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Executive Summary

Far from the ideals of a multi-party democracy, the in-looks of Ghana politics typifies a one-party state,
split into two factions.

This reflexive piece argues that Ghana’s political system, often hailed as a model of multiparty
democracy, functions in practice as a cartelized duopoly. Power alternates predictably between the
New Patriotic Party (NPP) and the National Democratic Congress (NDC), but this alternation conceals a
deeper continuity: both factions operate within a shared political architecture that prioritizes elite
preservation over public transformation. The outcome is a democracy stripped of ideological
competition, institutional accountability, and systemic innovation.

Ghana’s democracy is not contested. It is managed.

Each election is less a contest of visions than a recalibration of access to state resources. The ideological
distinctions between NPP and NDC have collapsed into performative branding, with both parties
pursuing near-identical policies centered on statist spending, patronage networks, and unsustainable
borrowing. Opposition is tactical, not transformative. Corruption is exposed with fury in opposition but
met with silence in government. Institutions nominally built for accountability: judiciary, procurement
authorities, anti-corruption bodies, are insulated from independence and functionally domesticated.

This elite equilibrium is held together by mutual economic interdependence. Contracts, rents, and
procurement flows transcend party lines, creating a cross-factional financial logic that discourages
punitive action. Even regime change is structured for stability: the 8-year power cycle has become an
institutionalized rhythm of elite rotation rather than a mechanism for disruption or ideological
reorientation. The system’s durability is precisely what makes it dangerous. It offers procedural
legitimacy without substantive consequence. Ghana’s institutions are not malfunctioning. They are
performing exactly as expected under the incentives they face. The political parties do not fail to reform
because of incompetence; they refuse to reform because the system rewards collusion. Electoral
pluralism exists in form, but not in function. Voters participate in the ritual, but the stakes remain
largely insulated from their will.

This report concludes with a set of urgent policy imperatives aimed not at improving the current
system, but at disrupting it. These include radical transparency in campaign finance, aggressive
restructuring of the procurement regime, judicial insulation from political manipulation, and the
dismantling of winner-takes-all electoral rules. Crucially, it warns that no meaningful reform will
emerge from within the duopoly itself. Structural transformation will require disruption, either from an

awakened civic front, a generational fracture within elite coalitions, or external pressure applied wi
surgical precision.




1. Introduction: Democracy
or Rotation of Elites?

Ghana is often paraded as a democratic success story in Africa and a
case of peaceful transitions, multiparty elections, and civic stability.
But this reputation rests on form, not function.

What Ghana has perfected is not democracy, but its simulation. The
state hosts elections, but the outcomes rarely rupture entrenched
interests. What rotates is not power, but personnel. What we witness
is not contestation, but choreography.

Since 1992, Ghana’s political system has operated under what can only
be described as a cartelized duopoly, a closed circuit in which two
dominant factions, the NPP and NDC, alternate access to state
resources under the illusion of ideological opposition. This is not
ideological pluralism. It is a managed duopoly engineered to protect
elite consensus and suppress systemic disruption. Each electoral cycle
becomes a ritual of symbolic change that safeguards material
continuity.

The structure mirrors what political scientists like Richard Katz and
Peter Mair described as a party cartel system, where parties collude to
preserve access to state resources, blur ideological distinctions, and
reduce electoral competition to theatrical performance. Ghana’s
political elite have achieved exactly this: an implicit pact of non-
destruction.

Accusations of corruption, incompetence, or betrayal are routinely
amplified during campaigns, only to dissolve into inaction once power
is secured. The performative ferocity of opposition is always followed
by prosecutorial amnesia.

In cartel democracies, the opposition’s job is not to reform but to wait
its turn. What masquerades as multiparty democracy is structurally
indistinct from electoral authoritarianism, where the ballot box is
preserved but its consequences are neutralized.

In Ghana, the 8-year cycle is so predictable it functions like a

negotiated settlement between elites. The public participates in the
performance, but policy direction, economic rents, and institutional
capture remain consistent across regimes.




The danger here is not dictatorship, but democratic stasis. Ghana suffers not from military coups or overt
repression, but from elite entrenchment without vision. Governance is reduced to rotation among insiders.
Political memory is short, institutional accountability is weak, and civil society is caught between fatigue and
futility and eventually conformance. Besides, if you cannot beat them, you join them. The shifting voice of
“renowned” CSO who usually get their leaders drafted into political positions is glaring. The result is a state
that appears stable but is structurally stagnant.

This document offers a reclassification. Ghana is no longer a competitive democracy in the classical sense. It is
a cartel state with electoral rituals, a regime of factional alternation, not ideological differentiation. What
follows is an unpacking of this argument, section by section, with policy implications that go beyond surface-
level reform.

The NDC brands itself as a center-left social democratic party, while the NPP claims to be center-right with
pro-market leanings. But this ideological bifurcation dissolves in governance. In power, both parties default to
the same operating manual: expanded public payrolls, subsidized flagship projects, donor-backed fiscal
scaffolding, and politically managed procurement networks. Ideology in Ghana is not a driver of divergence; it
is a license for alternation.

This convergence is not merely accidental; it is structurally rational. Ghana’s economy which is highly
informal, import-dependent, and externally financed, offers little room for doctrinaire policymaking. Fiscal
space is narrow, political cycles are short, and public expectations are immediate. In such an environment,
patronage supplants principle, and redistributive populism becomes the dominant political currency.

Empirical data supports this flattening:

o Public Sector Wages: From 2012 to 2023, public sector compensation consistently accounted for over 40%
of tax revenue under both NDC and NPP administrations. Neither party attempted structural wage reform
or payroll digitization at scale.

e Debt Accumulation: Public debt-to-GDP rose from 57% (2012, NDC) to 62% (2016, NDC) and further to

79% (2019, NPP), even before COVID-19. Both parties sustained borrowing without structural investment
returns.

 IMF Bailouts: Ghana entered IMF agreements under both Mahama (2015) and Akufo-Addo (2022), each
time blaming the other while replicating the same fiscal behaviors that caused macroeconomic
deterioration.

These are not the choices of ideologically opposed actors. They are the outcomes of a shared p
function: survive the electoral cycle, reward coalition partners, and pass debt and accountabilit



3. Tactical Opposition,
Strategic Inaction

In Ghana, opposition is loud, accusatory, and morally righteous until it
becomes government. Then the volume drops, the urgency dissolves,
and the prosecutorial engines stall. What looked like moral outrage is
revealed to be tactical positioning. The political class operates not as
ideological adversaries but as participants in a shared choreography.
Each faction performs indignation in opposition and practices
discretion in power.

Ghana’s duopoly does not fear corruption. It recycles it. Every major
scandal (Woyome, SSNIT OBS, PDS, Airbus, NSS) has followed the
same script. There is public outcry, media frenzy, political theater, and
then institutional amnesia. None of these cases has led to meaningful
prosecution, recovery of public funds, or structural reform. The
scandals change with power, but the consequences do not.
Prosecution is neither pursued with urgency nor concluded with
resolve. What begins as accusation ends as accommodation.

This pattern is structural, not incidental. It reflects a shared logic of
elite preservation that transcends party lines. To investigate the crimes
of yesterday is to jeopardize one’s impunity tomorrow. In this tacit
equilibrium, each party governs with a retrospective blind spot. The
ruling party refuses to prosecute its predecessor, not out of incapacity,
but out of self-preservation. Ghana’s democracy thus functions under
an elite non-aggression pact, where the rules of electoral combat
forbid existential attacks. You may humiliate your opponent; you may
not destroy them.

The establishment of institutions like the Office of the Special
Prosecutor offered momentary hope, but their design ensures failure.
Underfunded, politically tethered, and jurisdictionally constrained,
such bodies serve as symbolic gestures to pacify public anger without
threatening elite continuity. They represent what Guillermo O’Donnell
called low-intensity citizenship, a state where democratic rituals are
permitted, but their consequences are neutralized.

What emerges is a system where opposition is performative,

prosecution is optional, and impunity is bipartisan. This is the logic of a
cartelized state. The real opposition is not between parties but
between the ruling elite and the public interest. And in that
confrontation, the public consistently loses.




If Ghana’s political system were truly adversarial, financial flows would harden along party lines. Contracts,
capital, and opportunity would follow ideological loyalty. Instead, they flow laterally, often across party
boundaries, in a pattern that reveals not competition, but collusion. The political elite, regardless of affiliation,
are bound by something deeper than party: mutual economic interdependence. This is the hidden dynamics of
Ghana’s cartelized duopoly, a system in which the spoils of governance are distributed in anticipation of
alternation, not in defense of it.

It is no secret that NDC-aligned businesspeople receive state contracts under NPP governments, just as NPP
financiers benefit during NDC administrations. What appears at first glance as bipartisan tolerance is, in fact,
strategic hedging, a deliberate entanglement of financial interests to blunt the risks of political turnover. When
Kennedy Agyapong, an NPP stalwart, publicly lamented that “NDC people are getting more contracts under
our government than we are,” he was not exposing an aberration. He was exposing the logic of the system.
This is how cartels function. Rivals are not eliminated; they are incorporated. By distributing economic rents
across party lines, the ruling elite ensures that regime change does not trigger financial retribution. In effect,
each party governs as though it will one day be in opposition again and therefore avoids punishing its future
protectors. Contracts become currency for elite consensus. Procurement is not just a mechanism for
development, it is a mechanism for political insurance.

The result is a system of financial mutual assured survival. Party financiers, consultants, and contractors
operate with cross-party insulation. Businesspeople rarely bet on ideology; they bet on access. Political
affiliation becomes a costume for mobilization, but economic logic drives real loyalty. This is why campaign
funding remains opaque, procurement laws are selectively enforced, and asset declarations are performative.
The goal is not public accountability. The goal is elite equilibrium.

This financial entanglement hollows out any prospect of economic transformation. Policy is not designed for
productivity, but for distribution. Budget allocations become conduits for repayment, not investment. State
contracts are not awarded for efficiency, but for allegiance. In such a regime, the line between opposition and
government becomes meaningless. What exists is not two competing parties, but a single elite class engaged
in reciprocal looting.

The deeper tragedy is that this arrangement is rational. In a low-trust political economy, shared theft is safer
than reform. Punishing your rival today means forfeiting protection tomorrow. Reform is risky; rotation is
secure. The parties may campaign with fire, but they govern with calculation. They do not fear each other,
they fear disruption. And so long as the financial plumbing of the state serves both factions, the incentive
challenge the system from within remains nil.

This is not pluralism; it is strategic entanglement. Ghana’s democracy does not suffer from
partisanship, rather it suffers from too little real conflict among elites. The real contest is not id
logistical: who gets access to the next cycle of state rents, and how quietly can it be shared.




5. The 8-Year Relay: Managed '

Competition, Not Systemic
Change

Ghana’s electoral cycle is calendrical with a facade of competitiveness.
Every eight years, power changes hands not through rupture, but
through rotation. This rhythm is so predictable it borders on ritual.
What passes for political competition is, in effect, a relay race between
factions of the same elite class, governed not by ideological struggle or
institutional accountability, but by informal understandings of time,
turn-taking, and tolerable excess.

In such a system, elections serve not to disrupt power, but to
redistribute it. It does not to correct policy direction but reallocates
access to rents. The party in opposition waits not to reform, but to
inherit. The party in power does not govern with urgency, but with
entitlement. Each side knows that its time will come, and that when it
does, the outgoing faction will step aside not because it was defeated
in the war of ideas, but because the rotation is baked into the structure
of the regime itself.

The implications are profound. If policy continuity is not based on
national development plans but on elite consensus, then the
electorate’s role is performative. Citizens vote, but the structural
outputs remain largely unchanged. The public is mobilized for
campaigns, then demobilized for governance. Elections become
expressions of frustration, not instruments of change. Voters are
courted with promises of rupture, only to receive continuity
repackaged in new slogans.

This is how the system maintains its internal logic: by offering just
enough competition to sustain legitimacy, and just enough continuity
to secure elite interests. It is managed pluralism without meaningful
pluralization. The same institutions are preserved, the same actors
recycled, and the same systemic failures rationalized. Ghana’s so-
called democracy operates with the predictability of monarchy and the
aesthetic of republicanism.

The 8-year cycle is not just a political phenomenon, it is an economic
signal. Contractors adjust their expectations accordingly. Civil
servants hedge their loyalties. Party financiers structure their returns
along electoral timelines. Everyone plans for the pivot, because
everyone knows it’s coming. The machine does not break; it pauses,
recalibrates, and continues. What is mistaken for stability is, in fact,
institutional sedation.
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Ghana’s political elite do not collude despite the system, they collude because of it. The architecture of the
state is not a neutral platform distorted by bad actors; it is an enabling environment meticulously evolved to
reward risk aversion, political consensus, and elite self-preservation.

At every level of governance, the institutions that should check power instead absorb it. The civil service is
politicized but not professionalized. The legislature is numerically plural but functionally loyal. The judiciary
preserves its mystique but rarely disrupts elite interests. Oversight bodies like CHRAJ, EOCO, and the Auditor-
General, are praised for their existence, not their impact. Their mandates are clear, their reports are detailed,
and their recommendations are ignored. What emerges is a facade of accountability and a scaffolding built to
simulate friction but engineered for elite impunity. These institutions are not hollowed out; they are
domesticated. Designed with just enough functionality to prevent collapse, but never enough to enable
transformation. This is the logic of what Francis Fukuyama described as neo-patrimonial institutionalism,
bureaucracies wrapped in informal networks of patronage, where rule of law coexists with rule by discretion.

Ghana’s electoral commission is often cited as a regional exemplar, but its independence is still vulnerable to
subtle forms of political capture. Voter registration controversies, procurement irregularities, and leadership
appointments are managed through political consensus rather than constitutional purity. The same applies to
anti-corruption agencies, which are given legal mandates without financial autonomy or prosecutorial teeth.
Autonomy without insulation is theatre.

Even within the political parties, the logic is preserved. Internal democracy is procedural at best, transactional
at worst. Primaries are contested not on policy platforms but on cash flows. Delegates are not courted, they
are purchased. In this internal ecology, dissent is suffocated and innovation punished. Ambition is channelled
upward, not outward. The result is that both NDC and NPP have become bureaucratic shells of election-
winning machines without ideological software.

Civil society, often hailed as a counterweight, has not escaped the logic either. Donor dependence distorts
priorities, while political co-optation neutralizes adversarial voices. Activism survives, but under constant
strain, they are fragmented, reactive, and media driven. The press oscillates between moments of sharp
exposure and long stretches of patronage-blunted silence. Investigative journalism may spark outrage, but
outrage no longer translates into consequence.

The system survives because it offers just enough progress to avoid rupture: new roads, occasional arrests, and
education slogans, but never enough structural change to reset the logic. Every institution, from parliament
procurement boards, is caught in a low-accountability equilibrium: too visible to abolish, too compromis
deliver. Ghana’s institutional design has achieved what many authoritarian regimes attempt and fail:
system of elite circulation that neutralizes disruption, legalizes accommodation, and absorbs p
without structural cost. It is not democratic in the aspirational sense, but it is brilliantly efficient
matter.




6. Policy Implications:
Disrupting the Duopoly

If Ghana is to escape the gravitational pull of its cartelized democracy,
the solution cannot be cosmetic. It is not enough to make corruption
harder; the task is to make elite consensus more dangerous. What is
needed is not better management of the existing system, but
disruption of its operating logic. This means dismantling the structures
that reward collusion, neutralize dissent, and convert elections into
elite insurance schemes.

The first axis of disruption is campaign finance transparency. Political
financing in Ghana is a closed-loop system: opaque donor networks,
undisclosed party expenditures, and shadow financing by business
elites hedging their bets across party lines. Until campaign finance is
audited in real time and publicly disclosed, with ceilings enforced and
anonymous donations banned, the duopoly will remain monetized,
and elections will be auctions, not contests.

Second, procurement reform must be treated as a national security
issue. State contracts are the bloodstream of elite loyalty. They are
issued not based on merit, but on rotation, leverage, and strategic
silence. A complete overhaul of the procurement ecosystem: digital
tracking of tender processes, mandatory public disclosure of beneficial
ownership, and criminal penalties for political interference, is
essential. Without this, every election is just a fight over the next
feeding trough.

Third, the Office of the Special Prosecutor (OSP) must be depoliticized
or rendered obsolete by stronger judicial independence. An office
without insulation, autonomy, or teeth cannot disrupt entrenched
corruption. If its existence serves only as a symbolic gesture, it should
be dismantled and replaced by a constitutionally protected anti-
corruption tribunal with investigative autonomy and public reporting
obligations. Selective prosecution is simply intra-elite signaling not
justice. There is noise rather than actions fighting corruption. The
political dynamic in Ghana finds a powerful metaphor in the Adinkra
symbol, Funtunfunefu Denkyemfunefu: Two conjoined crocodiles,
locked in conflict, but sharing one stomach.

“Wow9 yafunu baako, nanso won nya
biribi a, wo fom, efiri s€ aduane de yete no
wo menetwitwie mu,’



To wit, Funtumfunafu and denkyemfunafu “share a stomach but when they get to eat they grapple over it
because the sweetness of the food is felt as it passes through the throat.”

The symbolism speaks volumes (the sweetness of the food is felt as it passes through the throat). Just like the
crocodiles, the NPP and NDC fight over control of state resources not to change the system, but to manage it.
Their fate is shared, yet their struggle is endless. This pattern is clear in how both parties behave in and out of
power. In 2018, the NPP removed Charlotte Osei as Electoral Commission Chair. The official reason was
procurement breaches, but many saw it as a political decision. Now in 2025, the NDC is going after Chief
Justice Torkornoo in a similar fashion. The opposition says it is a targeted attempt to weaken judicial
independence. Corruption allegations are everywhere. Arrests are made. But in Parliament, we hear warnings
from the Minority leader (Hon. Afenyo Markins) that the government should tread carefully. The message is
simple: “the tide will turn.” It is no longer about evidence or justice. The logic is now “you do it to us, we will
do it to you.” In the end, very few are prosecuted “Juat a show of power”. Those who fall out of political favour
or have limited political currency become scapegoats. Everyone else is protected. This is not reform. It is
factional retaliation dressed as accountability.

Fourth, civil service reform must prioritize insulation over loyalty. Political appointees have infested the
bureaucratic pipeline, rendering institutions reactive, not developmental. Recruitment, promotion, transfers
and dismissal processes must be removed from executive manipulation. A truly independent Public Services
Commission should oversee all high-level bureaucratic appointments, free from party interference and
structured around performance metrics, not allegiance.

Fifth, judicial review must be rearmed. The judiciary currently serves as a brake pedal, not a counterweight.
Constitutional challenges stall in process, not substance. Judges are rarely willing to intervene in political
overreach unless the costs are negligible. A restructured Judicial Council, with civil society oversight, financial
independence, and public voting records on constitutional cases, would restore minimal credibility to the idea
of the courts as a democratic shield.

Finally, electoral reform must shift from administration to access. Electoral Commission independence must
extend beyond operations to structural reform, ensuring proportional representation, reducing the winner-
takes-all logic that inflames political desperation, and expanding viable space for third parties. A duopoly
thrives on a binary electoral architecture; any system that forces nuance through coalition politics, threshold
incentives, or regional balancing, fragments the cartel’s monopoly.

But let us be clear: none of these reforms will emerge from within the current elite. No cartel self-disarms.
Reform will require non-consensual disruption, leveraged by civil society, external pressure, or internal
fracture. It will require naming what Ghana currently denies: that its political system is not too chaotic, but
too stable. Not too contested, but too coordinated. The aim is not to build consensus, but to destabilize
illusion of pluralism that protects elite comfort at the cost of national development.

The duopoly cannot be reasoned out of power. It must be made structurally uncomfortable.




N
.....
.........

8. Conclusion

Ghana’s democracy is real but constrained. The NPP and NDC dominate the system not
because they are ideologically compelling, but because the system is rigged in their favor.
What we have is not two parties but one political establishment, divided into two competing
factions. Practically the country rotates leaders, but not truly reform governance.

Ghana’s democracy will never be on the brink of collapse, but it is on the brink of
irrelevance. A nation does not decay only through coups, repression, or economic disaster. It
can rot quietly through repetition, through the predictable, cyclical handover of power that
changes names, not systems. What Ghana faces is not democratic failure in the conventional
sense, but a subtler threat: democratic inertia masquerading as democratic success.

The rituals are intact. Elections are held. Flags change. Cabinets reshuffle. But the substance
of ideological competition, institutional autonomy, citizen empowerment, remains
suspended beneath a layer of elite consensus that neither party intends to disturb. The result
is a system that produces noise without movement, debate without divergence, and
governance without rupture.

This is the defining characteristic of cartelized politics: stability becomes a euphemism for
stasis. Rotation is mistaken for renewal. And pluralism is reduced to performance. Ghana’s
democratic image is sustained not by innovation, but by international perception, donor
appeasement, and historical comparison to worse alternatives. But when a country’s main
defense is “we’re not as bad as others,” decline is already underway.

The tragedy is not that the system is broken. The tragedy is that it works exactly as intended
for those it was built to serve. A duopoly that consolidates control through rotation rather
than reform; a civil service that enforces compliance, not excellence; a judiciary that
survives by deferring conflict; and an electorate trained to hope every eight years, only to be
reminded that nothing fundamental will change.

To pretend that Ghana is a multiparty democracy in substance is to endorse this stagnation.
To call it a cartelized duopoly is not cynicism, but accuracy. And accuracy is the first
condition of reform. Ghana’s future will not be determined by who wins the next election,
but by whether the next generation is willing to dismantle the very structure that renders
electoral victory irrelevant.

This reflexive piece has not offered comfort. It has offered clarity. Ghana does not require
fine-tuning. It requires structural dislocation and a deliberate interruption of the
institutional routines that preserve elite continuity while producing public stagnation.
Whether that change is triggered by civic redesign, generational leadership turnover, judicial
reawakening, or pressure from reform-minded institutions is uncertain. But what is certain
is this: the current system is engineered for repetition, not renewal, and no society can
afford to confuse inertia with resilience. And repetition is not resilience. It is stagnation in
slow motion.



