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The Saylor Foundation’s “Implications of Trade” 

Trade is an important part of the process by which West African states changed 
and matured during the period prior to 1500 CE.  The growth and spread of 
sophisticated and complex societies in the region was helped by the exchange of ideas 
within and between these societies—ideas that travelled along the trade routes. 

Before we look at the attention-gathering long-distance trade patterns that helped 
define African states, we need to look at the localized trade networks, which were much 
more important for African societies.  Localized trade was a process by which 
neighboring societies or communities exchanged complimentary resources.  That is, 
people from slightly different ecosystems and resource zones would exchange goods—
salt was traded for meat, a coastal village might trade fish for the palm oil produced by 
people living just inland.  Pastoralists traded their cows to neighboring farmers for yams.  
Furthermore, some villages or peoples were renowned for their skills.  Mandinka 
blacksmiths were sought out for their iron goods.  Certain villages were known to 
produce the best leather goods, or baskets, or tools.  Even luxury items such as gold 
decorations were traded.   

Exactly when long-distance trade routes developed in West Africa is not entirely 
certain, but probably the earliest and most dramatic long-distance route was developed 
by the Sanhaja Berbers.  These Berbers lived largely in northwestern Africa.  Although 
the coastal Berbers were long dominated by the Romans, those of the western interior 
of Morocco, or Maghrib, fought long and hard for independence, gained it sometimes, 
and at other times retreated into the Atlas Mountains for safety.  However the fall of 
Rome led to the reestablishment of some Berber states.  Only the Arab invasion of the 
seventh century ended their independence.  The Berbers of the seventh century were 
politically fragmented into small groups.  One group of Berbers, the Sanhaja, in the late 
seventh century had learned an important skill—the domestication of the Asian camel.   
The simple camel is intrinsic to the story of the trans-Saharan trade.  Camels were able 
to cross the desert, unlike horses and other animals, and carry great loads while doing 
so.  The Sanhaja used these animals to travel south from Morocco, picking up rock salt 
in the Sahara desert—northern Mali today—and carrying it to Bilad as-Sudan, or “the 
land of the blacks.”  They carried this salt to societies like Ghana, a state that was the 
successor to those fledgling savanna states we talked about in subunit 2.4.3, and the 
first real savanna state.  There, the Sanhaja picked up gold to transport back to 
Morocco for further sale to Europe, North Africa, the Middle East, or for Moroccan 
consumption.   

The growth of both local and long-distance trade had a number of major 
implications.  It led to the specialization of production by artisans, who were able to 
perfect their arts because they could sell them.  It promoted safety through the creation 
of laws and states to ensure that goods could be carried safely across regions.  Trade 
led to the expansion of diplomatic links and communities in West Africa.  Trade also 
stimulated the exchange of ideas.  Aside from profit-making goods, ideas were the 
second commodity of trade.  It was through trade, most importantly, that Islam entered 
West Africa along the great caravan routes of the Sanhaja and across other, lesser 
routes. 

One of the principal effects of trade was to stimulate the use of currency.  
Currency could take many forms—copper, iron, or gold coins, for example.  Africans 
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also used cowry shells, cloth, and salt cakes.  Basically, anything that was in short 
supply and durable could function as money, whether it was otherwise useful, like salt 
cakes or metal coins, or not, like cowry shells.  The importance of currency is that it can 
be accumulated, saved, and used in times of need.  That is, in Africa, currency was not 
most useful for day-to-day transactions but as added security for times of individual 
need, and as a way for states to accumulate wealth.  Prior to the introduction of 
currency, it was difficult for individuals and states to store wealth—most foods are 
perishable, land was too widely available and too difficult to exchange, and there was 
no guarantee that neighboring peoples would accept any of these things in times of 
need.  Currency, on the other hand, was widely used and nonperishable.  It stimulated 
both trade and investment, and helped states take a step forward.   
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


