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    To those everywhere who have faced struggle and still choose to rise with dignity and hope.To the voices often unheard, whose strength quietly shapes the world we live in.And to the next generation, who will turn today's challenges into tomorrow's possibility.
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PREFACE


"We must dare to invent the future."

— Thomas Sankara, 1984


PREFACE

This book was born from a question that refuses to be quiet: Why does a country with so much  rich soil, courageous people, centuries of civilization  remain so fragile?

Burkina Faso sits at the heart of West Africa like a landlocked riddle. It has no coastline, no oil wells, no diamond fields that draw the world's cameras. And yet, in the last six decades, it has produced one of Africa's most celebrated revolutionary leaders, survived more than eight coups d'état, hosted the seeds of a jihadist insurgency that now threatens to swallow the entire Sahel, and become the unlikely theater of a new Great Game between old colonial powers and rising global rivals.

This is not a book about Africa's failures. It is a book about Africa's struggles  and the difference matters enormously.

The story of Burkina Faso is the story of what happens when a people are systematically underdeveloped for seventy years and then handed independence like a gift with no instructions. It is the story of what happens when foreign powers  with their aid, their troops, their currencies, and their interests  remain entangled in a nation's sovereign decisions long after the colonial flag was lowered. And it is the story of what happens when young men take up arms, some in the name of God, some in the name of revolution, some simply because hunger and humiliation leave no other door open.

I have tried to write this book with the discipline of a historian, the curiosity of an investigator, and the respect of someone who understands that behind every political statistic is a human life. Where facts are contested, I have said so. Where evidence is ambiguous, I have presented multiple interpretations. Where my own analysis ventures beyond the documented record, I have made that clear.

The people of Burkina Faso deserve a serious account of their history  not a sensationalized drama, not a pity narrative, not a Cold War-era framework that reduces them to passive recipients of outside forces. They are agents of their own story. This book attempts to honor that.

INTRODUCTION
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INTRODUCTION: THE LAND THAT PROUD MEN BUILT

The name alone carries weight.

Burkina Faso. In the Mòoré and Dioula languages, it means "Land of Incorruptible Men" or more literally, "Land of Upright People." The name was coined in August 1984 by a young army captain named Thomas Sankara, who had just completed a year in power and wanted to strip away the last colonial residue that still clung to his nation's identity. The country had been called Upper Volta by the French a bureaucratic geographic reference to the upper reaches of the Volta River system, as impersonal as a postal code. Sankara gave it back its dignity in two words.

That act of renaming was not merely symbolic. It was a declaration of philosophy, a statement of intent, and depending on how you read what came after either a magnificent promise or a tragic irony. Because the land of upright people has, in the decades since, been governed by some of the most corrupt, compromised, and brutal administrations on the African continent. It has been a country where public resources vanished into private pockets, where elections were stolen before the ballots were counted, where young men took up arms in the name of God or justice or both, and where the line between liberator and oppressor has blurred so many times it has almost ceased to exist.

And yet. The name still stands. The aspiration still lives, carried in the hearts of ordinary Burkinabé who grow their millet in the dry season, who walk kilometers for water, who send their children to crumbling schools and pray that something better is coming. It lives in the memory of Sankara himself  a man assassinated at thirty-seven who has become, in death, more powerful than he ever was in life. It lives in the protests of young people who fill the streets of Ouagadougou and demand that their government mean something.

This book is an attempt to understand Burkina Faso whole not as a collection of crises, but as a civilization with a past, a present, and multiple possible futures. It is organized around six interlocking themes that weave through the country's history like threads in a single cloth.

The first thread is colonial legacy. For seventy years  from the final conquest in the 1890s to independence in 1960  Burkina Faso was administered as a French possession, exploited for its labor, taxed for its crops, and deliberately kept underdeveloped to serve the needs of France's other, more profitable territories. The mechanisms of that extraction did not disappear when the tricolor was lowered in Ouagadougou. Many of them simply changed form.

The second thread is the revolutionary moment. Thomas Sankara was not a perfect man or a perfect leader. But he was a genuine revolutionary  one of the very few in postcolonial Africa who actually tried to restructure power in favor of the poor. His four years in office, from 1983 to 1987, were a compressed experiment in radical self-reliance, gender equality, environmental consciousness, and anti-imperialism that still echoes across the continent. His assassination, almost certainly with foreign complicity, ended the experiment before its results could be fully assessed. But it did not end the argument.

The third thread is the long decay. After Sankara's death, his former ally Blaise Compaoré ruled Burkina Faso for twenty-seven years  longer than any other leader in the country's history. His reign was a masterclass in the politics of survival: balancing external patrons against internal factions, mediating regional conflicts while simultaneously funding armed groups, running elections while controlling their outcomes. By the time he was finally driven out by mass street protests in 2014, the institutions of the Burkinabé state had been so hollowed out that the country was left structurally vulnerable to the insurgency that was already gathering at its borders.

The fourth thread is the security collapse. Beginning around 2015 and accelerating dramatically after 2019, Burkina Faso was engulfed by a jihadist insurgency that drew on the regional networks of groups affiliated with al-Qaeda and the Islamic State. By 2023, the country had become one of the epicenters of what analysts call the "Sahelian crisis"  a multi-country conflict that has displaced more than two million people, killed tens of thousands, and made vast swaths of territory effectively ungovernable. Understanding how a country that had no history of religiously motivated mass violence arrived at this point requires careful analysis of economic grievance, state failure, regional dynamics, and the exploitation of local conflicts by transnational armed networks.

The fifth thread is the new power game. The arrival of Captain Ibrahim Traoré to power in September 2022  through the country's second coup in eight months  brought with it a dramatic realignment of foreign relationships. France, Burkina Faso's former colonial master and longtime security partner, was expelled. Russian paramilitary contractors arrived. China deepened its economic presence. The United States watched nervously. For observers who had grown accustomed to the old geometry of Francophone African politics, it felt like a tectonic shift. Whether it represents genuine sovereignty or simply a change of patron remains the central question of the present moment.

The sixth thread is the idea of Africa itself. Burkina Faso's struggles are not unique. They are, in many ways, a concentrated version of challenges faced by dozens of African states  the challenge of building functional institutions on the ruins of colonialism, of managing resource wealth without being captured by it, of maintaining security without surrendering freedom, of charting an independent course in a world where great powers have never stopped competing for African allegiances. To understand Burkina Faso is to understand something essential about the unfinished project of African sovereignty.

A note on sources and methodology: This book draws on a range of materials  academic scholarship, investigative journalism, government reports, NGO assessments, and firsthand accounts where available. Where sources conflict, I have noted the dispute. Where the historical record is incomplete, I have said so rather than filling gaps with speculation. The story of Burkina Faso is complicated enough without invention.

Let us begin where all stories properly begin: at the beginning.

PART I

HISTORICAL ROOTS

The Land and Its People — Deep History, Colonial Rupture, and the Making of a Post-Colonial State
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Before the French Arrived

The Mossi Kingdoms and the Architecture of West African Civilization

PART I: THE LAND AND ITS PEOPLE — DEEP ROOTS

CHAPTER ONE: BEFORE THE FRENCH ARRIVED

THE MOSSI KINGDOMS and the Architecture of West African Civilization

Long before a European cartographer drew a line across a map and called the territory "Upper Volta," the people of what is now Burkina Faso had built something remarkable.

The Mossi, the largest single ethnic group in the region, comprising roughly half of today's Burkinabé population  established one of the most durable political systems in sub-Saharan African history. The Mossi kingdoms, which historians trace to the eleventh or twelfth century CE, were not primitive chiefdoms. They were structured states with sophisticated hierarchies, codified systems of taxation and tribute, professional armies, diplomatic protocols, and mechanisms for succession that, while not democratic in the modern sense, were rule-governed and relatively stable across generations.

At the apex of the Mossi political system was the Mogho Naba  the King of the World, as the title translates from Mòoré. The Mogho Naba ruled from Ouagadougou, which was not merely a settlement but a capital in the full political sense: a center of power, administration, ceremony, and trade. The office was hereditary but not absolute. The Mogho Naba operated within a complex system of councils and titled officials  the Baloum Naba, the Togo Naba, the Ouidi Naba, among others  whose roles were precisely defined and whose cooperation was essential to effective governance. This was not despotism; it was something closer to a constitutional monarchy with African characteristics.

The Mossi kingdoms were also militarily formidable. From the fourteenth through the seventeenth centuries, Mossi cavalry repelled repeated incursions by the Mali and Songhai empires  two of the most powerful polities in West African history. The Mossi were not conquerors seeking to build an empire of their own; they were defenders of their territory, and remarkably successful ones. When the great Songhai ruler Askia Muhammad launched a jihad against the Mossi in 1498-99, hoping to force their conversion to Islam, the Mossi armies defeated him and sent his forces back across the Niger River. It was a military achievement that would have resonated across any map of the medieval world.

This resistance to Islam is significant for understanding the long arc of Burkinabé history. Unlike many West African peoples, the Mossi kingdoms did not convert to Islam under the pressure of the medieval Islamic empires or through the trans-Saharan trade routes that brought merchants and scholars southward. They developed their own syncretic relationship with Islam over centuries  accepting Muslim merchants, traders, and advisors into their courts without requiring political submission to Islamic law. By the time of French conquest, Islam coexisted with traditional animist practices across much of the territory, a pluralism that had been maintained, largely peacefully, for five hundred years.

The Mossi were not the only people in the region. Burkina Faso's ethnic landscape was  and remains  extraordinarily diverse. The Fulani, or Peul, were pastoralists whose cattle migrations crossed the entire West African savanna; their traditional grazing routes paid no attention to the borders that would later be drawn by European hands. The Bobo, concentrated in the west of the country around what is now Bobo-Dioulasso, had their own political traditions and were among the fiercest resisters of French colonization. The Gurunsi, the Lobi, the Bissa, the Dagara  dozens of distinct peoples lived across the territory, speaking different languages, practicing different customs, organized according to different principles. Many had no tradition of centralized authority at all; their societies were organized around family compounds, village councils, and age-grade associations rather than kingdoms or states.

This diversity was not a source of weakness. In the pre-colonial period, the peoples of the region managed their differences through trade, intermarriage, tribute relationships, and occasional conflict resolved through negotiation. The Mossi kingdoms provided a framework of regional order without demanding cultural uniformity. Traders from the Dioula ethnic group  whose name has become synonymous with long-distance commerce across West Africa  crisscrossed the territory, connecting the Saharan trade routes to the north with the forest products of the south. Gold, kola nuts, salt, cloth, and slaves moved through networks that spanned thousands of miles.

It is tempting, when writing about precolonial Africa, to lapse into either romanticization or dismissal  to paint either a golden age without conflict, hierarchy, or exploitation, or a primitive world awaiting the civilizing mission of European contact. Both are distortions. The Mossi kingdoms had their own forms of social stratification: a warrior nobility, a priestly class, commoners, artisans organized into hereditary castes, and slaves captured in warfare or acquired through trade. Women in most Mossi communities occupied subordinate positions in formal political structures, though they wielded considerable influence in household economies and through specific ritual roles. Life for the majority of people was hard  shaped by the rhythms of rain and drought in a semi-arid landscape that offered limited agricultural surplus.

But these were functioning societies. They had history, memory, art, religion, philosophy, and politics. The people of the region had developed sophisticated techniques for managing their difficult environment: terracing hillsides against erosion, maintaining sacred groves that regulated water cycles, rotating crops to preserve soil fertility. Some of these techniques, later abandoned during colonial disruption, are now being rediscovered by development organizations trying to address desertification in the Sahel.

The critical point  the one that matters most for understanding everything that comes after  is that when French forces arrived at the end of the nineteenth century, they were not entering an empty land or a political vacuum. They were entering a complex, organized world that had its own logic, its own institutions, and its own sense of identity. The violence required to subjugate that world was enormous. And the consequences of that subjugation  the destruction of indigenous governance structures, the reorientation of economic life to serve external needs, the imposition of alien administrative systems  would shape Burkina Faso's trajectory for more than a century after the colonial period formally ended.

CHAPTER TWO: THE FRENCH CONQUEST AND WHAT IT COST

SEVENTY YEARS OF EXTRACTION

The French arrived in the upper Volta region in the 1880s and 1890s, part of the scramble for Africa that followed the 1884-85 Berlin Conference at which European powers carved the continent into colonial spheres without consulting a single African leader.

The conquest was not a negotiation. It was a military campaign, conducted with the technological advantage of modern firearms against peoples who fought with spears, muzzle-loaders, and cavalry. French forces met fierce resistance in many parts of the territory. The Bobo people of the western regions staged repeated uprisings, the most significant of which  the Volta-Bani War of 1915-1916  mobilized tens of thousands of fighters across multiple ethnic groups in a coordinated resistance that stretched French military resources and required the deployment of reinforcements from across French West Africa. The suppression of the revolt was brutal: villages were burned, leaders executed, and large numbers of people killed. Some estimates put the death toll at tens of thousands, though precise figures are impossible to verify given the colonial administration's incentives for underreporting.

The Mogho Naba and the Mossi ruling class navigated the conquest with more political sophistication than many other groups. Recognizing that outright resistance against modern weaponry was ultimately futile, the Mogho Naba of the time  Mogho Naba Wobgho  initially resisted but after defeat accepted a form of collaboration that preserved some of the kingdom's formal structures. This accommodation allowed the Mossi ruling elite to maintain certain ceremonial and administrative functions under French supervision, which may partly explain why the Mossi kingdoms remain culturally significant in Burkina Faso to this day. The current Mogho Naba, Baongo II (enthroned in 2016), is still a respected political figure whose views on national affairs carry real weight.

But accommodation came at a price. The colonial system that France established across Upper Volta was designed with one primary purpose: extraction. The territory had no mineral wealth comparable to the gold of the Gold Coast or the rubber of Congo  no single commodity that made the colonial enterprise obviously profitable by commercial standards. What it had was people. And the French used them.

The most significant instrument of colonial extraction was forced labor, known in French as the travail forcé or corvée. Under this system, adult male Africans in French territories were required to work without pay for a specified number of days each year on colonial infrastructure projects  roads, railways, administrative buildings  or could be rented to private companies for plantation and construction work. In Upper Volta, the system was used extensively to supply labor to the cocoa and coffee plantations of Côte d'Ivoire to the south and to the construction of the Abidjan-Ouagadougou railway, which was built partly with forced Burkinabé labor over several decades.

The human cost of forced labor was staggering. Workers were often marched hundreds of kilometers from their home villages to worksites, fed inadequately, housed in poor conditions, and subjected to corporal punishment by overseers. Mortality rates at some construction sites were appalling. Families left behind in villages struggled to maintain agricultural production with their able-bodied men absent for months at a time. The demographic disruption was profound. An estimated million Burkinabé  roughly a third of the population at the time  had emigrated to other parts of French West Africa by the mid-twentieth century, many of them fleeing the labor conscription system. This wave of labor migration established the Burkinabé diaspora in Côte d'Ivoire that persists to this day.

The colonial administration also imposed a head tax  a cash levy payable by every adult male in the territory. Since the colonial economy provided almost no legitimate means for peasant farmers to earn cash income, the tax was an effective mechanism for forcing people into the money economy on terms entirely set by the colonial power. Men who could not pay faced imprisonment or forced labor. The tax thus served multiple functions simultaneously: it raised revenue, it forced labor market participation, and it undermined the self-sufficiency of the traditional village economy.

French colonial education in Upper Volta was deliberately minimal. Schools were concentrated in administrative centers and were primarily designed to produce a small class of literate clerks and interpreters who could assist the colonial bureaucracy. The vast majority of the population remained without access to formal schooling. At independence in 1960, Upper Volta's literacy rate was among the lowest in the world  estimated at around 2 percent. This was not an accident of geography or cultural resistance; it was the result of systematic educational neglect. A population that cannot read is easier to administer and less likely to organize political resistance.

The administrative geography
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THE WORLD BEFORE BORDERS





THE PRECOLONIAL ECONOMY: TRADE, PRODUCTION, AND EXCHANGE
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TRADE AND THE REGIONAL ECONOMY







THE AGRICULTURAL BASE






RELIGIOUS LIFE AND THE SACRED LANDSCAPE








d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
/U3 A NATION. A ION. A NEW ERA.
. 4. THE UNTOLD STORY BEHIND AFRICA’S FIGHT FOR SOVEREIGNTY

“BURKINA FASD

52— AND ' THE s

IN THE SAHEL

DEMOCRACY,VREVOLUTION,
AND GEOPOLITICS IN
MODERN WEST AFRICA e

B e e
THE PAST THF.V BUILT.
THE TRUTHS THEY HIDE.
THE FUTURE WE CLAIM.

= A EDO0K DBy~ — i
“FRANCISCO ODHIAMBO ™





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





