from the assumptions of the Arabic scholarly tradition in which Leo had been trained. The Description is invaluable. It is also a text whose specific circumstances of production need to be understood before its specific claims can be evaluated.

The Tarikh al-Sudan and the Tarikh al-Fattash - the two great chronicles of the Songhai Empire produced in Timbuktu in the seventeenth century - are the Arabic source tradition's most important contributions to West African history and its most complex interpretive challenges. The Tarikh al-Sudan was completed by Abd al-Rahman al-Sadi around 1655. The Tarikh al-Fattash exists in multiple versions whose dating and authorship the scholarly literature continues to debate - it is a text whose textual history is itself a historical problem, and this book treats it with the caution that problem requires.

Both chronicles were written after the Moroccan invasion of 1591 had destroyed the Songhai Empire and disrupted the scholarly community of Timbuktu. Both were written by scholars who had lived through that destruction and who were recording what they remembered and what they had been told about a world that no longer existed. Both are therefore simultaneously historical records and acts of mourning - attempts to preserve the memory of a civilisation that the authors feared was being lost.

The political dimension of this context matters. The chronicles were written by members of the Timbuktu scholarly community - a community that had specific interests in how the Songhai Empire was remembered, that had specific relationships with the rulers and scholars whose histories they were recording, and that was writing in the shadow of a catastrophe that had disrupted the social and political order on which their own authority depended. The chronicles are not propaganda. But they are not neutral records either. They are the products of a specific community's attempt to make sense of its own past in the aftermath of a catastrophe, and reading them requires understanding the community that produced them as well as the events they describe.

The Oral Traditions

The oral traditions of the West African Sahel are among the most sophisticated systems of historical memory that human societies have developed. They are also among the most misunderstood - simultaneously romanticised as repositories of pure and unmediated historical truth and dismissed as unreliable because they are not written. Both responses miss what the oral traditions actually are and what they can actually tell us.

The griot tradition - the professional class of oral historians, musicians, and political advisers whose members served the royal courts of the western Sahel - is the oral tradition's most visible expression and the one that has received the most scholarly attention. Griots were not simply storytellers. They were specialists in a specific kind of knowledge - the knowledge of genealogies, of historical precedents, of the relationships between ruling families and the communities they governed - that the political systems of the Sahelian kingdoms required. A king who needed to know the terms of an alliance made three generations earlier, or the genealogical claim that justified a particular succession, or the historical precedent for a particular administrative decision, consulted his griot. The griot's knowledge was not decorative. It was functional - it was the institutional memory that the kingdom's political system depended on.

This functional character is the key to understanding both the oral tradition's value and its limitations as historical evidence. The griot preserved what the political system needed to preserve. Genealogies were maintained because succession disputes required them. Military achievements were recorded because they established the precedents that justified current political arrangements. Diplomatic agreements were remembered because they defined the relationships between kingdoms that current rulers needed to navigate. What the political system did not need to preserve - the lives of ordinary people, the experiences of women who did not rule, the history of communities that had been conquered and absorbed - was not preserved with the same care, and in many cases was not preserved at all.

The Kano Chronicle - the oral history of the Hausa city of Kano, recorded in written form in the nineteenth century - illustrates both the value and the limitations of the oral tradition with particular clarity. The Chronicle provides a list of Kano's rulers from the city's legendary founding to the nineteenth century, with brief accounts of each ruler's achievements, the length of his reign, and the significant events of his time. It is an invaluable source for the political history of Kano - for the succession of rulers, the major military campaigns, the relationships with neighbouring kingdoms, and the gradual Islamisation of the city's political culture. It is a thin source for almost everything else - for the commercial life of the city, for the social organisation of its population, for the lives of the women and craftspeople and merchants who made Kano what it was.

The Chronicle also illustrates the specific interpretive challenge that all oral traditions present - the challenge of distinguishing historical memory from political legitimation. The Chronicle's account of Kano's founding attributes the city's origins to a hero named Barbushe, a blacksmith of supernatural power whose descendants became the city's traditional rulers. This founding narrative is not historical in the sense that it describes events that happened as described. It is historical in the sense that it encodes the political relationships - between the blacksmith tradition and the ruling class, between the city's pre-Islamic and Islamic identities, between the founding community and the communities that were incorporated into the city over time - that shaped Kano's political culture across the centuries of its development. Reading the founding narrative as literal history misses its significance. Reading it as pure myth misses its historical content. The interpretive challenge is to hold both dimensions simultaneously - to ask what the narrative is doing politically while also asking what historical memory it encodes.

The recording of oral traditions by European colonial administrators in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries created a specific set of interpretive problems that deserve direct acknowledgment. The administrators who recorded the traditions were not trained historians. They had their own assumptions about what African history should look like - assumptions shaped by the evolutionary frameworks of nineteenth-century European social thought, by the political needs of colonial administration, and by the specific relationships between the administrators and the communities whose traditions they were recording. The traditions they recorded were not simply transcribed. They were translated, edited, and in some cases substantially reorganised to fit the narrative forms that the administrators expected and understood.

This does not make the recorded traditions worthless. It makes them complex - sources that need to be read against the grain of their recording as well as with it, sources whose specific form reflects the circumstances of their recording as well as the traditions they preserve. A tradition recorded by a French colonial administrator in Burkina Faso in 1910 is simultaneously a Mossi oral tradition and a French colonial document - and reading it requires understanding both dimensions of its character. The scholarly literature on West African oral traditions has developed sophisticated methods for this kind of reading, and this book draws on that literature throughout.

Archaeological Discoveries

The archaeology of the West African Sahel has transformed the scholarly understanding of the region's history more dramatically than any other source tradition in the past half century. Before the systematic archaeological investigation of the Sahelian cities began in the 1970s and 1980s, the history of West African urbanism depended almost entirely on the Arabic chronicles - on the descriptions of cities that Muslim travellers and geographers had provided from the outside. The archaeology has provided a different kind of evidence - evidence from the inside, from the physical remains of the cities themselves, that has both confirmed and substantially revised the picture that the written sources produced.

The excavation of Jenne-jeno - the ancient city adjacent to the modern city of Djenné in Mali - is the most consequential archaeological discovery in West African history. Jenne-jeno was excavated by Roderick and Susan McIntosh beginning in the 1970s, and what they found overturned one of the most deeply held assumptions in the scholarly literature - the assumption that urbanism in West Africa was a product of Islamic influence, that the cities of the Sahel had developed as a result of the commercial and cultural stimulus that the trans-Saharan trade and the spread of Islam provided.

Jenne-jeno was a city before Islam arrived. The McIntoshes' excavations established that the site had been continuously occupied from approximately 250 BCE and that it had reached urban scale - the McIntoshes estimated its peak population at somewhere between ten thousand and twenty-seven thousand, with the lower figure representing the more conservative reading of the evidence - by approximately 400 CE, centuries before the first Muslim merchants crossed the Sahara. The city's urbanism was not a product of Islamic influence. It was a product of the Niger Inland Delta's agricultural productivity and the commercial networks that the delta's communities had developed independently of the trans-Saharan trade.

This finding had implications that extended far beyond the specific history of Jenne-jeno. It demonstrated that the capacity for urban organisation in West Africa was indigenous - that it did not require external stimulus from the Islamic world or from any other outside source. It pushed the origins of West African urbanism back by centuries, into a period that the written sources do not cover. And it established the principle that the archaeological record could reveal dimensions of West African history that the written sources had systematically obscured - dimensions that predated the Arabic chronicle tradition and that the chronicle tradition had no reason to document.

The archaeology of the Hausa city walls has provided a different kind of revision to the written record. The walls of Kano, Katsina, Zaria, and the other Hausa cities are among the most impressive surviving monuments of the medieval Sahelian world - earthwork fortifications of extraordinary scale whose construction required the mobilisation of labour and resources that only a sophisticated political system could have organised. The archaeological investigation of these walls has established their construction dates, their successive phases of expansion, and the specific engineering techniques their builders used - evidence that the written sources, which mention the walls but do not describe their construction, cannot provide.

The Lake Chad basin's environmental archaeology has provided a third kind of revision - a revision not of the political history of the Sahelian kingdoms but of the environmental conditions within which that history unfolded. The reconstruction of Lake Chad's historical water levels, based on sediment cores and shoreline evidence, has established that the lake was substantially larger in the medieval period than it is today - large enough to have supported the agricultural and fishing economies that sustained the Kanem-Bornu empire's population, and large enough to have shaped the military and commercial geography of the central Sahel in ways that the current landscape does not suggest.

The archaeology of the Sahel is not without its limitations. The tropical climate is hard on organic materials - wood, leather, textiles, and the other materials that constitute much of the material culture of pre-modern societies decompose rapidly in the heat and humidity of the Sahelian wet season. The archaeological record is therefore biased toward durable materials - ceramics, iron, stone, and the earthworks of city walls and agricultural terraces - and away from the organic materials that would tell us most about daily life. The archaeology can tell us where people lived and approximately how many of them there were. It can tell us what they made from clay and iron. It tells us much less about what they wore, what they ate, and how they organised their social lives.

What We Know and What Remains Mysterious

The combination of Arabic chronicles, oral traditions, and archaeological evidence has produced a historical picture of the West African Sahel that is substantially richer than the picture available to scholars a generation ago. But it has also produced a clearer understanding of what remains unknown - of the specific gaps in the historical record that the available evidence cannot fill.

The silent centuries are the most significant gap. The period between approximately 400 CE and 800 CE - the period between the urban florescence that the Jenne-jeno archaeology documents and the earliest Arabic chronicle accounts of the Sahelian kingdoms - is almost entirely undocumented in the written sources and only partially illuminated by the archaeology. This is the period in which the political traditions that the Arabic chronicles describe were forming - in which the kingdoms of the Sahel were developing the institutions, the commercial networks, and the political cultures that the chronicles would later record. We know that something significant was happening in this period because the kingdoms that emerge into the written record in the ninth and tenth centuries are already sophisticated - already possessed of the administrative systems, the commercial networks, and the political traditions that take centuries to develop. We do not know, in any detail, how those systems and networks and traditions developed.

The problem of the silent centuries is not simply a problem of missing documentation. It is a problem of missing categories. The Arabic chronicles that begin to document the Sahelian world in the ninth century were written by Muslim scholars interested in the kingdoms that had converted to Islam or that were commercially connected to the Islamic world. The political traditions that developed in the silent centuries before Islamic contact - the traditions that shaped the Sahelian world that Islam encountered - are visible only in the fragments that the later sources preserve and in the archaeological record that the excavations have begun to reveal. What those fragments and that record suggest is a Sahelian world already substantially developed before the Arabic sources begin to describe it - a world with its own urban traditions, its own commercial networks, and its own political forms that the coming of Islam would transform but did not create.

The history of women in the Sahelian kingdoms is a second major gap. Queen Amina of Zaria appears in the Kano Chronicle because she ruled and fought - because her activities were of the kind that the political chronicle tradition was designed to record. The women who did not rule and fight are almost entirely invisible in the written record. They appear in the oral traditions in fragments - as the mothers of famous rulers, as the wives of important merchants, as the subjects of proverbs about female virtue or female danger. They appear in the archaeology as the producers of the ceramics that the excavations recover - the specific ceramic traditions of the Sahelian cities are sufficiently distinctive that archaeologists can identify the communities that produced them, and those communities were predominantly female. But the specific lives of specific women - their experiences, their relationships, their understanding of the world they inhabited - are largely beyond recovery.

The internal history of the non-Islamic communities presents a different kind of gap - not the absence of documentation but the presence of documentation that looks away. The Mossi kingdoms, the animist communities of the southern Sahel, and the traditional religious practitioners of the Sahelian cities all maintained religious and cultural traditions that the Arabic sources either ignored or described from the outside with incomprehension or hostility. The oral traditions of these communities preserve fragments of their internal history. But the fragments are fragments. The full texture of the religious and cultural life of the non-Islamic Sahelian world is not recoverable from the available evidence, and this book is honest about this limitation throughout.
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