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Activity from Chapter 10: Development

Why does the name Timbuktu sound familiar? One reason is that centuries ago, the city was a 
well-known intellectual, spiritual, and economic center. Yet, the contemporary urban landscape 
of Timbuktu provides few clues to its former status. What happened?

Modern day view of Central Square, Timbuktu, Mali. 

Locate Timbuktu on the map below. What observations can you make that might give clues 
about the city's importance based on its location?
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Teaching Tips

Sited along the Niger River on the edge of the Sahara Desert, Timbuktu was 
once a major trade center. Goods from the north, carried on camels, were traded 
with goods from the south brought in on boats. But in the sixteenth century, the 
development of sea trade routes on the west coast of Africa allowed traders to 
circumvent Timbuktu. With European exploration, colonization, and exploitation 
of Africa, trade patterns shifted. Port cities gained in importance, and Timbuktu 
lost its strategic position and a long period of decline began. 

Timbuktu’s story serves as a reminder that where a place is located can affect its 
economic fortunes—its development. But the “where” factor is not a simple one. 
Sometimes the presence of valuable raw materials can produce wealth. More 
often, development prospects are shaped by a place’s strategic position relative 
to other places and innovations, its relationship with other places, its political 
and economic past, and its access to capital. Development also takes place in 
the context of the capitalist world economy where structures and relationships 
help create high levels of uneven development.

Use this discussion activity to compare the changes to Timbuktu to Radiator 
Springs in the Pixar movie Cars. Search for a clip of the movie or ask students if 
they can recall the film. Alternatively, ask students if they can think of a movie, TV 
show, book, or video game where a place that was once thriving now has far less 
economic activity but still-standing infrastructure such as roads and buildings. In 
Cars, Radiator Springs was a vibrant town along Route 66, but it became a ghost 
town once the interstate highway was built. The truth is Radiator Springs was 
modeled after towns along Route 66 that suffered when the interstate was built. 
However, new businesses sprouted up along the off-ramps of the new interstates.
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