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Globalization
Contact between West Africa,  

North Africa and Europe during  
the European medieval period

Scott MacEachern

Introduction

Any consideration of processes of globalization in the medieval period between West Africa on 
the one hand and North Africa and Europe on the other, must consider two sets of issues. The 
first of these is: what are the actual evidences that we have for economic, social and/or political 
contacts throughout this region during this period; the second is: does the nature of any such 
ancient contacts across seas, deserts and continental boundaries constitute ‘globalization’? The 
first question is straightforward and will be discussed below although, as we will see, finding 
data for an answer can be difficult. The second is less easy to answer. There is (often some-
what fragmentary) evidence for long-range cultural connections between West Africa and the 
Mediterranean world through the medieval period, and indeed before that – but can we say that 
such evidence for connections implies processes of globalization? This depends upon our defi-
nition of globalization, and such definitions are – to say the least – various. John Tomlinson’s 
(1999: 2) definition of globalization as ‘complex connectivity . . . the rapidly developing and 
ever-densening network of interconnections and interdependences that characterize modern 
social life’ is not applicable to the evidence for long-distance, sporadic, tenuous and culturally 
‘thin’ networks of connection that are characteristic of much of the area and time period cov-
ered in this chapter. For most of this period and over most of this area, the modes of interchange 
involved might more closely approximate the ‘small-world’ networks described by Sindbaek 
(2007) in early medieval Northern Europe, mediated by small numbers of key individuals or 
locations with many long-distance ties and vulnerable to disruption, rather than Tomlinson’s 
dense and complex networks of globalizing interchange. At the same time, and as Sindbaek 
argues, such small-world networks can themselves transform social systems.

Other definitions of globalization in ancient societies exist. Perhaps the most useful to the 
present case is Jennings’ (this volume) application of a specific set of criteria for globalization 
to prehistoric cases. Using Jennings’ criteria, we will have to say that sub-Saharan Africa was 
not involved in a process of globalization with North Africa and Europe through most of the 
medieval period, although, as we will see, there are complications to the case. Notwithstanding 
this point, however, any consideration of globalization in this area and period must also involve 
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examining the consequences of contacts between regions, rather than their mere existence or 
even their magnitude; that is, when and where do we see integrated economic, sociopolitical 
and/or ideological systems developing, such that developmental processes in particular areas 
functioned in large part based upon their articulations with other parts of the integrated system? 
Where do we see people beginning to define themselves as participants in a larger world? Using 
this approach, Inikori (2007) placed the origins of Africa’s long-term engagement with the 
Atlantic world, and thus of that aspect of Africa’s globalization, early in the sixteenth century Ce, 
when African slaves began to become important in New World economies. But what of the 
lands around the Mediterranean and the Sahara, and those parts of West Africa that articulate 
with them, where contact had been more gradual and of longer duration?

Historical assumptions

As we examine globalization processes between West Africa, North Africa and Europe during 
the European medieval period (between approximately 500 and 1500 Ce), we must also take 
account of the different lenses through which medieval history is viewed in these different areas. 
For the European and Mediterranean cases, this historiography is well known, with early medi-
eval societies understood by looking backward to the fall of the Western Roman empire, while 
later medieval examples look forward with prefigurations of the Renaissance, the discovery 
of the New World, and modern times (e.g. Cantor 1991). For Western Europe, globalization 
is frequently thus understood as beginning at a particular historical moment at the end of the 
medieval period, more or less with the beginning of the Age of Exploration. Nineteenth- 
and twentieth-century debates about African cultural development were very different, often 
revolving around the issue of whether developments south of the Sahara were endogenous or 
not, a relic of racialized perceptions that African societies were not capable of cultural innovation 
on their own (Mudimbe 1988). In those debates, the European early medieval period frequently 
served as a point of inflection, separating a ‘prehistoric’ Africa from the engagements with the 
outside world that would follow, through first Islamic and eventually European contacts.

In contrast to Europe and the Mediterranean Basin, where long-distance connections are 
widely recognized and incorporated into historical models, West Africa has always been treated 
as a land apart during this period. Given such disparate understandings of medieval history and 
cultural development, it is not surprising that little work has been done examining cultural 
developments between West Africa and the Mediterranean or Europe in a comparative context. 
Haour’s (2007) path-breaking appraisal of the similarities and differences between the Central 
Sahel and the lands around the North Sea over the period ad 800–1500 stands as the only 
significant work undertaken in this vein. The present chapter is far more limited in scope: in 
it, I will consider the modes of contact between West Africa on the one hand, and North Africa 
and Europe on the other, during this period, with the aim of evaluating how such contacts 
might fit within models of globalization.

Connections and collapses

The history of interchange between West Africa, North Africa and Europe during the medieval 
period is one of dynamic environmental and cultural systems, with significant changes in the 
human experience of those systems over relatively short periods of time. Two geographical bar-
riers, the Mediterranean and the Sahara, dominated the region and imposed systemic similarities 
on regional interchange: the use of the Arab term sa-hil, or ‘coast’, for the southern margins of 
the Sahara evokes these similarities (Mitchell 2005: 135–72). Both desert and ocean require 
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complex technological and organizational capabilities to fully navigate and exploit these hos-
tile environments, and are subject to dramatic changes in the extent and density of networks 
when new capabilities are introduced. Thus, the progressive development of skeleton-based 
construction and carvel planking techniques (Pomey et al. 2012) in the early medieval period 
revolutionized the possibility of seaborne interchange around the Mediterranean, and eventually 
beyond, as did the introduction of camels to exchange networks across the Sahara (MacDonald 
and MacDonald 2000). If a relatively well-defined Age of Exploration marks the beginnings of 
globalization in the Atlantic world (see above), did the introduction of camels and other tech-
nologies of trade have the same effect in the Sahara a thousand years earlier?

Both sea and desert would also have required similar kinds of organizational responses: 
coastal entrepôts where trade goods would be accumulated and trading voyages arranged, way-
points and replenishment areas (whether islands or oases), and guilds of merchants and experts in 
the technologies of navigating these unforgiving environments. Research on trading entrepôts 
has been a central element in archaeological investigations across this area and period, in part 
because of their historical saliency (Hesnard et  al. 1999; Nixon 2009; Fauvelle-Aymar et  al. 
2014), but often to the neglect of hinterlands where the resources involved in exchange systems 
may well have originated. The same neglect of rural hinterlands exists in medieval archaeology 
in northwestern Europe as well (Hamerow 2002: 163); it is hard to evaluate processes of globali-
zation if we know nothing of the cultural responses of the local populations being ‘globalized’.

The dynamics of interchange in the lands around the Mediterranean and the Sahara is also 
reflected in the political trajectories of these regions during the early part of the medieval period 
(Figure 2.3.1). At 500 Ce, both regions were adjusting to the disappearance of states that had 

Figure 2.3.1 Map of the Sahara and West/Central Africa, with sites mentioned in the text
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played a central role in mediating material, cultural and political flows for centuries: the Western 
Roman state in its various forms, and the Garamantian state in the Central Sahara. The question 
of whether Roman rule can be understood as a globalization process is contentious, but there is 
no doubt that the empire imposed common political and cultural norms, especially at the elite 
level, over a large part of the region in question. The disappearance of that common frame-
work seems to have been associated with a significant localization of exchange networks and an 
accompanying decline in systems of long-distance interchange (e.g. Wickham 2005: 693–824). 
The much smaller Garamantian polity and its engagements with neighbouring communities 
is far less understood (Liverani 2000; Mattingly 2003; Mattingly 2011; Wilson 2012), as is the 
cultural influence of Rome on the Garamantians, but there is little reason to doubt that it played 
an important role in articulating systems of interchange with different societies in and around 
the Central Sahara between the late first millennium BCe and perhaps 500 Ce. The decline of the 
Garamantian state in the mid-first millennium Ce, just centuries after that of the Western Roman 
empire, does not appear to have led to a corresponding localization of exchange networks in that 
part of the Sahara, based on the archaeological evidence below. Throughout the wider region, 
the sociocultural structures of universalizing religions, both Christianity and Islam, played a cen-
tral role in mediating long-distance contact and exchange, to some degree supplanting the imperial 
administrative and ideological systems of Roman times (Haour 2007: 104–24).

Pre-Islamic and Islamic contacts: points of orientation

Wilson’s (2012) comprehensive survey establishes that significant trade networks existed in and 
around the Sahara during the early first millennium Ce, especially in the Central Sahara with the 
Garamantian state and articulating with the Roman Mediterranean. Thus, intercultural inter-
change in the region during the medieval period was not a new development, but rather the 
continuation of practices that had gone on for some centuries at least, undertaken in a dynamic 
context of environmental change (Brooks et  al. 2005), technological innovation and politi-
cal transformation – first with the collapse of the Garamantian state and the Christian states of 
North Africa, and then with the coming of Islamic polities. Wilson’s work also makes clear 
that we need a fresh appreciation of exchange systems operating at a number of different scales. 
Trade goods (including humans) were most frequently moved between series of intermediaries, 
rather than directly across the desert, and during the Garamantian period at least, demand would 
have been situated as much in Saharan communities themselves as in populations living on the 
margins of the desert.

This accords with historical practice (Scheele 2010), and might allow researchers to integrate 
the study of the more ‘charismatic’ long-distance trading systems (especially those involving 
slaves and gold) with consideration of commodities traded at short or medium ranges (salt, 
alum, grain, meat, carnelian and so on). It also implies that the material contexts of exchange 
around the Sahara would have involved much more than rare exotics from the other side of the 
desert, and that we should not necessarily expect to find such exotic items at the end points of 
even the ‘charismatic’ trading networks. For the Garamantian period, for example, the finds of 
Roman material in the Sahara (Wilson 2012: fig. 1) do not necessarily imply the southern limits 
of trading networks that may instead have involved other products, and we should perhaps not 
make too much of the lack of material evidence for North African contacts in some parts of 
West Africa during the medieval period.

In addition, processes of contact and cultural interchange do not have to have involved 
trade directly: they might have involved the innovations that made trade possible (e.g. horses 
and camels in both southern Saharan and sub-Saharan societies, coinage and market systems), 
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other kinds of technical and cultural innovations not directly involving trade (foggara or shaduf 
irrigation systems), or even entirely non-cultural processes like disease/pandemics (Gérard 
Chouin, personal communication). For the period in question, the long-standing issue of North 
African Islamic influence in medieval West African urbanism and state formation (Levtzion 
and Hopkins 1981; McIntosh and McIntosh 1984; Insoll 1996) constitutes probably the most 
important and most controversial example of contact processes, since it was assumed through 
much of the twentieth century that Islamic contact brought states and sociopolitical hierarchy 
to the region. Archaeological research, most famously at Jenné-jeno (McIntosh and McIntosh 
1980; McIntosh 1995), demonstrated that urbanism and political complexity in West Africa 
significantly pre-date Islam. If the assumption was made that pre-Islamic trans-Saharan contact 
was extremely rare or non-existent, then we could also assume that the cultural origins of urban 
sites like Jenné-jeno were endogenous. Renewed appreciation for the importance and reach of 
the Garamantian state, and for Saharan trade in the Roman period more generally, complicates 
this line of reasoning, since cultural influences could have reached West Africa in earlier periods. 
To a significant degree, such a debate reflects the historical assumptions about Africa noted in 
the introduction to this section: if we believe that Africans have the same cultural potentials as 
populations in other parts of the world, the question of pre-Islamic contacts becomes an historical 
issue, not a ‘racial’ one, and, correspondingly, of far less ideological importance.

Early evidence of contact

Although two non-African glass beads are known from late first-millennium BCe contexts in 
the Nin-Bèrè 3 and Jenné-jeno sites, the first substantial evidence for trans-Saharan contacts in 
West Africa comes from the Kissi site complex in northeastern Burkina Faso (Fenn et al. 2010; 
Magnavita 2015), and dates to the early/mid-first millennium Ce. The site thus straddles the 
chronological disjunction between late Roman/Garamantian and medieval times. In Grave 2 at 
the Kissi 14C cemetery, brass objects, as well as glass beads and woollen textiles (respectively, 
the most common artefact class originating outside West Africa during the period, and a mate-
rial historically significant in trans-Saharan trade but almost never preserved) date from the early 
centuries Ce. Carnelian beads probably indicate trade with the Central Sahara at least, although 
some may have non-African origins (Insoll et al. 2004). These artefact classes continue to be 
found in later graves at Kissi, along with cowrie shells, daggers, and swords all probably of 
non-West African provenance. It is dangerous to place much weight on unique examples and 
we must remember that exotic artefacts may be conserved over long periods, but the Kissi site 
complex does not display any evident interruption in the availability of such artefacts across the 
period of the Garamantian collapse, implying relatively robust (or at least resilient) exchange 
networks through the first millennium Ce. Similar objects are found by the sixth–ninth centuries 
Ce in the northern Sahelian site of Marandet in Niger, which appears to have served as both a 
provisioning site for traders and a copper-/brass-working site, again presumably in the service 
of trade with populations to the south. The existence at Marandet of pottery originating in the 
Lake Chad Basin (Sonja Magnavita, personal communication), 800 km to the southeast, is a 
remarkable testimony to the long-distance movement of a relatively fragile artefact class at this 
time, as well as a reminder of the role that medium-range, sub-Saharan exchange networks must 
have played within Saharan trading systems more generally.

Glass and carnelian beads seem to have been rare and valuable items in West African sites 
from their first appearance at the end of the first millennium bc, but became more common 
by the late first millennium Ce on sites from the Sahel to the forests of southern Nigeria. They 
sometimes occur in very substantial quantities – 150,000 at the site of Igbo Ukwu, for example, 
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the majority of Middle Eastern provenance. Their presence implies the existence of long-
distance exchange systems moving these exotic artefacts across particular environmental and 
cultural frontiers, and their great diversity in points of origin – from North Africa, to the Middle 
East, to Iran and South Asia, to possibly as far away as China – demonstrates the complexity of 
those networks. It is likely, however, that the West African segments of these transcontinental 
networks were not yet highly elaborated in the early first millennium Ce. Rather, they would 
have been ‘small-world’ networks à la Sindbaek (2007), reliant on relatively small numbers of 
well-connected individuals and hubs, with materials available only sporadically and unpredict-
ably over the short term, even if consistently obtainable over the longer term (involving perhaps 
availability on a timescale of decades).

The Kissi graves appear to demonstrate a very substantial investment in exotic goods for elite 
display, with the variety and elaboration of those artefacts increasing through the first millen-
nium Ce, though the overall cultural context of the site complex appears to be entirely indig-
enous, displaying parallels with other sites in the region. This was, then, not globalization, but 
rather the deployment of rare and exotic materials in the quest for status and prestige (Helms, 
1988) by local elites and according to local definitions. Such usage seems to have been charac-
teristic of much of West Africa during the early medieval period. In the southern Lake Chad 
Basin, Saharan (carnelian beads) and non-African (glass beads, cowries) trade goods appear in 
substantial numbers after 700 Ce (MacEachern in review) – as at Kissi – in cultural contexts that 
appear entirely indigenous. The rather later appearance of exotic objects south of Lake Chad 
may be related to the lack of gold in the region.

It is during the latter part of the Kissi sequence, between about 750–950 Ce, that we see the 
first substantial evidence of occupation in the entrepôts that historically would play a linchpin 
role in Saharan trading systems over much of the next millennium. These include Sijilmâsa in 
southeastern Morocco (Fauvelle-Aymar et al. 2014) and Essouk-Tadmakka in Mali, the latter 
with evidence for the minting of (probably blank) gold coins during this period (Nixon 2009). 
According to contemporary texts, both trading entrepôts were established and occupied by 
Muslims. Graves following Islamic practice have been located at Mammanet in the Aïr region 
of the Sahara, well west of the Central Saharan routes used earlier by the Garamantians, and 
dating to the first century or two after the Islamic conquest of North Africa. Such practices 
coexist with non-Islamic burial norms for some centuries afterward (Haour 2014), but they 
indicate that some nomadic Saharan populations had converted very early in the history of the 
Islamic conquest. Haour points out the potentially very significant role of networks of culturally 
and religiously based confidence that may have facilitated the early success of Islamic merchants 
and clerics in Saharan trade. Beyond these trading and burial sites, the initial phases of contacts 
between Islamic traders and clerics and West African communities, before the end of the first 
millennium Ce, remain obscure. The archaeological evidence strongly suggests that the coming 
of Islam would not have involved a change in state of the trading system, but rather a continua-
tion of systems already in place, probably accelerated over time by a variety of factors: ideologi-
cal trust; increased availability of camels; and possibly the beginnings of, or a substantial increase 
in, a Guinean trade in gold to Islamic North Africa (Wilson 2012: 436).

The later medieval period across the Sahara

Archaeological research on trans-Saharan contact and exchange in the late medieval period, 
between approximately 1000 and 1500 Ce, has focused on evidence for trans-Saharan trade and 
influences in West Africa from the Islamic world: there has been essentially no consideration of 
African influences moving in the opposite direction. What do we know of the consequences for 
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North Africa and Europe of contact with West Africa? In human and material terms, the chief 
effects here would have been the goods exported, and slaves and gold in particular. Austen (1992: 
222) notes the difficulty in estimating numbers of slaves exported from West Africa during the 
medieval period: documentation is so sparse that we cannot evaluate the impact of the trade on 
either target populations south of the Sahara or the Islamic communities of the Mediterranean 
Basin where the vast majority of such slaves were sold. Reference to slaves and slave-taking is 
ubiquitous in the Islamic sources from their very beginning during the initial Islamic incursions 
into the Sahara (Levtzion and Hopkins 1981: 12), with historical continuity from Garamantian 
times (Fentress 2011), and continues through the end of the medieval period (Lange 1987). The 
most promising avenue for research on the medieval trans-Saharan slave trade and its impacts 
on Mediterranean societies may lie with genetic analyses (e.g. Cerezo et al. 2012), especially 
given the continually improving chronological resolution of genetic techniques. Enslaved West 
Africans would certainly also have brought their own beliefs and behaviours across the deserts, 
and these very likely persisted in their lives in the Mediterranean world, as they continued to do 
in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries (Hunwick 2003).

The role of West African gold in the medieval Islamic world and Europe is well known, 
from the late eighth century Ce when Muh.ammad ibn Ibra-h1-m al-Faza-r1- called Ghana ‘the land 
of gold’, and it was considered as a region extraordinarily rich in gold by Christian Europeans as 
well – as with the depiction of Mansa Musa of Mali seated on his throne and holding a nugget 
of gold in the Catalan Atlas of 1375–1380 Ce (Figure 2.3.2). The availability of that metal played 
a great part in reviving the economic fortunes of Islamic North Africa and Al-Andalus from the 
tenth century onward (Spufford 1988: 165). Accessing West African gold became increasingly 
central to Christian European economies from the thirteenth century onward (Blanchard 2005: 
1112–1381), such that the search for gold was the chief impetus for European exploration of 
West Africa from the fifteenth century onward, both through the Sahara and by ship along the 
Atlantic coast. One response was the export of mercury, particularly from Spanish mines, across 
the Sahara to the goldfields of West Africa, there to be used to increase the efficiency of gold 
extraction techniques. Sub-Saharan ivory may have played a supplementary role as an important 
European luxury good after the mid-thirteenth century (Guérin 2010). We may ask, however, 
whether the trade in such goods constitutes globalization, given its origins in parts of West 
Africa that were non-Islamic during the Middle Ages and the complex sets of middlemen that 
moved gold and ivory from source to destination.

Political and cultural interchange across the Sahara expanded significantly during and after 
the tenth century Ce, as sites like Sijilmâsa and Essouk-Tadmakka grew still further and as 
entrepôts and political centres like Tegdaoust, Gao and Kumbi Saleh (Robert-Chaleix 1989; 
Insoll 1996; Berthier 1997) became points for trade and wider contact in the Sahara and to its 
south. This is marked by much substantial evidence for contacts from beyond the subcontinent 
at these sites, including compelling markers of literacy and elite status (e.g. Bedaux et al. 2003; 
Farias 2003), as well as the spread of such evidence for elite exchange and contacts to other areas 
of the Sahelian and Sudanian zones. Trade objects like glass beads, brass and cowries are found 
in larger numbers and on a much wider variety of West African sites between the Atlantic and 
Lake Chad after the tenth century Ce. While it is likely that some of the glass beads were locally 
produced in the later medieval period, there is strong evidence that trade goods from beyond 
the Sahara were becoming more widely available to populations south of the desert over this 
period. These items are found both in non-Islamic contexts (e.g. MacEachern et  al. 2012; 
Mayor et al. 2014), as well as in non-elite contexts in communities that probably were already 
Muslim (e.g. McIntosh 1995; MacDonald et  al. 2011), perhaps indicating more widespread 
availability and more polyvalent meanings for these artefact classes during the late medieval 
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period than was the case in earlier times. The modalities through which such exotic goods were 
spread across the continent are not well understood archaeologically, although the extension 
of trading networks by Muslim converts, such as those Mande-speaking groups known by the 
fifteenth century as Dyula (Perinbam 1980), certainly contributed to that process. The systems 
of trust and cooperation that Haour (2014) describes in the Sahara would have been just as useful 
in the forest zones of West Africa as well.

The later medieval period, from approximately the tenth until the fifteenth century Ce, seems 
to be the period in which Islam began to have a substantial impact on sub-Saharan societies, 
through widespread trade and through elite conversion – both of which provided a new and 
compelling material and behavioural system through which West African elite groups could 
communicate and demarcate their status regionally, as well as their connections to a wider Islamic 
world. This would certainly not, however, have been a simple process. Islam in medieval West 
Africa would be defined in the encounter with preexisting and sophisticated belief systems organ-
ized along very different lines, and probably including both already centralized states like Ghana 
(Levtzion 1980) and societies with very different balances of heterarchy and hierarchy (McIntosh 
1998). The spread of Islam in West Africa is usually understood in elite terms (Levtzion 2000), 
with accounts of the spread of sects and Islamic brotherhoods and the conversion of kings, but 
we must remember the extraordinary degree of syncretism between Islam and indigenous beliefs 
that is not captured in those elite accounts. A number of the medieval Arabic historical sources 
note that while the rulers of West African states were Muslims, their subjects were not, or that 
even the rulers were not observant Muslims (Levtzion and Hopkins 1981: 76, 87, 174, 179). 

Figure 2.3.2 Mansa Musa in the Catalan Atlas. (Bibliothèque nationale de France)
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Syncretism between Islam and indigenous belief systems would guide the behaviours of everyone 
from kings like the Songhai Sonni Ali to slaves in North Africa (Montana 2003).

Insoll (2003: 206–62) proposes a two-stage process of Islamization, while noting the paucity 
of archaeological data from the late medieval period in Sudanian/Sahelian West Africa. In the 
first stage, Saharan and North African traders and clerics established a presence in West African 
urban centres between the tenth and thirteenth centuries Ce, in some cases building separate set-
tlements at the capital for the foreigners – a pattern also seen in contemporary northern Europe. 
This period saw widespread conversion of elite groups to Islam, so that significant levels of 
enculturation to Islamic norms might have taken place in urban contexts. There is, however, 
little evidence (in burial practices, for example) for rural conversion during this phase, even in 
areas theoretically under the direct control of Islamic rulers. During the second phase, after the 
thirteenth century Ce, Islam would have begun to make inroads into rural and non-elite popula-
tions, as well as becoming even more significant in centres of trade and learning like Timbuktu 
(Insoll 1998, 2001). This was, however, a very gradual process, and it is likely that Islam did not 
spread appreciably in rural areas of even Islamic states in West Africa until the seventeenth or 
eighteenth centuries.

Stratified non-Muslim polities with wide trading connections continued to exist in proximity 
to Muslim communities even at the very end of the medieval period, as is indicated for example 
by the Houlouf cemetery south of Lake Chad (Holl 1994). The extraordinary Durbi Takusheyi 
burials, found in the Hausa heartland between Katsina and Daura in north-central Nigeria, are 
particularly worthy of note in this context (Gronenborn et al. 2012). The seven tumuli at this 
site were probably built at various times between the thirteenth and early sixteenth centuries 
Ce, during a period of florescence of developing Hausa elites. The rich grave goods (Figure 2.3.3) 
recovered from these tumuli, including various copper alloy and gold objects, cowries and glass, 
and carnelian beads, testify to active participation in exchange networks extending to North 
Africa and the Near East. It is likely that most of these objects were either procured directly 
from Saharan sources (e.g. the carnelian beads) or brought into the region along Central Saharan 
trade networks. However, the cultural configurations of the burials and historical traditions 
indicate that the Hausa rulers buried at Durbi Takusheyi had not yet converted to Islam.

Figure 2.3.3  Metal bowl from Tumulus 7 at the Durbi Takusheyi site, Nigeria, with an 
inscription in Arabic tulth script. (Image: Römisch-Germanisches Zentralmuseum, 
Mayence/V. Iserhardt.)
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Through the medieval period, then, we see trans-Saharan contacts in West Africa playing two 
related, but rather different, roles. Historical and archaeological data both indicate an important 
impact on elites and elite behaviour, first through the adoption of new and exotic material 
markers of status and ultimately through elite conversion to Islam. By the end of the fifteenth 
century, Muslim rulers in West Africa acted within the ambit of an Islamic cultural world that 
spread from modern Senegal to Indonesia and China. For commoners in even Islamic states, 
however, and for the masses of people who lived beyond the borders of those states, the impact 
of trans-Saharan contacts was far more limited. We can say with some confidence that goods 
from across the desert played a role in status displays, presumably in part because of their rarity 
and exoticism. They did so for elite individuals, as at Igbo Ukwu and Durbi Takusheyi, and also 
with the many ordinary people buried with a few glass beads and cowries in graves across the 
subcontinent. The cultural associations here were almost certainly not with Islam as a religion, 
but we have very little information on how such foreign artefacts fit into the great variety of 
cultural and ideological systems found in West Africa during the medieval period.

West Africa during the European medieval period:  
globalization or not?

Any discussion of globalization in medieval West Africa is, in a sense, a cultural and chrono-
logical trap: temporal periodizations that may be a natural point of inflection for European 
societies, looking forward toward the Age of Exploration and the beginnings of global expan-
sion, do not necessarily make any sense for West African societies on very different historical 
trajectories. Indeed, the salient impression that one receives from looking at the archaeological 
and historical record in West Africa is how poorly it fits into such European historical periodi-
zations. There appears to be quite a steady increase in contacts across the Sahara from the end 
of the first millennium BCe onward, an increase that on present evidence does not seem to be 
greatly affected by sociopolitical processes like the fall of the Garamantian state or the coming 
of Islam. In more recent times, the periods of jihad between the seventeenth and nineteenth 
centuries Ce may mark at least as important an historical transition in West Africa as the arrival 
of Europeans along the Atlantic coast at the end of the medieval period – marking, perhaps, 
stages in a process of globalization as significant for Africans as Inikori’s opening of the Atlantic 
world, as Islam was adopted by non-elites in the Sudanian and Sahelian zones. Blanchard 
(2007) has identified cycles in the importance of African gold in Old World economies from 
the late medieval period until the eighteenth century, and advances the hypothesis that these 
were in large part due to environmental cycling in the Sahara and merchant responses to that 
cycling. It may be equally important to look to environmental and technical changes of this 
sort in order to understand the course of West Africa’s interactions with other parts of the 
Old World.

So, then, did West Africa become part of a globalized oikoumene during the European medie-
val period? To repeat, our answer to this will depend on our definition of globalization. We may 
hold that globalization involves regionally integrated economic, sociopolitical and/or ideologi-
cal systems, such that developmental processes in this part of the world functioned in large part 
based upon their articulations with other parts of the integrated system. We might look for the 
time when West Africans begin to define themselves as participants in a larger world, one that 
extended far beyond the boundaries of their own society. Jennings’ (this volume) set of criteria 
roughly corresponds to these definitions, although at this point we do not have enough data to 
establish whether his specific criteria held for many areas and time periods in West Africa.
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We can evaluate these definitions only in terms of times, places and social classes. On the basis 
of material culture and architecture, Garamantian elites probably did not think of themselves as 
part of the Roman world. However, they made use of a sophisticated material vocabulary, much 
of it originating in Roman North Africa, in order to signal their status, and their economy was 
integrated into the larger North African Roman economy. If we identify a process of globalization 
associated with the Roman empire, the Garamantian state was part of it.

No equivalent degree of integration would exist in West Africa as a whole through the 
European medieval period. Instead, we see a slow and discontinuous adoption of exotic ele-
ments of material culture that began in the late first millennium BCe and had penetrated widely 
throughout West Africa by the end of the medieval period, more than 1500 years later. By then, 
people in communities in many parts of the Sudanian and Sahelian zones were using glass and 
carnelian beads, cowries, and brass and bronze objects – as well as textiles and other classes of 
materials only rarely preserved – in diverse cultural contexts, non-elite as well as elite. There 
probably existed regional understandings of what these exotic items meant culturally, vari-
ably comprehensible and debatable between neighbouring communities. The supply of such 
exotic objects would have been important in local socioeconomic and status systems, just as 
West African gold was significant to contemporary Mediterranean and European economies 
and prestige systems, but in neither case did the connections that supplied these exotic materials 
underpin such economies or ideological systems, such that these items were essential to their 
functioning. The great majority of West African communities made use of the possibilities of 
trading systems, but did not, in any significant sense, participate in a process of globalization. 
This included members of elites in non-Muslim societies, although it is likely that for many 
of those people – those ultimately buried at Durbi Takusheyi, for example, or the local rulers 
participating in Lake Chad Basin slaving systems (MacEachern 2015) – the advantages of con-
version to Islam were becoming steadily clearer.

Between approximately 1000–1500 Ce, elites in different areas of the Sudanian and Sahelian 
zones of West Africa were adopting Islamic identities that did transcend the subcontinent, 
becoming members of the ummat al-Islamiyah, the community of Muslims that already at that 
point spread across half the world. This was meaningful in local contexts, as it provided a new 
language for elite behaviour and the opportunity to buttress rule both ideologically and 
materially – and in the context of global Islam – as West African Muslim communities became 
influential far beyond the subcontinent. Those elites, along with elements of the urban popula-
tions who shared their capitals and the Muslim traders who linked the goldfields of Guinea with 
the Saharan trading networks, engaged in networks and processes that we can meaningfully 
identify as globalized. Increasingly, their self-identities and behaviours were defined by their 
membership in the ummah, and their economies and political systems were integrated with those 
of other Muslim societies.

However, through the medieval period there is little historical or archaeological evidence 
that such identification spread widely beyond elite cultural contexts and beyond the towns 
where rulers and Muslim traders lived. In part, this may be due to the nature of regional trad-
ing systems: although short- and medium-range trade involved commodities like salt, grain and 
meat, necessary for the continuation of local communities, the ‘charismatic’ trans-Saharan trade 
goods, especially slaves and gold, did not widely engage the hinterlands of Islamic states. Rulers 
and courts sustained their Islamic identities on the economic basis of trade goods acquired – 
often violently – beyond their borders (Reyna 1990; MacEachern 2015), and then traded to the 
Islamic world. They did not necessarily have to have a great deal of interaction with common 
people to do so, and such interaction as did exist seems to have led to elite syncretism more than 
to non-elite adoption of globalized mores. It would not be until the jihads of the succeeding 
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centuries that Islam would spread widely in non-elite contexts in West Africa, extending mem-
bership in the world of Islam to common and often-marginalized people – at the same time that 
an equally violent process of incorporation into global economic and political systems was being 
sparked by contacts with Europeans along the Atlantic coast of West Africa.
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