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Assessment Task\ 
 
 
African Trade Routes 
Trade with the Arab world 
 
West Africa – Trans-Sahara:  
Study the following resources and answer the questions which follow. 
 
Many colonial historians claimed that trade 
with Africa only started in the colonial era, but 
we now know that there were extensive 
trading empires from early times with the 
Arabs of North Africa and the Middle East and 
within Africa.  

Civilisations such as those at Mapungubwe 
and Great Zimbabwe in Southern Africa and 
the West African kingdoms of Goa, Mali, 
Songhay and Ghana were African, not Arab, 
as many colonial historians claimed.   

The Ashanti and Yoruba kingdoms had almost no contact with Arab traders. 

With the rise of Islam in the 8th and 9th centuries and the resulting development of trade 
across North Africa in the Arab world, it is not surprising that the Arabs made contact with 
black Africa south of the Sahara. Islam brought stability to North Africa for long periods, 
allowing the development of trade and centres of learning throughout the region. The Arab 
traders found flourishing trading communities in West Africa. This trade was controlled by 
Africans, not the Arabs, as this letter from an Arab trader to an African ruler clearly shows. 

“We are neighbours in benevolence even if we differ in religion; we agree on right conduct 
and are one in leniency towards our subjects. It goes without saying that justice is an 
essential quality of kings in conducting sound policy; tyranny is the preoccupation of ignorant 
and evil minds. We have heard about the imprisonment of poor traders and their being 
prevented from going freely about their business. The coming to and fro of merchants to a 
country is of benefit to its inhabitants and a help to keeping it populous. If we wished we 
would imprison the people of that region who happen to be in our territory but we do not 
think it right to do that. We ought not to "forbid immorality while practising it ourselves". 
Peace be upon you.” 

Critical to the beginning of the 
trans-Sahara trade between the 
Arab North and the African South 
was the ability to cross the 
world’s largest desert, the 
Sahara, carrying large quantities 
of goods.  

Camel bones have been found in 
West Africa that are dated to 300 



CE, but regular trade using camels probably started later when the trade of gold across the 
desert began around 600 CE. At this time there were large trading civilisations in West Africa 
centred on Ghana and the city of Goa. 

The donkey was the chosen pack animal before the arrival of camels, but donkeys were 
incapable of crossing the Sahara. Camel caravans of several hundred caravans made long 
arduous journeys from as far away as Egypt, linking the Islamic world with tropical Africa. 

In return for gold, the Arabs brought rock salt, a 
luxury item in those times, textiles and various 
other items. While the Arabs might have liked to 
try to conquer the African empires to the south, 
the problem of getting large armies across the 
desert proved too great a problem. This was 
also the days before firearms (guns) and so the 
African rulers were easily able to raise large 
armies that were superior in every way to any 
threatening Arab army. 

The Arabs were also prone to the numerous 
tropical diseases of tropical Africa and their 
horses fell prey to trypnosiamiasis (Ngama in 
horses and cattle and sleeping sickness in 
humans). This disease was carried by the tsetse 
fly. The result was that the Arab traders had no choice but to trade on peacable terms with 
the African empires. The Arabs also had their own problems trying to spread their influence 
into Europe. These wars, mainly in Spain, were largely financed by African gold. 

This does not mean that this trade was entirely benign. In the 1 000 years between the 
establishment of large-scale trans-Saharan trade in about 800 CE and the end of the large-
scale slave trade in the 1800s, some 9 million African slaves were taken to the Arab world. 
This could only have been done with the agreement of the African rulers. Unlike in the 
Americas, these slaves eventually became part of the North African population and did not 
form distinctive communities as has happened in the West Indies and the USA. This is as 
great a number of slaves as the American slave trade, but admittedly over a longer time 
period. 

Another influence on the trade was the expansion of Islam. At first, this had little influence on 
the African population as the Arabs did not move south into tropical Africa, but in the great 
trading cities of the Sahel, where Islam met black Africa, it became fashionable for African 
rulers to adopt Islam. One of the main rules of Islam is that believers must undergo a 
pilgrimage to Mecca. At first this great journey was only undertaken by wealthy African 
leaders, but by 1400 CE large-scale pilgrimages to Mecca by West Africans was common. 

These trading cities, the contact point between black Africa and the Arab world, became 
great centres of learning and were the equal of any in the world at the time. The university, 
Sankore, at Timbuktu was reputed to have one of the world’s greatest libraries, but it was 
lost in a fire in the 19th Century. 



 

When the first Portuguese explorers arrived in West Africa, they were surprised to find that 
many educated West Africans knew all about the political events in Europe and some even 
spoke French. 

This contact with seafaring European traders eventually caused the collapse of the trans-
Sahara trade. The last great African Empire, the Songhay, collapsed in 1591, when a 
Morroccan invasion finally succeeded, despite the loss of large numbers of soldiers in the 
desert. The trans-Saharan trade was replaced by the trans-Atlantic slave trade, which 
involved a triangular trade between Europe, West Africa and the Americas. 

East Africa - Riding the 
monsoon winds 

At the same time that trade 
between Arab and African was 
developing in West Africa, so 
Arab traders used the monsoon 
wind to sail their dhows along 
the East coast of Africa, 
opening up trade routes with 
the civilisations of 
Mapungubwe and later the 
Great Zimbabwe. 

 

The Mapungubwe kingdom probably reached its peak around 1000 CE, when it was 
displaced by the Zimbabwean civilisation. The latter in turn peaked around 1400 CE, just 
before the Portuguese arrived in what is today Mozambique. The first European historians to 
investigate these sites claimed that they must have been built by outsiders. They also did not 
do careful excavations, they just dug wherever they thought they might find gold or 
interesting objects. The result is that much of the archaeological value of the settlements 
was lost. The Great Zimbabwe is one of many ‘stone houses’ – Zimbabwes – that mark the 
edge of the Zimbabwe plateau. Many of these buildings show intricate stone work and are 
evidence of an organised trading community spread out over many thousands of square 
kilometres. 

On the map, the large star shows the 
position of the Great Zimbabwe, the 
small star the position of Mapungubwe. 
Compare this map with an Atlas map 
and label the Zambezi River, Limpopo 
river and the Indian Ocean.  

The remains of the Mapungubwe 
civilisation can be seen in northern 
Limpopo Province just south of the 
Limpopo river. 



Just as in West Africa, the 
trade was mainly in gold, ivory 
and slaves. Again the Arabs 
did not penetrate far inland, 
preferring to use African 
‘middlemen’. As a result of this 
trade goods such as Chinese 
pottery, glass beads and iron 
tools found their way into 
South East Africa. The 
inhabitants also were able to 
make iron tools. 

The Arabs established trading 
centres at several points along 
the East African coast from 
which they traded with the interior. 

This trade flourished until the arrival of European traders in the late 1400s. Some historians 
believe that the collapse of the Great Zimbabwean civilisation was related to the arrival of 
the Portuguese, but it is more likely that it had to do with epidemic disease or even a 
prolonged drought. 

1. What did the Arab and African traders from East Africa and West Africa have in 
common?          [4] 

2. What were the factors that prevented the Arab traders dominating the African 
kingdoms with which they traded?       [4] 

3. What was the role of Islam in promoting the trade?      [5] 

4. Why was gold so important to the Arabs?      [4] 

5. Library research: The Camel is a very important animal in the history of trans-
Saharan trade. Research why the camel is superior to the donkey as a pack  
animal. Where did camels first come from? How is the camel adapted to the  
desert environment?                  [10] 

6. What does the existence of trading empires in West and Southern Africa before 
1000 CE tell us about the peoples of West and Southern Africa?   [4] 

7. What do the structure of the great Zimbabwe and the craftsmanship of the  
golden Rhino tell us about the people of SE Africa?     [8] 

8. Why do you think the early European historians did not believe that the Great 
Zimbabwe was African in origin?       [6] 

9. Why were the first Portuguese traders surprised to find French-speaking people  
in West Africa?         [4] 



10.  What evidence supports the idea that the African kingdoms traded with the Arabs, 
but were not dominated by them?       [4] 

11.  How does this same evidence support the idea that African rulers must have co-
operated with slave traders to take millions of slaves out of Africa?   [2] 

12. Why did the Arab-African trade routes decline after 1500 CE?   [2] 

13.  What role did the Tsetse fly play in the relationship between African and foreign 
traders?          [4] 

14. Why would African rulers have regarded Islam as a ‘fashionable’ religion?  [6] 

15.  What does the presence of Chinese pottery at the Great Zimbabwe tell us about 
world trade in those days? Look at the map of the Indian Ocean and describe how 
trade goods from China may have reached Mapungubwe and the Great Zimbabwe. 
Remember that Chinese, Arab and Indian sailors did not like to go out of sight of 
land.           [6] 

 

16.  Draw a time line from 500 CE to 1600 CE to illustrate the history of Arab-African  
trade in this period.         [6] 



Suggested Solutions 
 
 
1. What did the Arab and African traders from East Africa and West Africa have in 

common?          [4] 
They traded in gold, ivory and other products. They were both limited by tropical 
diseases. Islam played an important role in creating the conditions for trade to take 
place. 

2. What were the factors that prevented the Arab traders dominating the African 
kingdoms with which they traded?       [4] 
Tropical diseases, to which the Arab horses and camels were not immune, prevented 
them being able to trade directly with the sources of the gold and the ivory. 

3. What was the role of Islam in promoting the trade?      [5] 
Islam provided stable trading conditions. Various Islamic groups who were expanding 
their own territories needed African gold to finance their wars and city building. Great 
centres of learning were created, such as at Sonkore in Timbuktoo. Islam also has 
very strict rules on what is ‘fair trade’, as is indicated by the letter from an Arab trader 
to an African ruler. 

4. Why was gold so important to the Arabs?      [4] 
Gold is easily transportable and even small amounts have a high value, so it was 
widely used as the major currency of the Islamic world. Gold was also extensively 
used as a decoration in many mosques and libraries. 

5. Library research: The Camel is a very important animal in the history of trans-
Saharan trade. Research why the camel is superior to the donkey as a pack animal. 
Where did camels first come from? How is the camel adapted to the desert 
environment?                   [10] 
Camels were adapted to desert living, being able to go for long periods without food 
or water. Their feet are also adapted to walking on sand and rock. They are bigger 
and stronger than donkeys and can carry a bigger load further in a day. Important to 
leave it to the learners to find answers. 

6. What does the existence of trading empires in West and Southern Africa before 
1000 CE tell us about the peoples of West and Southern Africa?   [4] 

 African societies were organised into large trading communities. This trade was 
probably in the form of food and forest products. The products of the coastal zone 
would have been different from the products of the forests. Large market towns 
existed. 

7. What does the structure of the great Zimbabwe and the craftsmanship of the  
golden Rhino tell us about the people of SE Africa?     [8] 
Africa possessed very skilled craftsmen who were able to extract gold from the rock 
and to work with it to make ornaments. Structures such as the Great Zimbabwe took 
considerable skill and planning to build. The form of the structures also tells us that 
they had organised forms of government and religion. The fact that these ruins are 



found all around the edge of the Zimbabwe Plateau tells us that the rulers of the 
Great Zimbabwe had considerable political power as well. 

8. Why do you think the early European historians did not believe that the Great 
Zimbabwe was African in origin?       [6] 
Europeans were very prejudiced against African peoples. The only black Africans 
that many of them had ever met were uneducated slaves and labourers. If they 
admitted that black Africans were intellectually just as capable as any other humans, 
it would undermine their idea that they were sent to conquer and ‘civilise’ Africa. 

9. Why were the first Portuguese traders surprised to find French-speaking people  
in West Africa?         [4] 
They did not know that many Africans had been to Islamic Centres of learning, where 
they would have met European students. They assumed that the people that they 
met on the coast of West Africa had had no contact across the Sahara. 

10.  What evidence supports the idea that the African kingdoms traded with the Arabs, 
but were not dominated by them?       [4] 
The Arab influence in architecture stops at the cities such as Timbuktu and Goa  
on the edge of the Sahara. African rulers had large armies that were more than a 
match for any army the Arabs could get across the desert. Only in 1591 did an Arab 
army finally conquer the Songhay empire. 

11.  How does this same evidence support the idea that African rulers must have co-
operated with slave traders to take millions of slaves out of Africa?   [2] 
If the African rulers were not benefiting from the slave trade themselves, they  
would have stopped trading a lot sooner. 

12. Why did the Arab-African trade routes decline after 1500 CE?   [2] 
It was far easier for Africans to trade with the Europeans via the coastal trade 
between Western Europe and West Africa, than with the slow and dangerous routes 
across the Sahara. 

13. What role did the Tsetse fly play in the relationship between African and foreign 
traders?          [4] 
The Tsetse fly and other tropical diseases prevented the Arabs penetrating into 
tropical Africa. This meant that the Africans maintained control of the trade routes 
from the South of West Africa to the Arab trading cities in the Sahel. 

14. Why would African rulers have regarded Islam as a ‘fashionable’ religion’? [6] 
Islam brought great learning to West Africa through the cities at Timbuktu and Goa. 
The textiles and other finery that came with the trade were adopted by the rulers, 
who also adopted many parts of Islamic thought. This gave the African rulers respect 
in the eyes of the Arabs and also allowed them to travel to all parts of the Arab world.  
Islam did not penetrate into the countryside further south at that time.  

15.  What does the presence of Chinese pottery at the Great Zimbabwe tell us about 
world trade in those days? Look at the map of the Indian Ocean and describe how 
trade goods from China may have reached Mapungubwe and the Great Zimbabwe. 
Remember that Chinese, Arab and Indian sailors did not like to go out of sight  



of land.          [6] 
There were probably separate trades between China and Indonesia, Indonesia and 
India, and India and the Arab world. So fine pottery would have been traded, almost 
like money, all the way from China to Africa in a whole series of transactions, until it 
ended up in the great Zimbabwe. 

16.  Draw a time line from 500 CE to 1600 CE to illustrate the history of Arab-African  
trade in this period.         [6] 
Individual time lines. 

 
 


