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Nunc	  Agenda:	  Read	  “Scarcity,	  Supply,	  and	  Demand”	  and	  answer	  the	  question	  in	  the	  space	  below.	  

	  
	  
	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  



The Decline of Mali The rulers who followed Mansa Musa were not as strong as he had been. A series of weak mansas 
left Mali’s government in shambles in the 1300s. Without a strong authority in control, several peoples broke away from 
the empire and set up independent kingdoms. At the same time, peoples from outside of Mali invaded. Among these 
invaders were the Tuareg (Berber Nomads) of North Africa. In 1433 the Tuareg captured Timbuktu, a blow from which 
Mali never recovered. The empire slowly slipped into decline. 

Empire of Songhai 

Songhai had existed as a small kingdom for centuries, paying tribute to the leaders of Ghana and Mali. Located in the 
eastern part of what had been Mali, Songhai grew wealthy trading goods along the Niger River. During this trade, the 
people of Songhai came into contact with Muslim traders who had settled in the city of Gao. As a result of this contact, 
Islam was introduced into Songhai, where it soon became a major influence on culture. 

The Rise of Songhai By the 1460s the kingdom of Songhai had become strong and wealthy enough to begin to rival the 
empire of Mali. Songhai’s rise took place largely under the leadership of a military leader, or sunni, named Sunni Ali. 
Ali’s first act as leader was to take Timbuktu from the Tuareg. He then led a number of campaigns against neighboring 
peoples to build an empire. Ali’s military success was due to his army of skilled cavalry and navy of war canoes. 
According to oral tradition, his forces never lost a battle. As he conquered new territories, Sunni Ali replaced local leaders 
with his own loyal followers. This made revolts among conquered peoples, which had contributed to the downfall of 
Ghana and Mali, less likely. 

Askia Muhammad Songhai reached its cultural height under Askia Muhammad, whose reign is considered a golden 
age. During the 35 years of his rule, Askia Muhammad expanded Songhai and strengthened its government. Askia 
Muhammad was Songhai’s first Muslim ruler as well. Islam had been introduced into Songhai earlier, but Sunni Ali had 
never become a Muslim. To show his commitment to Islam, Askia Muhammad decided to make a grand pilgrimage to 
Mecca. Like Mansa Musa before him, he traveled through Egypt, where he gained the support of the Muslim rulers. 
During Askia Muhammad’s pilgrimage, he made contact with traders from North Africa. As a result, the trans-Saharan 
trade that had slowed after the fall of Mali resumed once again. This increased commerce made Songhai a very wealthy 
kingdom. Askia Muhammad used his new wealth to once again make Timbuktu a center of culture and Islamic 
scholarship. To secure his control of the trans-Saharan trade, Askia Muhammad extended Songhai’s borders north into the 
desert, the home of the Tuareg. He did not want raiders to interfere with traveling merchants. He also reformed Songhai’s 
government to help keep order in the empire. For example, while he ruled the east- ern part of the empire personally, he 
appointed an official called the kurmina fari to manage the western part. He also built offices in the capital city of Gao to 
oversee trade, agriculture, and the military. Eventually, however, Askia Muhammad was overthrown by his son, who 
became king. He and the later kings did not manage the empire as well as Askia Muhammad had, and in 1591 the empire 
was conquered by Morocco. 

1. How	  did	  the	  Empire	  of	  Mali	  decline?	  
	  
	  
	  

2. “Sunni	  Ali	  got	  his	  name	  because	  he	  was	  a	  Sunni	  Muslim.”	  True	  or	  False?	  Explain.	  
	  
	  
	  

3. What	  actions	  did	  Askia	  Muhammad	  undertake	  to	  strengthen	  the	  Songhai	  Empire?	  


