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Teaching Idea

Keep a vocabulary list of names and
places studied in this section, grouped
by the kingdom to which they apply.
These words can be applied at the end
of the unit. 

Teaching Idea

If you have taught Section II, “Europe in
the Middle Ages,” on pp. 101–127, ask
students to relate what was happening
in Europe during the time that the
empires of Ghana, Mali, and Songhai
were flourishing in Africa.

Teaching Idea

Students may be interested to know
that the Disney film The Lion King,
along with many books, is loosely
based on the story of Sundiata.

unique ability is due to the way camels regulate their body temperature. Humans,
for example, need to perspire in order to keep variations in their body tempera-
ture to within 2°F. Perspiration leads to a loss of water through evaporation.
Camels, however, store water in their tissues and cells and are able to withstand
variations in body temperature up to 11°F without perspiring. At night, camels
release their body heat so that their temperature is low again in the morning. 

Ghana
The first large empire in West Africa was Ghana, which may have begun as

early as 300 CE and most likely became a powerful kingdom by about 800 CE. The
Soninke people, who built the Ghana empire, were quick to take advantage of
their position astride a major trans-Saharan trade route and spread their control
through parts of what are today Mauritania, Mali, and Senegal. A ruler taxed all
the goods coming into the kingdom from the north and all the gold flowing up
from the south. Initially, the Soninke did not mine the gold but bought it from
people to the south until they later gained control of some gold mines. The king
limited the amount of gold that could leave the kingdom, thus driving up its
value. Soon Ghana was known as the “land of gold.”

Islam followed the trade routes south. Muslim North African merchants came
to Ghana to trade, and many stayed. The name Ghana is actually an Arabic word
meaning “ruler.” Along with their religion, these merchant Muslims introduced
Islamic artistic and architectural styles to Ghana. Over time, the kings of Ghana
employed Muslims as advisors and government officials.

In the mid-1000s CE, Almoravids, Muslim Berbers from the desert, overran
the kingdom but were unable to hold it. Beset by ecological problems and inter-
nal revolts by conquered peoples, Ghana’s trading network collapsed and its cap-
ital was destroyed in the mid-1200s. 

The modern nation of Ghana is named in honor of the famous empire of
Ghana, but its boundaries are not the same. The modern nation is farther south
and slightly east of the old empire. The empire was landlocked, but the modern
nation has the benefit of a coastline on the Atlantic Ocean.

Mali
The remains of the Ghana empire were replaced by the empire of Mali, which

at its peak controlled the area of the Sudan from the Atlantic Ocean east to what
is now Nigeria. Mali is also an Arabic word. It means “where the king lives.” Its
rulers succeeded one another from 1235 to the 1450s. The origins of Mali are
relayed in the story of Sundiata, the Lion King, which is the heart of the oral tra-
dition of this part of West Africa.

Sundiata Keita 
The epic begins:

Listen then sons of Mali, children of the black people, listen to my word,
for I am going to tell you of Sundiata. . . . He was great among kings; he was
peerless among men; he was beloved of God because he was the last of the
great conquerors.

According to the epic, Mali was founded by Sundiata Keita [sun-JA-ta 
KAY-ta] of the Mandinka people. Sundiata was the only surviving son of a royal
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