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Abstract 

Father-to-son presidential transitions are increasing by the day particularly on the African 

continent. A growing body of evidence from several African countries indicates that this is 

both growing in popularity and gaining acceptance perhaps indicating that a new form of 

democracy could now be emerging. Yet global evidence indicates that such transitions have 

not happened only in Africa but rather have been witnessed across different continents. They 

were however marked by a set of unique circumstances that precipitated them. This paper 

discusses cases of transfer of presidential power from fathers to sons and analyzes the 

pertinent underlying conditions that are associated with it. The paper also examines how this 

type of democracy is drawing its own fair share of criticism as well as support. Critics of this 

type of ‘new democracy’ accuse it to be a conduit for the transfer of autocracy, hereditary 

monarchy and regime rules, continuation of the status quo, entrenchment of elitism and 

lament it goes against the basic tenets of democracy. However, a sufficient number of 

defenders of it have also emerged and vehemently support it. This paper looks at this type of 

power transitions in a pedantic manner drawing evidence from continental and global cases. 

It then draws implications of this type of democracy and what it means for the future of both 

Africa and elsewhere when it comes to father to son political power transitions.   
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Introduction 

A burgeoning number of father to son presidential power transfers in Africa raise concerns on 

how power needs to transit from a successor to the predecessor. State executive power 

appointment and dismal that is common in both democratic as well as more autocratic 

regimes often takes five key major dimensions of ruling party, military, hereditary, direct 

elections or confidence votes (Teorell & Lindberg, 2019). Africa has witnessed these types of 

state power transfers across different countries. However, of particular interest is the 

increasing number of father-to-son presidential power transitions. These transitions are not 

reserved just for the African continent. Global evidence provides a plethora of examples of 

presidential political power transitions where children have taken over power from their 

parents immediately or at least a few years after their parents left power. For instance, in 

Canada current Prime Minister Justin Trudeau is the son of former long serving Prime 

Minister Pierre Elliot Trudeau (Lalancette & Small, 2020). Even though transition to power 

did not take place immediately the father left office, it indicates that such transitions are not 

uncommon even in advanced democracies. Such is the case in the United States, where 

George W. Bush became president just two terms after his father George H.W. Bush had 

been president (Beshara, 2018). Historical evidence in the USA indicates this had already 

occurred at least once in a previous similar event where President John Adams served as the 

second president and his son President John Quincy Adams served as the sixth president of 

the United States of America (Brooks, 2018; Cheathem, 2018). However, it is important to 

note that these transitions happened in a more democratic and legitimate manner where 

power was sought and acquired through established constitutional and democratic institutions 

and that it did not happen immediately. 

In some cases, this power transfer does not follow such processes. For instance, in 

North Korea power has been transferred from father to son in a manner similar to a hereditary 

system where the son who is the heir-apparent takes over from his father (Lee, 2017; Keum 

& Campell, 2018). The Asian region has however had some exceptions to this, such as India 

where Indira Gandhi became Prime Minister after her father Jawaharlal Nehru had served the 

country as the first prime minister of the country (Hart, 2019; Singh, 2020). However, the 

Indian case followed an established constitutional procedure and it was not immediate. In 

neighbouring Pakistan, a husband took over from his wife, Benazir Bhutto (Haeri, 2020), and 

a similar experience almost occurred in the USA in 2016, where a former first lady- Hillary 

Clinton would have become president given that she is the wife of President Bill Clinton 

(Harmer, 2020). In South Korea, Park Geun-hye became president several years after her 

father Park Chung-hee who was president was assassinated while still in office. However, 

President Park Guen-hyeb was elected in a democratic process and would even later be 
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impeached and convicted for corruption related charges (Seo, 2020; Lee, 2021). In the 

Philippines, President Benigno Simeon Aquino III served as the country’s fifteenth president 

while his mother, Maria Corazon Sumulong Cojuangco Aquino had previously served as the 

country’s eleventh president (Villanueva, 2018). Other varied forms of parent to child power 

transitions have also occurred in the Middle East notably in Syria where President Bashar Al 

Assad inherited power from his father (Bayer, 2020). It is clear from these global evidences 

that father to son presidential transitions are not a preserve of the African continent alone 

because they have been documented elsewhere. Yet, power transitions in Africa present their 

own set of unique features. In Africa, father to son presidential power transfers are common 

and in fact appear to be increasing with time. While a significant number of them have 

occurred immediately for instance in Chad, Gabon, Togo and Democratic Republic of Congo 

(DRC), some have taken place a few years after the president left office such as in Kenya, 

Mauritius and Botswana. A closer look at these types of father to son presidential power 

transfers is worthwhile, given that this is the main focus of the paper. This paper categorizes 

these power transfers into two broad classes namely: hereditary succession or hereditary 

monarchy and delayed presidential transitions, which are now discussed in the immediate 

subsections that follow.  

 

Statement of the Problem 

Evidence already shows that father to son presidential power transitions in Africa are now 

flourishing (Diatta et al., 2021b, Osei, 2018; Konhert, 2019). In countries where this has 

happened, protests and pressures have been witnessed with calls for a more democratic and 

open process to allow power to change hands in a democratic manner (Oxford Analytica, 

2021). However, a majority of the times, ‘strong men’ have consolidated power around 

themselves and institutionalized regimes of personal rule (Mangala, 2020). Often, a respect 

for constitutional and institutional regulations and opening up of the political space to 

competition is closed. While each country has its own unique contextual settings under which 

such transitions occur, there is a consensus that they create grounds for anarchy, autocracy 

and depart from the dictates of democracy. In spite of this, countries have appeared to 

embrace and use this type of power transitions even with the consequences that are associated 

with it. Transfer of power from fathers to sons often results in questionable handovers, unfair 

elections and disguised military takeovers. Further, it often leads to a continuation of the 

status quo, especially if their fathers ruled in an autocratic manner and failed to respect the 

rule of law as well as institutional and constitutional constraints. The central issue examined 

in this paper, is this ‘emerging type of democracy’ and the reasons for its existence especially 

in the African context.  

 

Hereditary Succession or hereditary monarchy in Modern Africa 

Heredity succession is closely associated with monarchical systems of power. Some rulers 

have through a sort of hereditary succession groomed their sons who have gone ahead to take 

office immediately they have left power (Mengara, 2020). New father to son leadership 

transitions in Africa, continue to add new layers of evidence on this peculiar type of power 

transfer. In 2021, Chad’s president Idriss Deby Itno who had been in power for more than 

three decades succumbed to injuries sustained by an attack by militant forces. President Idriss 
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had been in power for more than three decades and had already ran and won for a sixth term 

(Diatta et al., 2021b). However, he would die before being sworn in for the new term. His son 

Mahamat Deby Itno a member of the military took over power immediately (with the support 

of the military) as chairman of the Transitional Military Council after both the Chadian 

government and parliament were dissolved and the constitution suspended (Oxford 

Analytica, 2021).  Additionally, this drew condemnation and protests by both civilians and 

militants in the country who protested the decision-claiming Chad was not a monarchy where 

power simply transited from father to son or to the next heir.  

Yet, the recent Chad scenario appears to be the norm rather than the exception in a 

number of African presidential transitions. For example, Uganda’s President Yoweri 

Museveni son who is a lieutenant general in the military was appointed as a Presidential 

adviser sparking speculations that he was being groomed to become president (Chama, 

2019). Further, President Yoweri is accused of overstaying in power having been in power 

for more than 35 years and recently won a new term that was a fraudulent and hotly contested 

election in January of 2021 (Abrahamsen & Bareebe, 2021). While the father to son 

transition is yet to happen for this case, it has transited in other countries. In Togo, President 

Faure Gnassingbé Eyadéma took over power immediately from his late father President 

Gnassingbé Eyadéma with the support of the military (Osei, 2018; Postponed, 2019). Prior to 

this, sufficient evidence existed that he was being groomed to take over after being appointed 

to Togo’s cabinet as minister. Later, the constitutionality of the installation of Faure as 

president raised questions and regional pressure which led him to resign but went ahead to 

win the controversial presidential election in 2005. Since then, he has won all three 

subsequent presidential elections - the last being in 2020 (Osei, Akinocho & Mwombela, 

2021). For more than half a century, Togo has been ruled by a father and his son which is 

quite mind boggling considering that it is not a monarchy but a democracy where power is 

won through elections (Konhert, 2019).  

Konhert further notes that although three presidential and legislative elections have 

been held, they are largely undemocratic and have been used by the Gnassingbé regime to 

consolidate its hold on power. Osei (2018) in comparison of the two Gnassingbé Togolese 

presidencies notes that while Gnassingbé Eyadéma presidential rule rested on patronage, 

repression and a bizarre leadership cult, his hereditary successor and son Faure Gnassingbé 

has partly adapted and reformulated these strategies used by his predecessor. Further, Osei 

observes that Togo belongs to a limited number of countries where a collapse in a regime has 

been avoided through the transfer of power to the son of the deceased ruler. In the DRC, 

President Joseph Kabila succeeded his father Laurent Desire Kabila as president in 2001 after 

his assassination (Dawson & Young, 2020). President Kabila was already serving as a Chief 

of Staff of the Land Forces, a senior military rank indicating his father’s desire to have him 

close and perhaps groom him to take over power later on. This turned out to be the case when 

it was agreed that he - Joseph Kabila, being the son of the assassinated President Laurent 

should inherit power from his father and lead the country (Bakamana, 2021c). President 

Joseph Kabila could go on to stay in power until 2018 when a new president Felix Tshisekedi 

was elected in the country’s first democratic presidential elections (Diatta et al., 2021a; 

Bakamana, 2020b). However, it is also important to mention that President Tshisekedi is the 

son of the country’s former powerful opposition leader Etienne Tshisekedi (Urs, 2020; 
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Bakamana, 2021d), and took over the opposition his father left behind before ascending to 

power, although through a democratic process (Oxford Analytica, 2020 ). Given that an 

agreement had been reached to appoint then Felix Tshisekedi as the leader of the party of his 

late father and thereafter as a presidential candidate which he later won and ascended to 

power, indicates a wide consensus type of democracy. 

In Equatorial Guinea President Teodoro Obiang Nguema seized power after a coup 

against his own uncle Francisco Macias Nguema who was executed in the coup (Rupiya, 

2020). President Teodoro is the world’s longest serving president having being in power 

since 1979 (Kanhema, 2014).  The president’s son, Teodorin Nguema Obiang is the vice 

president (Jakubiak, 2020), and a likely successor in the oil-rich nation (Rupiya, 2020). The 

groundwork appears to be already been well laid for transition of power from the president to 

his son when the case for such an occasion arises. Gabon’s current president Ali Bongo 

Ondimba is President Omar Bongo’s son (Isbell & Bhoojedhur, 2020; Engoung, 2020). 

President Ali Bongo succeeded his father after his death after a hotly contested election 

process in which he was a main contender (Mengara, 2020). This present a few of the cases 

in Africa where sons have succeed their fathers immediately as presidents. However, in some 

cases, such transitions have not been immediate but occur a few years or even decades later.  

According to Bakamana (2021a), the line between hereditary power transition from 

father to son and the election of children of former leaders into power continues to become 

blurred. The end seems to justify the means where either way, the children end up being in 

power whether it follows a more democratic path or it takes the shape of a simple monarchial 

hereditary power transfer style. The ‘I am not my father’ hypothesis for such presidents then 

becomes hard to shake off, contestable and furiously opposed by the critics of father-to-son 

presidential or Prime Minister Power transitions. 

 

Delayed Father-to-Son Presidencies 

Power transition from father to son has not been immediate in some instances where it is 

delayed. The Africa scenario has had a few cases where the children have ascended to power 

a few years or even decades after their fathers left office. Such an ascension to power has 

often followed established democratic and constitutional dictates. For instance, the presidents 

of Mauritius, Botswana and Kenya who are currently in office came to power long after their 

fathers were presidents (Songwe, 2015). Additionally, Songwe notes that this gave sufficient 

time for citizens to both assess the impact and results of the leadership of their fathers before 

making informed decisions about their sons.  

However, even though these transitions were delayed they eventually happened. 

Further, even though supporters of such transitions protest that they are legitimate since they 

took the democratic path where open elections were done before legitimacy was realized 

(Febriansyah, Ismail & Noor, 2020; Juma & Oguk, 2020), it becomes hard to ignore the fact 

these were children of former presidents. Therefore, it appears elections and democracy were 

done in some of the cases to ensure that they ascended into power in a more democratic and 

legitimate manner at least for the presidential elections (Burbidge, 2020).  

A delayed father to son presidency in most of the cases takes a different path rather 

than the simple hereditary transition. They tend to follow laid down institutional 

requirements and constitutional guidelines which dictate how they ascend to power and how 
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long they stay in power (Mangala, 2020). Thus, when compared to immediate father to son 

transition, they are more likely to steer away from autocratic tendencies and embrace more 

democratic ways of leading and respect for institutions. This is often based on the fact, that 

although they are children of former presidents, their fathers did not immediately hand over 

power to them, rather, they ascended to power in an open competitive process (Bakamana, 

2020a). This bounds them to the institutional and constitutional boundaries that in the first 

place guided their ascension to power (Songwe, 2015). In the instances when they tend to 

deviate from democratic governance and the rule of law, then the constitutional and 

institutional constraints are there to hold them into accountability and responsibility. This has 

been the case both in the global arena as well as the African continental cases. For instance, 

in the global space, South Korea’s President Park was impeached and convicted on 

corruption charges due to existing institutional and constitutional guidelines (Fermin-

Robbins, 2018). In the African context, in countries such as Mauritius, Botswana and Kenya 

where former sons of presidents are in power, underlying strong institutions and 

constitutional guidelines constrain their powers and ensure that they rule in line with the rule 

of law and basic democracy tenets (Cheteni, Shindika, 2017). Even though, they may try to 

circumvent these guidelines, most of them the time they are bound to the underlying 

constraints. This is often very different from immediate father to son presidential transitions 

where the ‘heir apparent’ often circumvents underlying institutional and constitutional 

provisions.   

 

Presidents Grooming their Sons for Power 

This transition of father to son as president is usually the result of a careful grooming process 

by sitting presidents. Current evidence indicates how this is going on even in the era where 

presidential power is assumed to be gotten through more constitutional or democratic means. 

For instance, Denis-Christel who is the son of Congo-Brazzaville’s current President Dennis 

Sassou-Nguesso was appointed to the cabinet (Akum, 2018). This fuelled speculation that the 

president had a dynastic succession in mind despite his father ruling the central African 

country for more than three decades. When such a transition will happen, and Christel 

becomes president it will confirm a prevalent trend. In Uganda, General Muhoozi 

Kainerugaba, the son of current President Yoweri Museveni is regarded as a potential 

candidate (Oxford Analytica, 2018). General Muhoozi has already been appointed as special 

advisor to the president in addition to holding a senior rank in the military (Oxford Analytica, 

2017). 

In Equatorial Guinea, current president Teodoro Obiang has installed his son as his 

vice president indicating a well thought out plan that he wants him to succeed him (Rupiya, 

2020). Meng (2020) argues that when dictators appoint vice presidents as their designated 

successors, it provides individual access to material resources that prevents other factions 

from challenging the succession procedure, which also gives them a power base. This 

appears to be the case in point in Equatorial Guinea, where a sitting president has his son as 

his vice-president. In Cameroon, there is heated debate about a possible family succession of 

the presidency where long term President Paul Biya who has held power for more than four 

decades is reportedly grooming his son to take over after him. This predictable political trend 

in the country raises concerns on how Cameroon is currently planning for transitions when 
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the time comes. While it is true that Franck Biya would go through an electoral process, a 

majority believe that such a democratic process will be far from being free and fair and thus a 

power change that is openly democratic is simply a pipe dream for the country. For those 

who contest that such a scenario may not happen, then evidence in the region should settle it 

because this has taken place in Togo and Gabon where similar grooming processes occurred. 

In the Gabon Case, Ali Bongo ascended into presidency after his father died. He could 

however ascend into power through contesting the election which he won and continued to 

rule much more like his father with numerous accusations of corruption and autocracy 

(Mengara, 2020). For the Togo case, Faure Gnassingbé was groomed for several years by his 

father and went ahead to take over the presidential seat (Osei, 2018). Even though there were 

protests and international pressures, he won the contested elections. The Gnassingbé family 

political dynasty has therefore ruled Togo for more than half a century and is still in power to 

date (Osei, Akinocho & Mwombela, 2020).     

Such grooming cases have been recorded in other African countries where successful 

presidential power has transited to sons. For instance, we have the case of the DRC, where 

President Joseph Kabila was groomed by his father President Laurent Desire Kabila (Dawson 

& Young, 2020; Bakamana, 2021e).  We also have more recent case of Chad where a son 

General Mahamat Kaka Derby took over power from his father Idriss Dérby (Oxford 

Analytica, 2021). Similar events have occurred in Gabon where successors were openly 

groomed by their fathers to take over power after them (Isbell & Bhoojedhur, 2020). In the 

Democratic Republic of Congo, current President Felix Tshisekedi was chosen as the party 

leader after his father Etienne Tshisekedi died in 2017 (Diatta et al., 2021a; Bakamana, 

2021a). He would go on to win the upcoming presidential elections and ascend to office as 

president. Obviously, it can be claimed that he took power in a democratic and open process, 

but it is not refutable that he had the blessing of his father’s political party and that of the 

followers of his father as their next leader. It is also worth mentioning that this grooming is 

heavily entrenched in west and central African countries that have large deposits of natural 

resources such as oil and minerals which fuels empire building and networks of political 

patronage (Bakamana, 2021b). Other unsuccessful grooming for presidential succession have 

been recorded elsewhere such as in Angola (Pearce, Peclard & Soares de Oliveira, 2018) and 

in Egypt (Stacher, 2020). 

There is thus enough evidence of incumbent African presidents grooming their sons 

to take over power with little opposition or support of the military or elite groups. Enough 

evidence on this supports current claims that other African presidents are also grooming their 

sons to take over power. For instance, the Uganda, Congo-Republic and now Cameroon are 

well-documented cases.  

 

New Type of Democracy in Africa: Democratic Hereditary President 

The increasing number of father to son presidential transitions continue to add new layers of 

evidence indicating an emergence of a type of democracy on the African continent, that is the 

democratic hereditary president. Even if the presidential transition from father to son is 

forced to happen through a presidential election contest, once the son or daughter for that 

case has the blessing of the country or powerful elites to be the next leader, he goes ahead to 

win the presidential elections and subsequently becomes president. This is well demonstrated 
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by the Togolese, Chadian, Gabonese and Congolese examples where power transited in a 

form of democratic hereditary system, which even after contestation and elections, the status 

quo was left intact. This then builds a hypothesis, that Africa is nurturing a new type of 

democracy. Given that, it has a rich evidence of power transitions from father to son 

democratically (Bakamana, 2021a).  

Divergent views by scholars focus on this analogy. For Songwe (2015), Africa does 

not possess a monopoly on family political dynasties. However, to guard against birthright 

dynasties rather than merit based family political dynasties; African countries must 

strengthen their institutional and constitutional frameworks for succession as well as 

elections that are freely contested. Historically, political power has been contested and passed 

down through powerful elite families in a hereditary style, but also through popular elections 

in stable democracies (Jalalzai & Rincker, 2018). However, when power simply transits from 

fathers to sons in a hereditary style it indicates a backward slide of democracy and 

entrenchment of a few powerful elite in a society. In an increasing number of African 

countries, democracy is deteriorating marked by efforts to ensure that power remains in the 

hands of long-dominant families (Osei, 2018). This has already happened for the Togo and 

Gabon, and is rumored to be in the pipeline in Uganda, Congo Brazzaville, Equatorial Guinea 

and Cameroon.    

It is also important to decipher the institutional conditions under which this type of 

father to son transitions happens. Usually, they have the blessing of national parliaments, the 

military or powerful elites (Baturo & Elgie, 2019). National parliaments are particularly 

notorious for instituting processes that remove presidential term limits or age limits to allow 

incumbents to continue staying in power (Cassani, 2020; Bakamana, 2021a). This has already 

been recorded in countries such a Chad, Uganda and Equatorial Guinea. Further, military 

involvement in the transitions process has also seen sons installed as presidents immediately 

after their fathers as recently witnessed in the Chad case (Oxford Analytica, 2021). In 

addition to the military and parliaments, select powerful elite are also entangled in the 

process to ensure that such processes are successful (Opalo, 2019). Even when such transfers 

of powers are protested against, elections are now used to justify and perhaps sanctify the 

process (Bakwesegha, 2021). Further, it is evident in a majority of the cases that such 

elections are neither free nor fair but rather a process where power becomes legitimized with 

opposing figures persecuted thoroughly. This ensures that democratic elections remain far-

fetched and that any challenger to the incumbent feels excesses and abuse of state power 

(Makara, 2020). This is well documented in African states where elections are used to ensure 

the status quo rather than being an avenue to allow alternation of state executive power.   

While some will argue that father to son presidency prevents the unknown by 

ensuring stability and in some cases are supported by outside actors, such transitions are seen 

to go against the basic tenets of democracy and institutional requirements where the people 

should be allowed to choose who would govern them. Yet, the growing number of power 

transfers from fathers to son in Africa indicates that perhaps a new type of democracy could 

be in the offing, which is hereditary monarchy or democratic hereditary presidency 

(Bakamana, 2021a). 
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Criticism of Father-to-Son Presidential Transitions  

Immediate father to son type of presidential transitions continue to receive their fair share of 

criticism. Brownlee (2007) lamented that this conventional method for preserving 

monarchies, has equally been used to perpetuate republic-style dictatorships. Rupiya (2020) 

notes with concern that since the watershed events of decolonization, African countries have 

remained locked in monarchist’s claims, state fragility and denied chances to transit into 

more predictable, mature and developing nations. This is the lived experience of a majority of 

the countries, which have seen these type of power transitions. Handy and Djilo (2021) 

observe that unconstitutional transitions such as the one witnessed in Chad illustrates a 

plethora of governance challenges where heads of states rule for decades and remove 

constitutional term limits. Existing authorities also favor an informal style of governance 

where institutional checks and balances are systematically weakened. These power changes 

are also influenced and shaped by personal, ethnic, family connections, and security forces as 

well as external forces. Further, this transfer of power leads to questionable father-to-son 

handovers disguised military takeovers (Chad, Mali), authoritarianism, and unfair elections. 

Handy and Djilo (2021) caution that when this type of transitions occur in regions with 

abundant natural resources, which also have serious governance deficits, they open a door to 

widespread corruption and perpetuate chronic underdevelopment. 

This type of power transitions have also been used to transfer autocracy and regime rules. 

For instance, Kanhema (2014) finds that in Equatorial Guinea, the current vice president who 

is also known as the ‘Prince of Malabo’ is the son of the current president and has used 

public resources for private gain. Private jets, mansions and luxury cars have been acquired 

through public resources and Obiang is facing money laundering charges both in France and 

in the United States. Rupiya (2020) notes that President Teodoro Obiang Nguema has 

anointed his son Teodorin Nguema Obiang to become the future president of the country in 

what now appears to be efforts towards maintaining Nguemaism (status quo). Further, 

Rupiya observes that in the case of Equatorial Guinea, political transition is now under the 

tutelage of family rule, which has pushed to the periphery existing constitutional institutions 

while simultaneously creating a parallel style of power consolidation leadership culture and 

typology.  

These type of transitions also entrench elitism given that the president and those close to 

him are already in a political elite class. Handy and Djilo (2021) agree that in countries where 

power has transited from fathers to sons, there is often little agreement about how to devolve 

power away from the presidency. This leaves an informal political decision making process 

that undermines legal provisions and bypasses institutions by parallel networks, which 

directly report to the president. In addition, various actors from the family, government, army 

of clan claim a stake in the transition, which becomes an obstacle to guaranteeing a peaceful 

constitutional change of government. Father to son presidential power transitions go against 

basic tenets of democracy. A lack of democracy in societies is a common attribute that people 

associate with modern governments. This results in a kind of monarchial governance system 

in which people lack a voice on how they are led and are unable to hold leaders accountable 

for their actions (Bakamana, 2021b). Further, this lack of democracy is an obstacle to good 

governance which often leads to conflict (Bakamana, 2021d). This has been the case in some 
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of the African countries where power transfers from father to son have been seen a step back 

on the democracy path often leading to calls for more democratization.   

When leaders refuse to hand over power in a democratic and open process often 

controlled by a strong autocrat who has no intention of relinquishing power by any means, it 

creates environments for violent protests and a departure from the boundaries of democracy. 

Prospects for peaceful power transitions remain unlikely rendering elections as perfunctory 

rituals that give the government of the day a cloak of legitimacy (Bakwesegha, 2021). 

 

Defenders of Hereditary Monarchy in Africa and Democratic Hereditary Presidency 

This new type of democracy continues to receive significant criticism. Yet, it finds support in 

the scholarly world. It is not foreign for children to take after their parents. For instance, it is 

popular for children of career doctors, lawyers, scientists and so on to take after the careers of 

their parents. Therefore, children of politicians (particularly presidents) would want to take 

over their father’s career, which in this case is the leadership positions left behind by their 

fathers. Indeed, this has been so in a majority of the cases where sons have taken over the 

presidential seats left by their fathers. This evidenced in Togo, Gabon, DRC, Kenya, Chad, 

and Guinea among other African countries where sons have taken over the careers of their 

fathers (Osei, 2018; Bakamana, 2021a; Diatta et al., 2021). However, it is important to 

decipher the conditions under which such transitions occurred. While some were immediate 

and more undemocratic, others strictly followed the tenets of democracy where power was 

sought through established and more legitimate means that included presidential elections 

(Cheteni & Shindika, 2017). However, even in such conditions where elections were done, it 

is important to sub-categorize these into those transitions which the president’s son heavily 

influenced the transition such as in Togo. 

Father to son presidential transitions guarantee a particular level of stability which is 

preferable to chaos and unrestrained elite conflicts (Brownlee, 2007). This support for such 

transitions finds it fitting as a stabilizer and avoids competition for political power. Through 

this, it also protects elites who run the country as evidenced in the Togolese case where 

President Faure who served to ensure some stability at least for the medium term. Konhert 

(2019) also finds that for the Togolese case, a continuation of the status quo has been favored 

especially by African peers, such as AU and ECOWAS as well as Western institutions, such 

as the EU in the interest of stability and national interests. This is further compounded by 

promising economic growth perspectives implying the importance of ensuring that it is safer 

for a continuation of the status quo rather than the unknown. However, as Konhert (2019) 

puts it, such prospects for growth are neither sustainable nor inclusive but rather 

overshadowed by increasing inequalities and extreme poverty levels in the country.   

A majority of the defenders of this father to son transitions are proponents of the status 

quo. Further, interference by foreign actors such as seen recently in the Chadian case indicate 

that external parties also support them. Of course, this happens in line with the interests of 

external forces and the desire they have to continue relations smoothly. Yet beneath this, it 

allows a harboring and perhaps continuation of autocratic regimes, elitism and vested 

interests (Cassani, 2020; Meng, 2021). This entrenches non-democratic governance systems 

that build networks of patronage and a culture of personal rules (Stacher, 2020). In spite of 

these, they continue to gain support and acceptance under the guise of ‘unique situation’ that 
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a country finds itself. Further, especially elites, who are skeptical about the intentions that 

new executive power holders will have towards them, and thus prefer not to cede presidential 

power to individuals whose loyalty they are ‘unsure’ (Baba, 2014). 

 

Elites and Presidential Power Transitions in Africa  

It is not a new idea, that elites play a decisive role in politics and dictate how power is 

structured or even shared in a country. Elites therefore often heavily influence power games 

and Africa is no exception. In fact, elitism plays a more salient role in African presidential 

and power transitions. When a person belongs to the elite class or is supported by the elites, 

they are more likely to acquire power or simply be installed as leaders or hold key 

government or state positions. For instance, Jalalzai and Rincker (2018) observe that family 

ties play a critical role in recruitment of presidents and prime ministers across different world 

regions including Africa. Further, they note that political power is often contested and passed 

down through powerful elite families in hereditary monarchies and through stable 

democracies where popularity elections are held. The reviewed cases of power transition 

from father to son in Africa in this paper have mainly occurred through elitist avenues. For 

instance, Togolese president was installed by the military as president soon after the death of 

his father. Similar power transitions have occurred in the Democratic Republic of Congo and 

Chad is the latest country to execute such a political transition. The beneficiaries of the 

presidential handovers in all the cases belonged to powerful elites segments of the population 

and in majority of the cases served as senior military figures. This already categorized them 

into the elite class in the society long before the transition process commenced indicating 

presence of a careful elite planning process. Baba (2014) finds that in sub-Saharan Africa, 

political power is concentrated in the hands of a few elites while the rest of the population is 

relegated to merely voting after which they are quickly forgotten in the governance of state 

affairs. The elites have used this to both disenfranchise and dominate the masses through 

rotating political power amongst themselves while using the masses to vote and authenticate 

the control of state power. Finally, in an empirical analysis, Osei (2018) finds correlation 

between elites and levels of democracy in Ghana and Togo further reiterating the role played 

by elites in power and its transition.  

In their analysis of the role of elites in African presidential power transitions, Tull and 

Simons (2017) point out that political elites may accept the requirement to periodically 

acquire power through the ballot box. This is in view of the manifestation of 

institutionalization of power that guide the way in which leaders assume reins of power or 

leave office. However, elites can use the governing party as an instrument to hold onto power 

at whatever cost and are often unwilling to allow serious competition or dissent. Raleigh and 

Wigmore-Shephard (2020) concur and find that in modern autocracies and democracies that 

are in transition, leaders choose cabinet coalitions of elites and manipulate elite appointments 

as a way of staying in power and controlling elites. Opalo (2019) indicates that African 

presidents deploy various strategies of controlling elites. Nevertheless, as Baba (2014) puts it, 

the rotation of elective positions or political power and public leadership in sub-Saharan 

countries usually happens among persons of the same class and social strata which implies 

that politics that is able to breed leadership remains in the hands of the elites. This is 
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witnessed in the father to son transfer of political power in African states, where in a majority 

of the cases, the process has the blessings of the elite class. 

 

Acemoglu and Robinson’s Theory of Power Transitions 

The role of elites in political transitions gains support by Acemoglu and Robinson (2001) 

who develop the theory of political transitions. According to the theory, the rich elite control 

non-democratic societies. The poor in these societies can contest power and threaten to create 

revolutions, which may force the elites to democratize. The inequality gap between the rich 

elite and the poor majority greatly determines political instability because it encourages rich 

people to contest power in democracies while at the same time fueling social unrest in non-

democratic societies. Therefore, inequality creates ground for frequent regime changes. 

However, in societies where there are very high levels of inequality, the rich elite choose 

repressive strategies as a way of preventing revolutions and democratization. Through these 

strategies, they are able to keep and rotate power among themselves while locking out a 

majority of the poor masses from accessing state power. Inequality emerges as a major 

determinant of political stability because it encourages the rich elite to seek power in 

democracies and encourages social unrest in societies that are undemocratic. Thus, societies 

that have high levels of inequality are exposed to frequent changes in regimes. 

Acemoglu and Robinson (2001) theory partly explains the case in African countries 

where inequality already exists which creates a threat of revolution from the poor majority. 

However, the ruling elite (rich) have often used repressive strategies to maintain their grip on 

power and prevent regime changes. To maintain the status quo, power has been transferred to 

the president’s sons as a way of ensuring that regime changes rarely happen or at least things 

remain as they are. However, sometimes, revolutions still happen as recently witnessed in 

Sudan, Zimbabwe, Tunisia and Algeria. It then becomes in the interest of the ruling elite to 

hold power, and give it only to those who are ‘trustworthy’ – who in this case are their 

children. This theory indicates that undemocratic societies are controlled by a rich elite class. 

Given that societal inequality makes it very costly for the elites, societies that are highly 

unequal are less likely to realize democratic consolidation and can end up oscillating power 

between regimes or remain in a repressive non-democratic regime. This is the case in a 

majority of the African countries where presidential power has directly transited from fathers 

to sons or has been led for decades under a single presidency or family dynasty. These 

countries are often marked with high levels of inequality.  

 

Term Limits and Power Transfer in Africa (President for life) 

A majority of the African countries where presidents have transferred power to their sons are 

marked with peculiar characteristics notably long-term presidencies. Several countries in 

Africa have struggled with transfer of power in the first half century after independence. A 

majority of the leaders consolidated power and institutionalized dictatorship or autocratic 

ways of governing their countries. As late as 2020, three sitting African presidents have been 

in power for at least three decades each: Paul Biya in Cameroon, Teodoro Obiang Nguema in 

Equatorial Guinea and Yoweri Museveni in Uganda. Further, about a dozen or more other 

sitting heads of state in Africa have been in power for at least 10 years. Further, over the 

recent few years long serving presidents have been ousted out of power after ruling for very 
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long periods: President Robert Mugabe in Zimbabwe (37 years), Omar al-Bashir (30 years) 

and Angolan President Jose Eduardo do Santos (38 years). A majority of these presidents 

have stayed in power through bypassing presidential term limits (Dulani, 2019). It is very 

important to note that after more than 20 years in power the constitution of Rwanda was 

amended in 2015 to allow President Paul Kagame to stay in office until 2034.  

Tull and Simon (2017) point out that Africa is witnessing an increasing number of 

presidents who abrogate constitutional term limits through constitutional and institutional 

changes. This has resulted in institutionalization of power by ‘big man’ rule. Cassani (2020) 

concurs and notes that African countries have been turned into autocracies through term 

manipulations by sitting presidents. Further, executive term limits which are critical for 

democracy have been manipulated resulting in a recurring mode of autocracy with over-

stayers weakening executive constraints, tainting political competition and limiting the ability 

of citizens to decide who will govern them (Cassani, 2020). Examples such as Togo, 

Cameroon, Chad, Congo-Brazaville, DRC, Rwanda and Equatorial Guinea among others 

have had sitting presidents that have been in power for long periods of time way past their 

presidential term limits. This is often done through constitutional changes to remove term 

limits allowing them to perpetually circumvent presidential term limits contest and wield 

political power (Reyntjens, 2020). This also provides them with more time to perhaps anoint 

their sons to take over power after them as documented in examined cases in this paper.  

Siegle and Cook (2021) point out that the growing pattern of evading presidential term 

limits on the African continent carries with it far-reaching consequences on security, 

governance and development for the continent. Further, since 2015, a number of Africa 

countries have seen a reversal of term limits norms with leaders of at least thirteen African 

countries evading or overseeing the further weakening of the restrictions on term limits. 

These countries include Burundi, Chad, Algeria, DRC, Cote d’Ivoire, Guinea, Congo 

Brazzaville, Egypt, Rwanda, Togo, South Sudan, Cameroon, and Uganda among others. It is 

also important to point out that a majority of these countries have also witnessed or are about 

to witness father to son presidential transfers.   

The destruction of presidential term limits has thus resulted in at least 10 leaders who 

have been in power for more than twenty years and two major family dynasties (Gabon and 

Togo) who have ruled for more than 50 years (Siegle & Cook, 2021). Wiebusch and Murray 

(2019) caution that the growing number of African states that are modifying constitutional 

presidential term limits has allowed incumbent presidents to have additional terms in power. 

Mangala (2020) concurs, find elimination of term limits in Africa has seen the rise of 

authoritarian strong men, and has major implications for strengthening constitutionalism in 

Africa.  Baturo and Elgie (2019) emphasize the need for respecting term limits and find that 

in many autocracies term limits are unenforceable but still serve an important role of 

preventing personalization of power and facilitate succession. Further, in unconsolidated 

democracies, term limits serve as a focal point for the coordination against emergence of 

dictatorial takeovers. In spite of their insufficiency, they remain important conditions for 

democratic consolidation. Finally, Oduro (2020) argues the case for having elections 

especially ones, which transition democracies from autocracy to democracy and as such are 

vital elements for democratic consolidation across different African states.   
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The Manipulation of Institutions and Constitutions in Africa  

In African countries where sons have taken over from their fathers, there is a history of 

absence of strong institutions and a bypassing of the constitutional requirements. Take Togo 

for instance, which is one of the extreme cases of personal power rule where formal 

institutions and the dictates of the constitution mattered very little (Osei, Akinocho & 

Mwombela, 2020). A recent report by Bertelsmann Stiftung (2021) finds that in Togo, there 

is an absence of an independent judiciary coupled with a constitutional coup that allowed the 

continuity of the Gnassingbé clan to continue holding power through changing the 

constitutions to allow a third consecutive presidential term. Further, formal political 

institutions in the country are just partly democratic with deficient performance levels raising 

skepticism whether there are genuine attempts by the Gnassingbé regime to promote 

democracy in Togo. 

In Chad, constitutional amendments had already allowed President Idriss Deby to run for 

a new term in addition to giving him more powers. In spite of his long stay in power, a 

parliamentary approval extended his stay in power raising opposition from his opponents that 

such amendments created a de facto monarchy in the country. The constitutional amendments 

even increased the length of term from five to six years, abolished the prime minister position 

and created a presidential system. In Rwanda, constitutional amendments allowed current 

President Kagame to continue staying in power who is also expected to rule into the near 

future. Uganda has also instituted constitutional changes that have allowed long time 

president Yoweri Museveni to continue staying in power for more than three decades now - 

winning a new term in office again in January 2021. In spite of calls for him to relinquish 

power, institutional and constitutional frameworks have allowed him to continue staying in 

power. Further, it is reported that he is now grooming his son to take over power after him 

when the right time comes. Makara (2020) finds that in Uganda, the president and his allies 

(elites) orchestrated a political campaign to successfully remove existing term limits in 2005, 

and later on in 2017. Further, executive power, patronage, intimidation and state resources 

have been used to ensure an electoral outcome that is favorable at every electoral turn. This 

also further provides evidence that a new father to son presidential transition is in the offing 

and is bound to happen at some point in the future. The popularity of changing the 

constitution to eliminate presidential limits is also closely associated with transfer of power 

from fathers to their sons. In countries that have institutionalized the process, they either have 

seen such transitions or are bound to see them happen in the future. This throws the countries 

further into the abyss of autocracy and willful change of constitutional requirements allowing 

presidents to overstay in power and later on hand over executive state power to their sons.   

This analysis on removal of constitutional term limits then has a correlation with two 

characteristics in African states where it has happened. First, that it is used to extend an 

already long presidential term (usually running into decades) and secondly, it is associated 

with an eventual father to son transfer of presidential power and authority. In a majority of 

the analyzed African countries where term limits have been removed, there is a high 

likelihood of the son to the president eventually inheriting presidential power or at least 

getting seriously groomed to become president. Further, that this changes are often done with 

the support of parliament (such as Uganda and Chad) indicate that state institutions are a part 

of it and are used to legalize such term extensions. The extension is also associated with the 
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big man syndrome where the president for whom term limits are being removed has 

concentrated and personalized power close to him. This eliminates the likelihood of power 

going out to a different person or opposition at the very least meaning a continuation of the 

status quo is left intact. Makara (2020) then questions whether elections provide avenues to 

alternate power succession. As it appears, they are simply used as a conduit for legalizing and 

legitimizing the continued stay in power and a chance to groom the next successor who in a 

majority of the cases happens to be the son of the president.   

 

Discussion 

Politics in Africa has been described as a personality issue rather than programs especially in 

countries that have single parties or presidents who have held power for a very long time. 

Further, the idea that the president is viewed as a big man and the father of the nation, or that 

he or she is above the law is a prevailing political culture in Africa. Across Africa, as 

authoritarian regimes (including power transfers from fathers to sons) continue to increase, 

there is hope that a more competitive democratic process of electing rulers might emerge. 

However, emerging democratic governments will have to grapple with previous legacies of 

poverty, militarization and underdevelopments produced by corrupt or incompetent 

governments. For democracy to succeed, power must also shift from military and 

authoritarian rulers to leaders who are sensitive to the diverse needs in African societies. The 

new leaders must practice greater political accountability (Isbell & Bhoojedhur, 2020) and 

entrench the practice of good governance (Bakamana, 2021b). Bayer (2010) notes that to 

promote a movement towards a more democratic society, it is important that leaders open up 

democratic spaces to allow free and fair elections, respond to obstacles impeding democratic 

reforms as well as ensure that power transfer occurs in a more democratic and constitutional 

manner.      

The military and its involvement in politics must be addressed. It is true that the plague 

of military involvements in politics which takes the forms of coup d'état, suspension of the 

constitution has been prevalent in Africa since the dawn of independence (Bell, 2018; Bove, 

Rivera & Ruffa, 2020). This has also supported and been used in the transfer of presidential 

powers from fathers to sons. As a matter of fact, Togo experienced the first military coup in 

Africa in 1963 (Morency-Laflamme, 2020). It is therefore intriguing that since that military 

coup, it has descended on a trajectory path of a family dynasty rule where power has been 

transferred from father to son. The military has also been recently centrally involved in the 

installation of the late Chad president’s son into office (Oxford Analytica, 2021). Military 

involvement in power transition has also been recorded in other western and central African 

countries. It is clear that militaries do not respect the boundaries of barracks and go ahead to 

prescribe themselves the roles of national ideologies and goals (Decalo, 2021). This becomes 

a great obstacle towards movement into a more democratic society. As such, it is critical for 

the military to remain within the bounds of constitutional and institutional constraints as a 

pre-requisite for realizing more democracy.  

The respect for constitutional limits is also paramount to realize more democracy in 

African societies (Osei, Akinocho & Mwobela, 2020). Countries that have seen father to son 

immediate presidential transitions also have rampant lack of respect for constitutional term 

limits. In order to move towards crystalizing democracy, it is important that sitting heads of 
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state and government strictly serve the term limits for which constitutions allow them, allow 

power to transit, and rotate to other leaders. It is evident that in countries that have changed 

constitutional term limits or where presidents have simply ignored them, there are tendencies 

for concentration of power around the president and the building of networks of patronage. 

This becomes setbacks towards realization of more democratic governance and the respect 

for institutions. 

Democracy demands that persons in power use authority for public good, where all 

members of the society are recognized as equal. People should participate in the affairs of 

governance and making decisions. Critical here is deciding who is supposed to lead them 

rather than simply having someone installed into office as their president or leader without 

their approval. The participation of the masses must thus be sought by politicians and not 

simply by manipulators if genuine democracy is to be realized in Africa. There is also a 

strong correlation between sub-Saharan Africa’s entrenched leadership and security, 

development, instability and conflict. A majority of sub-Saharan African countries have 

authoritarian governments with long serving leaders who are also very likely to transfer 

power to their sons. This means that a continuation of their father’s regimes is likely to 

continue into the near future meaning further backsliding in democratic consolidation. 

Stacher (2020) has noted that succession in leadership is a ubiquitous phenomenon that 

carries with it wide-ranging and manifold implications. This explains the great attentions that 

succession continues to receive in literature. Further, Stacher (2020) finds that it is important 

for leaders to come to an end and go away from power in an explicit manner. This means 

ensuring the existence of orderly and institutionalized procedures for changing leaders and 

ensuring institutionalized power transitions. Democratic transitions also serve as peace 

creators with societies experiencing such transitions experiencing improved qualities of 

peace. Democracy in political power transitions therefore carries with it peaceful power 

change (Bayer, 2010). Hart and Uhr (2011) point out that the peaceful transfer of power is a 

basic tenet of democracy. In democratic societies, such transfer involves democratic 

processes of election and representation where the candidate with the popular support takes 

the primary role of exercising power. Such a requirement implies that the simple hereditary 

style power transfers between fathers and sons in Africa are not in the best interests of 

democracy. A more democratic transition of power is thus critical for attainment of more 

democracy in power succession. When such power transfers occur, then a country gets on a 

path towards consolidating its democracy. For instance, Graham et al. (2017) find that in 

Ghana, a third peaceful and democratic transfer of political power has begun a journey of 

consolidating the country’s democracy. However, as Matlosa (2018) puts it, simply 

mimicking Western democracy will not work rather Africa must continue developing its own 

type of democracy that is able to address its unique socio-economic challenges.  

The need to realize a more consolidated democracy in Africa then cannot happen 

simultaneously with simple transfer of power from fathers to their sons in a hereditary style 

system. As a way to realize more democracy, Africa must move away from such ways of 

governance and institutionalize more democratic ways of power transfers in order to build a 

more consolidated democracy.  

Further, such a process will not be free from its own challenges. For instance, Idowu and 

Miniko (2020) indicate that in Ghana factors that have created successful power transfers 
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include transparent management of elections and a formidable democratic culture. In Nigeria, 

an improved elections management, better perceptions of the electorate and pressure from 

stakeholders have significantly contributed to democratic power transfers in the recent years. 

It is important to remember that these two countries are examples of countries that have had a 

history of authoritarian regime and militarization of political power. Given their remarkable 

journey into releasing democracy over the last several years in spite of the underlying 

challenges, it is evident that it is possible to transfer power in an orderly manner. 

Additionally, it proves that the regime changes that are being witnessed in other countries 

where presidents simply hand over power to the children does not work best in the long run. 

Rather, it complicates the journey towards realizing democracy although in the short term it 

may appear to work for the various stakes. 

Finally, the ever increasing number of immediate father to son residential power 

transfers on the African continent indicate that the phenomenon is perhaps still far from 

coming into an end. There is evidence that some sitting heads of state are still currently 

grooming their sons to take over power after them indicating that this could be the trend for 

some time into the future. In such countries, there is also evidence of bypassing constitutional 

requirements or perennial changes to the constitution in order to accommodate the leader’s 

extended stay in power. Further, the democratic space is often not open and elections are 

often not done in a free and fair process. For such countries to move towards realizing more 

democracy in their governance structure it then becomes critical to build strong and 

empowered institutions that actually work for the interest of the masses rather than 

individuals.  

 

Conclusion  

This paper has discussed father to son presidential transitions in Africa and the implication it 

has on democracy. Across the African continent, evidence indicates the increasing 

phenomenon of sons succeeding fathers as presidents. In each of the cases, a pertinent set of 

underlying circumstances have influenced how the process has taken place. Some are simple 

hereditary succession, where the son simply inherits power, while others take place with the 

support of the military or powerful elite in the country. This often occurs when the succession 

is immediate. However, in instances when sons become presidents much later after their 

fathers left office, then such ascensions to power usually follow the dictates of constitutional 

and institutional constraints. Nevertheless, it becomes difficult not to associate the sons with 

a history of their fathers serving as presidents before.   

This phenomenon raises concerns that a new type of democracy, hereditary monarchy 

or democratic hereditary president exist on the African continent. Examined literature both 

critics as well as supports this type of power transitions. Nevertheless, it is clear that these 

type of power transitions have repercussions on democratic consolidation and respect for the 

rule of law in countries where they have taken place. Yet, these transitions appear not to be 

slowing down with father-to-son prudential transitions increasing by the day especially on the 

African continent.  

The implications of these power transitions are also far reaching and set precedence 

for other countries to emulate similar events occurring elsewhere. For instance, in central and 

west Africa, such transitions are now gaining popularity, in spite of protests and 
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condemnations.  It is clear that this trend is not about to end anytime soon and a continuation 

of father to son presidential transitions are bound to happen in the future. It is thus important 

to call into question the strength of underlying institutional and constitutional constraints and 

the role they play in such transitions. Africa must continue developing its own type of 

democracy that is able to address its unique socio-economic challenges.  
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