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Abstract:

This study investigates the structural and civilizational role played by Trans-Saharan trade
networks in shaping major social transformations and fostering social cohesion in West Africa
between the 5th and 8th AH / 11th and 14th AD centuries. The central research problem lies in
analyzing how these commercial networks evolved from mere logistical routes for exchanging
material commodities—such as gold and salt—into active "channels of acculturation™ and
social tools for merging diverse ethnic components within this vast geographical region. By
employing an analytical historical method based on classical travelers' accounts, combined
with socio-historical and anthropological approaches, the study highlights the spatial and social
spheres generated by this commercial movement. The study finds that trade created what can
be termed a "hybrid space" or “culture of the road,” a civilizational state that transcended
narrow tribal identities in favor of a shared Islamic-African identity. The paper reveals that this
cohesion was achieved through three primary structural mechanisms: First, strategic
intermarriage between arriving Northern traders (Arabs and Berbers) and local populations
(Soninke and Mandingo), which produced a middle social class that dissolved ethnic
boundaries. Second, the adoption of Maliki jurisprudence as a governing legal framework for
transactions, providing a "contractual constitution” that ensured the rights of both foreigners
and locals alike, thereby reducing tribal conflicts. Third, the pivotal role played by the
"Wangara" elite and merchant-scholars as cultural mediators who transmitted and integrated
Islamic ethical values into the local social fabric. The study concludes that the social cohesion
resulting from these networks was not a mere side effect but rather the fundamental pillar and
solid foundation for the political power and civilizational stability of the Ghana and Mali
Empires. Consequently, the research demonstrates that medieval West Africa provided a
unique historical model of peaceful coexistence and integration based on shared economic
interests and legislative unity.

Keywords: Trans-Saharan Trade, West Africa, Social Cohesion, Maliki Jurisprudence,
Wangara, Acculturation.
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