
The Ghana Empire                                                             

Ghana Empire flourished from 300 – 1100 AD, and was an international 

trading epicenter that was culturally diverse. While the local citizens 

practiced traditional religious beliefs, the rulers permitted the Islamic faith to 

be introduced by foreigners that visited Ghana from the Arab world. Ghana 

was the first of three great West African empires. However, following 

Ghana’s political decline, Ghana’s domain was succeeded by the Mali 
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(1200-1500 AD), and Songhai 

Empires (1350-1600 AD). 

Archaeological studies indicate 

that there were earlier dwellers 

before 300 AD, however, it was 

the Soninke people  that unified 

the Ghana Empire, by annexing 

surrounding cities and villages. 

After annexation, they guaranteed 

protection for tribute. The Soninke 

also referred to their empire as 

Ouagadou (pronounced 

Wagadou). The name Ghana, is 

interpreted as King or  Warrior. 

The Ghana Empire is located over 

present day southeastern 

Mauritania, western Mali, and 

eastern Senegal,) between the 

Sahara Desert to the north, and 

the tropical rain forests to the 

south (see map)h.  

While the vast Sahara Desert 

isolated Ghana from the rest of the 

world, Ghana flourished. In part, 

due to close proximity to fertile 

agricultural lands, near the Niger 

and Senegal Rivers. However the 

Trans Saharan Gold Trade 

propelled Ghana to prominence. 

The primary exports that brought 

Ghana to prominence were gold, 

salt, copper, silver and ivory.   Iron 

smelting afforded the development 

of iron tools and weapons, for the 

past 1,000 years in the Western 

Sudan (West Africa). Ghana 
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controlled the trade routes, 

which brought the empire  

legendary wealth. The 

gold was transported from 

the Wangara gold mines, 

in the south. Salt was 

transported from the 

Tagaza salt mines, in the 

north.  

The capital city was Koubi 

Seleh (see archaeological 

photos), located in present 

day southeast Mauritania. 

According to the Arab 

Historian, Al-Bakri in 106-1068, the capital was actually two cities, but 

“between these two towns are continuous habitations.  According to al-

Bakri, the major part of the 

city was called El-Ghaba, 

and was the residence of 

the Ghana. It was 

protected by a stone wall 

and functioned as the royal 

and spiritual capital of the 

empire. It contained a 

sacred grove of trees, 

used for traditional 

Soninke religious rites. It 

also contained the king’s 

palace, the grandest 

structure in the city. There 

was also one mosque for 

visiting Muslim officials.  

The second city was 

surrounded by wells with 

fresh water, where 

vegetables were grown. It 

The Koubi Seleh, Mauritania excavation 

site    



served as the business 

district. It had twelve 

mosques, one of which was 

designated for Friday 

prayers, and had a full group 

of scholars, scribes, and 

Islamic jurists. Modern day 

Koubi Seleh excavation site  

was excavated initially in 

1914, then again in 1949-

1951 and 1980-1981. 

(Photos shown) 

 Much of what is known 

about ancient Ghana’s 

political structure was 

transcribed by Arab 

historians.  It was the Arab 

and Jewish travelers of the 

day that shared the existence 

of Ghana to the rest of the 

world. Islamic writers often 

commented on the social-

political stability. The king’s 

word was law. He served as 

the Commander in Chief of a 

highly organized army, the 

controller of all trade 

activities, and was the head 

administrator of justice. 

Mayors, civil servants, 

counselors, and ministers 

were appointed by the king 

to assist with administrative 

duties. Each day, the king 

assembled his court, and 

served as judge over 

13th century drawing of an Almoravid soldier on the map 
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neighborly disputes and legal conflicts.   

Arab historian al-Ya’qubi, (889 AD), wrote  “under the king’s authority are a 

number of kings.” These “kings” were the rulers of the territorial units often 

called kafu in Mandinka.  

While the early rulers did not convert to Islam, thee rulers did allow the 

Arab traders to settle among them, and to build mosques. Eventually, Islam 

did expand across the Empire. In al-Bakri’s time, the rulers of Ghana began 

to incorporate more Muslims into government, including the treasurer, an 

interpreter, and “the majority of his officials.” 

In 1050 AD, Almoravid invaders from the north (modern day Morrocco), 

waged war against the non-muslims in Ghana, forcing them to convert or 

be killed. After the Capital City was destroyed, the Almoravids stayed in 

power for only 10 years, but the Ghana Empire never recovered. The 

vestiges of Ghana fell due to external pressures of competing trade routes, 

and other nations desiring control of the vast wealth.  Namely, the Mali 

Empire rose into prominence.  
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