
Islam in Africa

Islam in Africa, the development of the Muslim religion on the African continent. 

  

During Muhammad's lifetime a group of Muslims escaped Meccan persecution (615) by fleeing
to Ethiopia, where the Negus gave them protection. The spread of Islam  in Africa began in the
7th and 8th cent. with the 
Umayyads
, who brought the religion to the Middle East and to the littoral of North Africa. Along the coast of
Africa Islam spread among the 
Berbers
, who joined the Muslim community and almost immediately drove north across the
Mediterranean into Europe. In Morocco, Muslims founded the city of Fès (808), which soon
thereafter gave refuge to Andalusian Muslims fleeing an uprising in Córdoba (see 
Idrisids
). On the east coast of Africa, where Arab mariners had for many years journeyed to trade,
Arabs founded permanent colonies on the offshore islands, especially on Zanzibar, in the 9th
and 10th cent. From there Arab trade routes into the interior of Africa helped the slow
acceptance of Islam and led to the development of Swahili culture and language.
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Prior to the 19th cent. the greatest gains made by Islam were in the lands immediately south of
the Sahara. The Islamization of W Africa began when the ancient kingdom of Ghana  (c.990)
extended itself into the Sahara and the Islamic center at Sanhajah. Mansa Musa (1307–32) of
Mali was among the first to make Islam the state religion. By the 16th cent. the empire of Mali
and its successor-state Songhaj included several Saharan centers of trade and Muslim learning,
such as Timbuktu. In the region of the E Sudan, Islamic penetration followed the route of the
Nile. By about 1366, Makurra, the more northerly of the two Christian kingdoms of the E Sudan,
became Islamic. The other kingdom, Aloa, was captured (c.1504) by the Muslims.

  

In the 16th cent. the Somali conqueror Ahmad Gran unsuccessfully attempted to convert
Ethiopia to Islam. In the late 18th and early 19th cent., Africa, like the rest of the Muslim world,
was swept by a wave of religious reform. Militant reformers, such as the Fulani  and the
followers of Ha
jj Omar
, greatly extended the area over which Islam held sway in W Africa. Usumanu dan Fodio (1809)
founded the Sokoto caliphate, which was eventually incorporated under British rule into Nigeria.

  

The Muslim brotherhoods also gained many new converts (see Sanusi ). European colonialists
in many cases adopted Muslim law as a unifying administrative structure, rather than the
indigenous and often competing tribal customs of their artificially demarcated colonies. Islam in
Africa has to varying degrees incorporated tribal and pre-Islamic practices, and the Muslims of
Africa have accepted claims of several self-proclaimed 
Mahdis
. In the 20th cent. Islam has gained more converts in Africa than has Christianity, which labors
under the burden of identification with European imperialism.
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