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EXTERNAL INFLUENCES ON NIGERIA 

External factors that influenced Nigeria are two: 

1. Contact with Trans-Sahara Trade (North African trade) and Islam 

2. Contact with Europeans 

The above two factors will be discussed one after the other. 

 

TRANS-SAHARA TRADE AND ISLAM. 

The trans-Sahara trade was the trade that connected Western Sudan (West Africa) 

and North African states together. Many Nigerian states being part of Western 

Sudan participated in this trade. The trans-Sahara trade was conducted through 

the Sahara Desert and this explains why it is called trans-Sahara that is, across the 

Sahara desert 

 

FEATURES OF THE TRANS-SAHARA TRADE 

1. The trade was conducted through the Sahara Desert 

2. Camels were used to transverse the trans-Sahara trade routes trade route. 

3. The movement of people and goods across the Sahara took place mainly 

once a year 

4. The duration of the journey across the Sahara desert lasted between 70 and 

90 days and sometimes longer. 

5. The journey through the Sahara was made in a caravan. Caravan is a 

company of  travelers on a journey through desert or hostile regions 

6. Camels in the caravans were estimated to range from a few thousands to 

about twenty thousands. 

7. The Trans-Sahara trade was carried out by barter system, cowries and 

metal currency such as gold and iron. 

8. The articles of trade were horse, salt, kolanut, hides and skin, leather, 

slaves, gold, ivory, honey, fire-arms, cloths, copper for making tools and 

ornaments 

9. In the trade, West Africa exported articles like kolanut, slaves, hides and 

skin, ivory, gold to North Africa. On the other hand, articles such as fire-
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arms, salt, cloths, horses, copper for making tools and ornaments etc were 

imported into West Africa. 

10. The trade was financed by wealthy North African merchants. These 

merchants provided the capital, organized the caravans and employed the 

Tuaregs who acted as guides. 

11. There were three important trade routes: The Western route, the Central 

route and the Eastern route. The Western route ran from Morocco, through 

Taodeni to Timbuctu (Morocco-Taodeni-Timbuctu). The Eastern route ran 

from Tripoli through Ghadames, Air, Katsina, to Kano (Tripoli-Ghadames-

Air-Katsina-Kano). The Central route ran from Tripoli through Fezzan, 

Tibesti, Bilma to Bornu (Tripoli-Fezzan-Tibesti-Bilma-Bornu) 

12. The most important towns involved in the trans-Sahara trade include: 

Fezzan, Sijimasa, Tlemcen, Wagala and Ghadames. They were inland 

towns whose traders, acting as middlemen, prevented the merchants in the 

coastal towns from direct participation in the trade. 

13. At the southern end of the trade, the Hausa, Kanuri, Tuareg and the 

Wangarawa (Dyula) were the leading distributors of West African goods 

to the North Africans. 

 

Decline of the Trans-Sahara Trade 

The Trans-Sahara trade later declined because of the following reasons: 

1. The invasion of Songhai by Morocco destroyed the western route. 

Timbuctu, a city in Songhai which was a terminus of the western route was 

affected by the invasion. 

2. The discovery of sea route from the Mediterranean to the West African 

coast contributed to the decline. The consequences of this discovery was 

that articles for trade were transported to their destinations more cheaply, 

safely and quickly too. 

3. The European penetration of West African coast led to the diversion of the 

trade to the coast. 

4. The abolition of the slave trade contributed immensely to the decline of the 

trade. This is because, the slave labour used to maintain the oases and wells 

of the desert could no longer be obtained. 
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CONSEQUENCES OF THE DECLINE OF THE TRANS-SAHARA 

TRADE 

The following were the effects or consequences of the decline of the trans-Sahara 

trade: 

1. It  loosened the ties connecting West and North Africa 

2. It rendered many traders and middlemen jobless and consequently, some 

of them became public nuisance. For instance upon the destruction of the 

trans-Sahara trade, the Tuaregs who earned living from the trade began to 

cause troubles in the northern part of West Africa. Borno suffered greatly 

from Tuareg invasion I the 18th century. 

3. Another effect of the decline was the spread of western culture in West 

Africa. 

 

 

THE COMING OF ISLAM IN NIGERIA 

Islam is the religion founded by Prophet Mohammed a citizen of Mecca in Saudi 

Arabia. Having lost his parents at a tender age, Mohammed was brought up by 

his grandfather, Abdul Muttalib and his uncle Abu Talib. Having grown up, he 

became a merchant in the caravan trade, where he served a widow called Khadijah 

who he later married at the age of 25. During his days as a merchant, he came in 

contact with Christian and Jewish ideas and practices and from these, he founded 

his own religion called Islam meaning submission. When began to preach the new 

religion in Mecca a city in Arabia, he was greatly opposed by the people and he 

fled Mecca to Medina on July 2, 622 A.D. This flight of Mohammed from Mecca 

to Medina is called Hijira or Holy Flight. From Medina, Mohammed gathered 

some followers with whom he gradually subdued the Arab world. 

Mohammed was succeeded by four Caliphs who were both religious and political 

heads of the Moslem community. They include: Abu-Bakar, Umar, Othman and 

Ali. Islam was brought to North Africa through Umar-Ibn-al-Khattab. 

Consequently, from the North African merchants, who participated in the Trans-

Sahara trade, Islam came to Nigeria and other West African states. Therefore, the 

trans-Sahara trade was the major factor for the coming of Islam to Nigeria 

and West Africa at large. 

ISLAM IN KANEM-BORNO 

Kanem-Borno was the first place in Nigeria where Islam entered. The religion 

was brought to Kanem-Borno by Arab and Berber merchants who plied the 
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Eastern route of the Trans-Sahara trade, which terminated at Borno, (Tripoli-

Fezzan-Tibesti-Bilma-Bornu). The greatest of these merchants was Mohammed 

Wani, a Fezzan merchant, because of his unequalled effort in the spread of Islam 

in Borno, he is credited with the introduction of Islam in Borno. However, Islam 

was officially accepted and made a state religion of Kanem-Borno by Mai 

Ummeh Jilmi., who was the first Mai to be converted to Islam. After Ummeh 

Jilmi, subsequent Mais worked for the consolidation of Islam in Kanem-Borno. 

And such mais include Dunama I, Dunama II (Dibalami), Ali Ghaji and Idris 

Alooma. These rulers of Kanem-Borno consolidated Islam in the following ways: 

Mai Dunama I 

1. As a devout Muslim, he performed three pilgrimages to Mecca, the capital 

of Saudi –Arabia. 

Mai Dunama II (Dabalami) 

1. He built Maliki the Islamic school of law in Kanem-Borno 

2. He built hostels in Cairo for Kanem Muslim pilgrims and students in 

residence 

Mai Ali Ghaji 

1. He strictly observed Islamic practices such as reading the Koran and 

marrying four wives. 

Mai Idris Alooma 

1. He strengthened Islam through building of new and more permanent 

mosques. 

2. He replaced the indigenous judicial system with the Islamic judicial system 

headed by a Qadi 

3. He is aid to have established an independent theocracy called Borno 

Caliphate. 

IMPACT OF ISLAM ON KANEM-BORNO 

1. Islam united the different groups that formed the first Kanem-Borno 

empire 

2. It gave the Mai convenient rules with which to govern people of different 

background 

3. The religion helped the saif dynasty to assert themselves as leaders in 

Kanem 

4. It also brought the Mai into closer touch with the Ulama of the towns who 

administered the various arms of the imperial government. 
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ISLAM IN HAUSA LAND 

As we already stated, the Hausa states include Kano, Katsina, Rano, Zaria, Gobir 

Kebbi, Daura, Biram etc. however, we are going to dwell majorly on the spread 

of Islam in Kano, Katsina and Zauzzau. 

Islam was introduced into Hausa land by the Wangarawa, a group of Mande 

Dyula Muslim merchants from Mali in the fourteenth century. The first Hausa 

state to embrace Islam was Kano. Sarkin Ali Yaji who ruled Kano from 1345-

1385, was the first Sarkin of Kano to be converted to Islam. It was he that made 

the religion the state of Kano. Consequently, he appointed several Muslim 

scholars and preachers to sensitive offices in Kano. Ali Yaji issued a 

proclamation, mandating all his subjects to accept. This mandate was strongly 

opposed by the adherents of Traditional Religion but in the long run, Islam 

prevailed in Kano. Islam in Kano was further strengthened in the 15th century by 

Muhammed Rumfa of Kano. Rumfa made some innovations which aimed at 

strengthening the internal structure of the state and intensifying its Islamic 

character. These innovations include: 

1. Extension of Kano city walls 

2. Construction of a palace (Gidan Rumfa) and a market 

3. Appointment of eunuchs into offices of the state. 

4. Establishment of Tara-ta-Kano, a nine-member council of state 

5. Introduction of Kulle (purdah) 

6. Introduction of Muslim festival of Id-el-Kabir 

7. Adoption of the Kakaki (long trumpet and the figinni (ostrich leather fans) 

as symbols of unity 

 

In Katsina, Islam was introduced in the 15th century during the reign of 

Muhammad Korau. Muhammad Korau was the first king of Katsina to accept 

Islam. Muhammad Korau was the ruler of Katsina at the time when the central 

trade route of the Trans-Sahara was established; that was the Tripoli-Ghedames-

Air-Katsina-Kano route. Muhammd Korau had earlier relocated the city of 

Katsina to its present site, hundred miles north of the former location. This 

relocation brought the city within the operation arena of the trans-Sahara trade 

and of Islam. Muhammad Korau’s successors, Ibrahim Sura (1493-1498), and 

Ali (1498-1524), further helped to consolidate Islam. These laid the foundation 

for the emergence of Katsina as an important centre of Islamic studies in Western 

Sudan in the 17th century.  
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From Kano and Katsina, Islam spread to other Hausa states beginning with 

Zauzzau (Zaria). Muhammad Rabbo was the first Sarkin Zauzzau (King of 

Zaria) to accept Islam. 

 

INFLUENCE OF ISLAM ON NIGERIA 

Islam had impact in many aspect of Nigerians’ lives such as commerce, 

literacy, education, politics, and culture. 

Socio-cultural impacts  

1. Islam influenced the dressing habit of the Nigerians. The Agbada dress 

won by many Hausa, Fulani and other northerners is commonly associated 

with Muslims and Mallams. 

2. Some words and expressions in some Nigerian languages were influenced 

by Arabic, the language of the Koran. For instance, the Hausa word 

‘Alaafia’ is a corruption of the Arabic term ‘Al-Aafiah’ which means fine, 

good or well. 

3. The culture of marrying four wives among the Hausa is an influence from 

Islam. 

4. Another impact of Islam is the adoption of Islamic names by the Hausa, 

Yoruba and other Northern Muslims. Names such as Mohammed, Ibrahim, 

Yakubu are Arabic and Muslim names 

5. Islam brought into Nigeria, the culture of taking Islamic titles such as 

Alhaji, Hadjia etc. 

6. The culture of quick burial of corpse and discouragement of crying and 

wailing during funerals common among the Northerners came with Islam. 

Islam instruct quick burial or corpse, discourage crying and wailing. 

7. The acceptance of Islam altered the Hausa practice of bowing or removing 

of foot wears, head-ties or caps before acknowledging a king. Islam 

considered this as an undue elevation of a human being to the status of a 

deity. 

8. The Arabic language which is the language of the Koran came into use 

among the Hausa as a result of their acceptance of Islam. 
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Religious Impacts of Islam on the Hausa 

1. Islam ended up displacing traditional religion in several Nigerian states, 

especially the Hausa states. 

2. The culture of purifying oneself before prayer practiced by many 

Nigerians, came with Islam 

3. Islam brought with itself the culture of facing the East while praying. 

4. Performance of pilgrimage to Mecca is another impact of Islam on Nigeria 

5. Celebration of Islamic festival such as Id-el-Kabir, Id-el-Fitri, and 

Ramadan etc came as into Nigeria as a result of the acceptance of Islam. 

6. The Almajiri institution common among the Hausa has Islamic undertone 

Educational Impacts of Islam on the Hausa 

1. Koranic education was introduced in Hausa states as a result of the coming 

of Islam.  

2. The Makarantar Allo or Quranic School which is first phases of Islamic 

education now provide some Nigerians with pre-primary and primary 

education. Under this educational outfit, students gather in the compound 

of a mallam or at koranic boarding school where they recite the Koran and 

learn Islamic teachings 

3. The Makarantar ilmi or school of advanced learning which the second 

phase of Islamic education is has come to stay in Nigeria. This long 

educational experience provide students with an understanding of the 

meaning of the Quran and exposure to other specialized branches of 

Islamic learning. 

4. Teaching of Arabic Arabic and Islamic studies in some Nigerian schools is 

another educational impact of Islam. 

 

Commercial Impacts 

1. Thanks to Islam, the culture of rejecting specific interests or fees (al-riba) 

for loans spread among the Hausa states of Nigeria 

2. Islam promoted slave trade among the Hausa. Muslims considered the 

enslavement of unbelievers as a step towards their conversion. 

3. Islam dramatically increased the volume of trans-Sahara trade among the 

Hausa. 
 

 


