history of thomas sankara

History of Thomas Sankara is a fascinating journey through the life of one of
Africa's most charismatic and visionary leaders. Born on December 21, 1949,
in Yako, Burkina Faso, Sankara became a symbol of revolutionary change and
pan—-Africanism. His tenure as president from 1983 until his assassination in
1987 is often considered a turning point in the history of Burkina Faso and a
source of inspiration for many across the continent. This article will
explore the life, policies, and legacy of Thomas Sankara, delving into the
factors that shaped his leadership and the impact he had on Burkina Faso and
Africa as a whole.

Early Life and Education

Thomas Sankara's early years played a crucial role in shaping his political
ideology and ambition.

Childhood and Family Background

- Born into a modest family, Sankara was the son of a gendarme and a
homemaker.

— He grew up in a country that was still reeling from the effects of
colonialism and economic exploitation.

— His family's financial struggles instilled in him a sense of empathy for
the poor and marginalized.

Education and Military Training

- Sankara attended primary school in Yako and later moved to the capital,
Ouagadougou, for secondary education.

— He joined the military in 1966, where he quickly rose through the ranks due
to his charisma and leadership abilities.

— In 1971, he went to France for military training, where he was exposed to
socialist theories and revolutionary ideas.

Political Rise

Sankara's ascent to power was marked by a series of political transformations
and coups that reflected the tumultuous nature of Burkina Faso's politics.

Overthrow of the Government

- In 1980, Sankara was appointed as the Minister of Youth, Employment, and
Sports under President Saye Zerbo.

— Disillusioned by the government's corruption and ineffectiveness, Sankara
and his allies orchestrated a coup in 1983, overthrowing Zerbo.

- Following the coup, Sankara became the leader of the National Revolutionary



Council.

Becoming President

- On August 4, 1983, at the age of 33, Sankara was appointed president of
Burkina Faso.

— He quickly adopted the name "Burkina Faso," which means "Land of Upright
People, " symbolizing his vision for a new, self-reliant nation.

- Sankara's presidency was characterized by a commitment to social and
economic reforms aimed at improving the lives of the impoverished population.

Revolutionary Policies

Sankara's leadership was marked by ambitious policies aimed at transforming
Burkina Faso into a self-sufficient, egalitarian society.

Agricultural Reforms

— Sankara recognized that agriculture was the backbone of Burkina Faso's
economy .

- He implemented a series of land reforms that redistributed land from feudal
landlords to peasant farmers.

— Initiatives such as the "Operation Feed Yourself" encouraged self-
sufficiency and focused on food production.

Health and Education Initiatives

— Sankara launched a nationwide vaccination campaign that significantly
reduced childhood mortality rates.

— He prioritized education, introducing free schooling and promoting literacy
programs to empower the youth.

— Gender equality was also a key focus; he encouraged women's participation
in politics, education, and the workforce.

Anti-Corruption and Governance

— Sankara's administration was known for its anti-corruption stance, which
included a ban on luxury cars for government officials.

— His commitment to transparency and accountability earned him respect among
the populace and admiration abroad.

- He famously stated, "We must dare to invent the future," emphasizing the
need for innovative governance.

Foreign Policy and Pan—-Africanism

Sankara's foreign policy was rooted in his belief in African unity and self-



determination.

Non—-Aligned Movement

- He positioned Burkina Faso as a non—-aligned nation, refusing to align with
either the Western or Eastern blocs during the Cold War.

— Sankara sought to foster relationships with other African nations,
advocating for collective development and cooperation.

Support for Liberation Movements

- Sankara was a vocal supporter of liberation movements across Africa,
particularly in South Africa and Namibia.

— He condemned imperialism and neo-colonialism, positioning himself as a
champion for the oppressed.

Assassination and Legacy

The story of Thomas Sankara's life came to a tragic end on October 15, 1987,
when he was assassinated in a coup led by his former friend and ally, Blaise
Compaoré.

Coup and Assassination

— The coup was reportedly backed by foreign powers who viewed Sankara's
policies as a threat.

- After his assassination, Compaoré reversed many of Sankara's progressive
policies and aligned Burkina Faso more closely with Western interests.

Enduring Legacy

— Despite his untimely death, Sankara's legacy endures in Burkina Faso and
beyond.

— He is often referred to as "Africa's Che Guevara," symbolizing
revolutionary ideals and the struggle for independence.

— His vision of self-reliance, social Jjustice, and pan-African unity
continues to inspire a new generation of leaders and activists across the
continent.

Conclusion

The history of Thomas Sankara is a testament to the power of visionary
leadership and the potential for transformative change. His commitment to
social justice, anti-corruption, and pan-Africanism set a precedent for
future leaders in Africa. As the continent navigates the challenges of the
21st century, the ideals and policies of Thomas Sankara remain relevant,



reminding us of the importance of integrity, accountability, and the
relentless pursuit of a better future for all.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was Thomas Sankara?

Thomas Sankara was a Burkinabé revolutionary and president of Burkina Faso
from 1983 until his assassination in 1987. He is often referred to as
'Africa's Che Guevara' for his radical policies and transformative
leadership.

What were the key policies implemented by Thomas
Sankara during his presidency?

Sankara implemented a wide range of policies focused on self-sufficiency,
including land reforms, mass vaccination programs, women's rights, and anti-
corruption measures. He also promoted environmental sustainability and
education.

How did Thomas Sankara rise to power?

Sankara came to power through a military coup in 1983, where he led a group
of young officers who overthrew the then-president, Jean-Baptiste Ouédraogo.
His charisma and vision for a new Burkina Faso quickly garnered popular
support.

What was the significance of the name change from
Upper Volta to Burkina Faso?

The name change from Upper Volta to Burkina Faso in 1984 symbolized a break
from colonial legacy. 'Burkina Faso' means 'Land of the Upright People' in
the local Mossi and Dioula languages, reflecting Sankara's vision of national
pride and integrity.

How did Thomas Sankara address women's rights in
Burkina Faso?

Sankara was a strong advocate for women's rights, promoting gender equality
by appointing women to key government positions, outlawing forced marriages,
and implementing policies to ensure women's access to education and
healthcare.

What led to the downfall of Thomas Sankara?

Sankara's downfall was primarily due to growing tensions with neighboring
countries and internal dissent from political allies. His radical reforms and
anti-imperialist stance alienated some military leaders, leading to his
assassination in 1987.



What was Thomas Sankara's legacy in Africa?

Sankara's legacy is one of revolutionary change and pan—-Africanism. He is
remembered for his commitment to social justice, anti-colonialism, and
economic independence, inspiring future generations of activists and leaders
across the continent.

How did Thomas Sankara view foreign aid?

Sankara was critical of foreign aid, viewing it as a form of dependency. He
encouraged self-reliance and local production, famously stating that 'he who
feeds you controls you'.

What impact did Thomas Sankara's assassination have
on Burkina Faso and Africa?

Sankara's assassination in 1987 marked a return to more authoritarian rule in
Burkina Faso. His death also represented a setback for progressive movements
in Africa, but his ideas continue to influence social movements and political
discourse across the continent.
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