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Abstract

This research examines the role of merchants and the state in regulating markets in West
Africa during the period from the 3rd-10th centuries AH / 9th-16th centuries CE. Its central
problem focuses on how merchants and major kingdoms contributed to controlling
commercial activity and ensuring its continuity, despite only passing references in historical
sources. The study explores the regulatory mechanisms adopted by the empires of Ghana,
Mali, and Songhai.The significance of the research lies in filling a gap in studies that have
addressed the history of trans-Saharan trade without focusing on the internal organization of
these markets or on the distinguished social and economic status of merchants as the
“backbone” of the economy and society.

The study adopts a descriptive-analytical historical approach by collecting data related to
commercial activity from primary and secondary sources, then comparing and analyzing them
to reveal the nature of economic relations and the mechanisms of market administration
within the spatial framework of West Africa and the temporal scope of the study period.

The findings demonstrate the diversity of markets, ranging from local daily markets to
regional periodic markets and specialized international markets (such as gold and salt
markets). The study shows that commercial prosperity was not merely the result of abstract
economic factors; rather, it emerged from an integrated interaction between geographical
features, merchant networks, and political authority. Merchants occupied a prestigious social
position and exercised economic influence, contributing to the organization of markets, the
development of systems of measurement, weighing, and accounting, and the consolidation of
commercial ethics. Meanwhile, the state assumed responsibility for securing trade routes,
protecting caravans, implementing the hisbah system, and regulating taxes and customs
duties. This led to the establishment of a stable commercial system that strengthened West
Africa’s position as a prominent economic center within the Islamic world.

Keywords: Merchants, State, Markets, West Africa, Trade Networks, Commercial Centers,
Hisbah.
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