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 Sundiata (Sunjata) Keita was a 
West African political leader who would 
become the founder and first ruler of 
the Mali Empire in medieval West Africa. 
He founded the empire circa 1235 CE and 
ruled until his death in circa 1255 CE. The 
Mali empire was prosperous under his 
rule. Sundiata was also the great uncle 
of the most famous of the rulers of 
Mali, Mansa Musa, whose well-documented 
and lavish pilgrimage to Mecca 
in Arabia made Mali the most famous 
African empire in the world a that time.

 The Malinke kingdom, Kangaba, was part 
of the Ghana empire of West Africa. Oral 
stories about Keita say that he was a 
sickly child or suffered from some sort 
of physical impairment. This explains 
why, when his brothers were killed by 
the rulers of Ghana, he was spared. 
Eventually, he became a local leader of 
the kingdom of Kangaba.
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TRADING AND PROFIT 

 Camel caravans as the means of transport

Traders moved their goods across the Sahara in 
large groups called caravans. Camels were the 
main mode of transportation and were used to 
carry goods and people. The camel was the most 
important part of the caravan. Without the 
camel, trade across the Sahara would have 
been impossible. Camels are uniquely adapted to 
survive long periods without water. They can 
also survive large changes in body 
temperature allowing them to withstand the 
heat of the day and the cold of night in the 
desert.
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AGRICULTURE

 An agricultural area of major 
importance is the inland Niger delta. 
Millet, rice, wheat, and corn (maize), 
as well as yams and cassava (manioc), 
are the main subsistence crops, while 
cotton is an important commercial 
crop; peanuts (groundnuts), 
sugarcane, tobacco, and tea are also 
grown for market.
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GOVERNMENT

the emperor of Mali. The mansa had absolute power which was incontestable. He ruled the empire with total authority, 
passed down by heredity. In fact, nearly every part of Mali society was based on ancestry. Each clan had its own founding 
ancestor, and most people were required to be whatever their parents were. That means that if your parents were 
merchants, you would be a merchant. If they were farmers, you would be a farmer. If they were in government, then that 
was really your only career option.

The Mali Empire functioned with a complex and centralized system of administration. Where did this come from? Around 
1000 CE, the Mali people and rulers largely adopted Islam as their religion. The structures of Islam not only generated a 
royal obligation to fund education and the arts, but also provided guidance on creating a clearly organized society. Islam 
was the state religion of the Mali Empire and was crucial in matters of daily administration and government.
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DUE TO ITS PROSPERITY, THE MALI EMPIRE 
CONSTRUCTED AMBITIOUS ARCHITECTURAL 
PROJECTS. THE STRUCTURES WERE MOSTLY 
RELIGIOUS BUILDINGS AND PALACES. MALI 
WAS A MUSLIM KINGDOM, AND THE 
MONARCHS ORDERED THE CONSTRUCTION 
OF LARGE MOSQUES TO ACCOMMODATE THE 
GROWING CONGREGATION IN THE CITIES. 
LARGE PALACES WERE ALSO BUILT FOR THE 
MIGHTY KINGS.

THE MALI ARCHITECTURE WAS ADAPTED TO THE 
LOCAL ENVIRONMENT AND WEATHER, AND IT 
MOSTLY USED LOCAL MATERIALS. THE 
CONSTRUCTIONS WERE USUALLY MADE OUT 
OF MUD BRICKS, CREATED BY COMBINING THE 
MUD WITH HUSKS FROM RICE OR OTHER 
GRAINS. THE BRICKS WERE DRIED IN THE SUN 
AND USED FOR BUILDING THE INTERIOR AND 
EXTERIOR WALLS. A FINISH WITH PLASTER MADE 
FROM EARTH AND WATER WAS THEN APPLIED. 
MUD BRICK CONSTRUCTION IS COMMONLY 
KNOWN AS ''ADOBE'' OR ''BANCO.''
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FROM THE NOMADIC TUAREG, FULANI, 
BOZO FISHERS, BAMBARA, AND 
DOGON FARMERS, EACH OF MALI’S 
DOZENS OF ETHNIC GROUPS HAVE 
THEIR OWN UNIQUE LANGUAGES 
AND HISTORY, YET GENERALLY 
INTERACT AMICABLY WITH EACH 
OTHER. EACH OF THESE HAS PASSED 
DOWN THEIR OWN TRADITIONS, 
HISTORY AND OCCUPATIONS OVER 
THE CENTURIES. MALIAN MUSIC AND 
LITERATURE HAVE BOTH BEEN HEAVILY 
INFLUENCED BY LONGTIME ORAL 
STORYTELLING. TRADITIONAL 
STORYTELLERS CALLED GRIOTSOFTEN
PERFORM AT WEDDINGS AND OTHER 
SPECIAL EVENTS.

Culture 



RELIGION

There are three main religions. Sunni Islam is 
practiced by more than nine-tenths of the 
population, traditional religions by most of 
the rest, and Christianity (primarily Roman 
Catholicism and Protestantism) by a small 
number. Islamization dates to the 11th 
century and has eclipsed traditional religions 
among the Soninke, Songhai, Moors, Tuareg, 
and most Fulani. Many of the Gur-speaking 
peoples, especially the Dogon, as well as 
some Malinke and Bambara, practice 
traditional African religions. Even among 
Muslim and Christian converts, many 
traditional beliefs persist.
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MILITARY

The military history of the Mali Empire is 
that of the armed forces of the Mali Empire, 
which dominated Western Africafrom the mid 
13th to the late 15th century. The military 
culture of the empire's driving force,Mandinka
people, influenced many later states in West 
Africa including break-away powers such as 
the Songhay and Jolof empires. Institutions 
from the Mali Empire also survived in the 19th 
century army of Samory Ture who saw himself 
as the heir to Old Mali's legacy.
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