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RESEARCH TITLE

The Entry and Spread of Islam in Chad

Abstract

This paper examines the arrival and diffusion of Islam in Chad and its civilizational impact
across the Lake Chad Basin and the central Sahel, positioning Chad as a strategic gateway to
sub-Saharan Africa. It addresses the scholarly gap that has marginalized Chad’s role in the
Islamization of Africa despite strong social and cultural indicators of its Arab-Islamic
identity. The study employs three complementary approaches: a historical method to trace
the earliest ingress routes since the mid-first Islamic century (c. 4649 AH / 666 CE); a
follow-up analytical method to map the activities of scholars and preachers; and an
inferential method to sift established facts from colonial-era distortions.

Findings show that Islam entered via a trans-Saharan network: the Tripoli-Fezzan—-Kawar—
Kanem corridor; the Kairouan—Tripoli-Murzug—Kawar route; and the Nile Valley route
(Aswan—Darfur—Wadai), alongside local branches converging on Lake Chad as a caravan
hub. Mechanisms of diffusion included voluntary adoption and persuasion; the work of
preachers and jurists who accompanied caravans; trade and intermarriage; the absence of
major natural barriers; the early conversion of Kanem’s rulers and their patronage of
religious and educational institutions; and organized pilgrimage caravans that formed
learned elites who returned as teachers and missionaries. The study highlights Islam’s
structural imprint on Chadian society through the rise of Islamic polities (Kanem, Wadai and
others), consolidation of the Maliki school, expansion of Arabic learning, the proliferation of
mosques and Qur’anic schools, and the entrenchment of values of justice and social
solidarity. The paper re-centers Chad as a pivotal actor in the history of Islam’s spread in
sub-Saharan Africa and calls for expanded archival and field research to decolonize
prevailing narratives and foreground Chadian Islamic heritage.

Key Words: Chad, Kanem—Bornu, Lake Chad, Saharan caravan routes, spread of Islam in
Africa, da‘wa, trade and intermarriage, Maliki school, Wadai.
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