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SUB-TOPIC: SOCIOPOLITICAL STRUCTURE OF SONGHAI EMPIRE
The Social Structure of Songhai Empire
Songhai society was organised according to a caste system. At the pinnacle of the system were the emperor and his family. Imperial authority was disseminated through political, social and religious leaders. The social elite consisted of families and individuals with ties to the imperial family who were treated as local leaders, though they were not formally part of the government. The political elite consisted of imperial advisors, ministers, governors and other regional, while the intellectual elite consisted of artisans, educators and religious leaders.
Below the elite were the common citizens, who were either privately employed or working in one of the state industries. The citizen caste was the most populous and comprised most of the empire's agricultural and military employees. Individuals could move from the citizen caste into the elite by entering the civil service, apprenticing for artisanship. or training to join the Islamic leadership. Below the citizen caste were the slaves, who were traded for goods and services, and were used as domestic servants, security, and labourers. Slaves could be freed, thereby becoming citizens, but they were often restricted from joining the elite.

The Political Structure of Songhal Empire

Songhai Empire was built on the traditions of Ghana and Mali Empires. It had a strong centralised political system as follows: 
1. The Emperor: The Emperor was the head of the empire. With the emergence of Mohammed Toure, a new title was adopted known as Askia. The Emperor served as the head of state, head of government, and commander of the armed forces. There was a central government that was based on a patrilineal system of succession. Under this system, only male members of the empire were qualified to be in the line of succession. The Emperor had sole and final authority to enact law by decree, appoint government leaders, and sign treaties with foreign states. The city of Gao was the nation's administrative capital, while the cities of Timbuktu and Jenné served as economic and cultural centres with semi-autonomous governments.
2. Provincial/Regional Governors (The Kois); Songhai Empire was divided into provinces or regions. The provinces were under the control of provincial governors who were the appointees of the Emperor. The provincial governors were directly responsible to the Emperor.
3. Council of Ministers: There was also the council of ministers that assisted the Emperor in the effective administration of the empire. The ministries were made up of departments, such as treasury, military, domestic affairs, religion, and agriculture. Each department was under the control of a minister. The most notable among the ministers were the officer in charge of finance and taxation (the Fare Mundya), the Justice Minister (the Asari Mundya), the Chief Immigration Officer (the KoreyFarma), the Defence Minister (the Balama), and the Chief Naval Officer (the Hi Koy). With the assistance of these officers, the Emperor imposed his rule upon the metropolitan area around Gao.
4. The Courts: Judicial administration of the empire was based on Koranic law or Sharia. The state maintained a complex penal system with prisons for each of the various social castes. Each province or region in the empire had its own court with Barey-KO I as the chief Justice. He was assisted by other judges known as Kadis.

The Military Might and the Power of Songhai Empire
The empire had a strong military organisation. It comprised about 30,000 infantry and about 10,000 horsemen. The defence system of Songhai Empire was one of the largest organised forces in the Western Sudan. The possession of strong military organisation helped Songhai Empire to embark on successful military conquests leading to the conquest of Timbuktu and Jenne.
Achievements, Expansion and Government of Askia Mohammad (1493-1528)
The Personality of Askia Mohammed Toure
Askia Mohammed was regarded as one of the greatest emperors of Songhai Empire. He was an empire builder and an administrative genius. He reigned between 1493 and 1528. He was a good soldier and devout Muslim. He was formerly the Army General of Sonni Ali. Although his real name was Abu Bakr Toure, he was generally referred to as 'Askia the Great. Having seized power through a palace coup, he adopted the title 'Askia'.

Major Contributions/Achievements of Askia Mohammed Toure to the Growth of Songhai Empire 
Askia Mohammed was one of the most famous emperors of Songhai Empire whose contributions saw to the growth and development of the empire. The following were some of the major contributions of Askia Mohammed to the growth and development of Songhai Empire:

1. Expansion of the Empire: Askia Mohammed contributed greatly to the expansion of the empire. Through his standing army, Askia Mohammed embarked on successful military campaigns purposely for the territorial expansion of the empire. He conquered many places, such as Agades, Taghaza and Takedda.
2. Establishment of Effective and Efficient Government: Askia Mohammed was a good administrator and a political reformer. In order to ensure effective and efficient administration of the empire. he re-organised the system of government he inherited from Sonni Ali. He built an efficient central government, which power and authority was concentrated at the capital of the empire. He also divided the rest of the empire into provinces, which were under the control of the provincial governors.
3. Establishment of a Standing Army: By the time Askia Mohammed came into power, there was no standing army in the empire. Thus, as an army officer, and as well as realising the importance of military force in the stability of the empire, he decided to establish a standing army. It was this new military force that he was able to embark on successful military conquests.
4. Promotion of Islam: Askia Mohammed was a devout Muslim. Through the holy pilgrimage to Mecca, Askia Mohammed was able to bring some Muslim scholars into the empire, such as Mohammed Al-Maghili who contributed greatly to the spread of Islam in Songhai Empire. During his reign, the practice of Islamic religion in the empire was revived, to the extent that it became the state religion.
5. Development of Islamic Education: Development of education was one of the greatest achievements of Askia Mohammed. He contributed greatly to the development of Islamic education in the empire. During his reign, a number of Koranic schools were built in great cities, such as Timbuktu. Also, Timbuktu became known as a major centre of Islamic learning.

6. Development of Trade: Askia Mohammed encouraged the development of trade in the empire. He reformed and strengthened the economy of the empire. Having returned from his pilgrimage to Mecca, he introduced some measures which revolutionised trading activities.
