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Introduction 

 In the landscape of Political Science and 

Development Studies, the interplay between a 

nation’s political culture and its path to national 

development is critical. Political culture serves as the 

bedrock upon which institutions are established, 

guiding the formulation and execution of policies. It 

profoundly influences the dynamics of citizen-state 

interactions, either nurturing a fertile ground for 

growth and progress or erecting barriers that stifle 

national development. In other words, the prospects 

and setbacks of development are deeply intertwined 

with political culture. The justification for this claim 

is premised on the fact that governance, leadership 

quality, and institutional integrity, core drivers of 

national development, are largely managed by 

politicians. Consequently, the recycling of political 

figures carries significant implications. In practice, it 

can either entrench stagnation or yield mixed 

developmental outcomes. 

Across Africa, this connection is vividly illustrated 

in the recurring phenomenon of “recycled 

politicians,” a practice that has often reinforced weak 

institutions, perpetuated corruption, and contributed 

to persistent development deficits, as seen in the 

following countries: 

Nigeria presents several past governors and 

ministers, despite corruption allegations, who won 

re-elections or reappointments, to name a few. 
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Joshua Dariye, former Governor of Plateau State 

(1999–2007), was convicted in 2018 for diverting 

₦1.126 billion and other related offenses. He was 

elected senator for Plateau Central in 2011 and re-

elected in 2015, before his conviction. His return to 

political life sparked anxiety in Plateau politics ahead 

of the 2023 elections (Odunsi, 2022).  

Orji Uzor Kalu, the former Governor of Abia State 

(1999–2007), was convicted in December 2019 for 

defrauding the state of ₦7.65 billion and sentenced 

to 12 years in prison. The Supreme Court overturned 

the conviction in May 2020, citing a wrongful 

conviction, clearing the way for a retrial. He 

successfully contested and won the Abia North 

senatorial seat in 2019 and was appointed Chairman 

of the Senate Committee on Privatization in 2023 

(Ojoye, 2018).  

The case of the former Governor of Akwa Ibom State 

(2007–2015) cannot go unnoticed. Godswill 

Akpabio was accused of diverting over ₦100 billion, 

with American diplomats describing the corruption 

level during his tenure as "exceptional." He was 

summoned by the House in 2020 over the 

misappropriation of ₦40 billion. Despite these 

serious allegations, he later became Senate President, 

and as of mid-2025, remained in that highly 

influential position (Omogbolagun, 2023). 

Like Nigeria, Kenya serves as a notable 

contemporary example of governance dominated by 

longstanding political dynasties, such as the 

Kenyattas, Odingas, and Mois. This cycle of 

leadership recycling perpetuates elite capture, 

hampering equitable development and obstructing 

anti-corruption efforts (Cheeseman, 2017; Ali, 2018; 

Kaara, 2008; Wadekar, 2017). 

In Mozambique, the case of Manuel Chang and the 

notorious "Tuna Bond" scandal has garnered 

significant attention due to its implications of 

concealed debts within the country. Chang, who held 

the position of finance minister from 2005 to 2015, 

was later convicted in the United States for accepting 

bribes associated with secret $2 billion loans, which 

became infamous as the “tuna bond” scandal. 

Although these loans were ostensibly aimed at 

maritime development, they were ultimately 

misappropriated through kickbacks and 

mismanagement, leading to a severe sovereign debt 

crisis in Mozambique. Despite the serious allegations 

leveled against him, Chang's continued presence in 

the political sphere contributed to pervasive 

corruption that severely undermined the nation’s 

fiscal stability and prospects for development (Booty 

& Bamford, 2024; Magome, 2023). 

In South Africa, Ace Magashule, a prominent figure 

in the African National Congress (ANC), served as 

the Premier of the Free State province from 2009 to 

2018 and subsequently held the position of ANC 

Secretary-General from 2017 to 2022. Throughout 

his political career, he has faced numerous corruption 

allegations and was arrested in 2020 for his 

involvement in the fraudulent awarding of 

government contracts. Despite these challenges, 

Magashule has retained significant influence within 

the party, demonstrating how entrenched political 

figures can continue to exert power even while under 

criminal investigation. This persistence poses 

obstacles to anti-corruption reforms and undermines 

efforts for development (News24, 2019; Myburgh, 

2019; Burke, 2020). 

Karim Wade, the son of former Senegalese President 

Abdoulaye Wade, was convicted of corruption in 

2015 and sentenced to six years in prison, along with 

a fine of approximately US$228 million. However, 

shortly after his sentencing, he received a pardon and 

was released in mid-2016, subsequently continuing 

to be active in politics (BABACAR DIONE, 

Associated Press, 2015; Al Jazeera News, 2016). 

Another noteworthy case is that of Mohamed Diané, 

who served as Defence Minister under President 

Alpha Condé from 2015 to 2021 in Guinea. In 

December 2024, he was sentenced to five years in 

prison for corruption, illicit enrichment, 

embezzlement, and money laundering. In addition to 

his prison term, Diané faced a substantial fine of 

US$58.5 million and the seizure of assets deemed to 

have unclear origins. His political career was 

characterized by significant influence, and his 

conviction ultimately occurred only after he had lost 

his position of power (Njie & Rukanga, 2024). 

The above cases illustrate how entrenched political 
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elites often obstruct reform, erode accountability, 

and hinder socio-economic transformation. Liberia 

stands out as a notable example of this continental 

dynamic, where the recycling of political figures 

both mirrors and influences the nation’s 

development trajectory. Against this backdrop, this 

article employs a conceptual lens to interrogate the 

relationship between Liberia’s development deficit 

and the persistence of recycled politicians, offering 

conceptual evidence that connects the country’s 

stalled progress to the practices and behaviors of 

these political actors across three distinct sub-

segments.  

The first subsection, which is an academic 

imperative, is divided into two parts. It begins by 

introducing the theoretical framework that 

emphasizes three significant theories: elite theory, 

political culture theory, and neo-patrimonialism. It 

concludes with clarifying key concepts such as 

recycled politicians, political culture, and 

development deficit. 

The second subsection addresses two thematic 

issues. It draws a connection between recycled 

politicians and the development deficit while 

situating Liberian society as the paper's focal point. 

This section highlights practical examples of the 

socio-political phenomenon and considers their 

implications for the development deficit. 

Lastly, the third subsection wraps up the paper and 

proposes practical recommendations. 

Methodology and Materials 

 This paper is grounded in qualitative and 

conceptual rather than empirical lenses, as it focuses 

on theoretical interpretation, conceptual framing, and 

critical analysis of the text or title of the study. As the 

tool, the study relies on secondary data, also viewed 

as documentary/content analysis from academic 

literature and international organizations' reports 

(e.g., World Bank, UNDP, Afrobarometer, etc.). The 

material was sourced from the internet through 

Google Scholar and the Search Engine.  

The methodology also incorporates the principle of 

anonymity, serving not only as an ethical safeguard 

but also as a protective strategy to mitigate risks of 

personal harm, political reprisal, or professional 

retaliation. Consequently, the study deliberately 

refrains from citing individual names, particularly 

when addressing the Liberian context, and instead 

relies on conceptual evidence to make the case. 

The justification for selecting these research designs 

stems from the position that the study is not 

measuring development statistically but analyzing 

conceptual linkages between recycling politicians 

and development deficit. This is because Liberia’s 

political context requires a historical and interpretive 

lens, not just quantitative indicators.  

Contribution to Knowledge 

 This study holds both academic significance 

and practical relevance in several key respects: 

Critical Analytical Contribution: While prevailing 

discussions on governance deficits often emphasize 

corruption or institutional weakness, this research 

employs Liberia as a case study to foreground 

political culture, specifically the values, attitudes, 

and practices of both elites and citizens, as a 

fundamental root cause. By introducing conceptual 

evidence, the study advances and enriches existing 

theories of political development. 

Practical and Policy Implications: By 

demonstrating how the recycling of political elites 

perpetuates governance failures in Liberia, the study 

offers critical insights for civil society actors, 

policymakers, and international partners seeking to 

understand the structural impediments to reform and 

the persistence of developmental stagnation. 

Addressing a Literature Gap: The study 

contributes to scholarship by moving beyond an 

exclusive focus on institutions and corruption to 

incorporate the cultural and political dynamics that 

sustain and legitimize cycles of recycled leadership. 

In doing so, it provides a more holistic understanding 

of governance challenges in post-conflict and 

transitional societies. 

Theoretical Framework 

 Gaining a comprehensive understanding of 
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the persistence of recycled politicians in Liberia's 

political landscape necessitates more than a 

descriptive analysis; it requires a solid theoretical 

foundation. Therefore, this study employs three 

guiding frameworks: elite theory, political culture 

theory, and neo-patrimonialism theory. Each of these 

frameworks provides distinct insights into the 

phenomenon of political recycling and its connection 

to the country's development challenges. 

The Elite Theory 

 According to elite theory, the majority (the 

masses) are mainly excluded from power in every 

society, while a small, organized minority (the elites) 

controls political, social, and economic decision-

making. Because elites control institutions, 

resources, and opportunities, this concentration of 

power tends to repeat itself (Higley & Burton, 2006). 

The theory further argues that re-elected politicians 

continuing to hold on to power reflects the elites' 

self-interest.  These political elites move among 

themselves, preventing a renewal of leadership and 

guaranteeing that power stays in a small circle. This 

recycling maintains a development deficit and erodes 

democratic competition because of the following 

reasons: 

Elite self-preservation often takes precedence over 

the public good; recycled leaders prioritize 

patronage, resource acquisition, and the maintenance 

of elite networks rather than striving for 

transformative development. Pareto (1968) 

suggested that elites inevitably hold sway, yet 

various types of elites circulate without dismantling 

the dominance of elite rule. Similarly, Mosca (1939) 

asserted that a minority, specifically the political 

class, always governs, irrespective of the existence 

of democratic structures. This assertion implies that 

the culture of recycled politicians is characteristic of 

a democratic society, which is ironic given that 

democratic frameworks should ideally create space 

for the active participation of a new breed of 

leadership to contribute to national development. 

The stagnation of political innovation occurs when 

the same elites continuously maintain control, 

stifling new ideas and inclusive governance 

practices. This results in weak institutions and 

underdevelopment. Mills (1956) contributed to this 

discourse by analyzing how political, military, and 

economic elites in the U.S. dominate decision-

making, a concept that can be similarly applied to the 

prevalence of recycled politicians in Africa. 

The perpetuation of inequality is another significant 

concern, as these recycled elites reinforce existing 

structures of privilege, thereby restricting broad-

based participation and equitable development. In 

this context, Dye (2001) demonstrated how elite 

influence shapes policy outcomes, further 

entrenching inequality and hindering progress. 

In summary, elite theory posits that recycled 

politicians are a natural outcome of elite dominance 

and circulation. They retain power primarily to 

safeguard their own interests, which consequently 

contributes to a development deficit by obstructing 

inclusive governance and stifling innovation. 

Weaknesses/Limitations/Shortcomings of Elite 

Theory 

 While the elite theory serves as a valuable 

framework for understanding the persistence of 

recycled politicians and their influence on 

development deficits, it is important to acknowledge 

its limitations. Higley and Burton (2006) contend 

that the theory places too much emphasis on elite 

cohesion and control. They argue that it often 

portrays political and economic elites as a relatively 

unified bloc that monopolizes power. In reality, these 

elites are fragmented and engage in competition 

among themselves, which can open up avenues for 

reform, renewal, or popular influence. 

In the context of African politics, the presence of 

recycled politicians is indeed prominent; however, 

elite competition, such as rival factions within ruling 

parties, can create opportunities for greater 

accountability. Additionally, Robinson (2010) 

highlights another practical limitation of the theory. 

He argues that it tends to focus predominantly on 

domestic elites while overlooking the role of 

international actors, such as donors, multinational 

corporations, and foreign governments, in their 

interactions with local elites. This oversight suggests 
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a potential bias within the theory itself. 

The neglect of mass agency and civil society is 

another potential weakness of the elite theory. It 

tends to downplay the role of ordinary citizens, social 

movements, media, and grassroots actors in shaping 

political culture and influencing leadership changes. 

In the eyes of Mills (1966), which is still valid, it 

risks portraying citizens as passive recipients of elite 

manipulation. The popular protests and civil society 

activism (e.g., recent anti-corruption movements 

accounted for regime change have challenged the 

dominance of recycled politicians in Africa may 

question the applicability of the theory.  

Still under the spotlight, despite decades gone, 

Mosca (1939) argument remains relevant to 

contemporary politics. The author argues that the 

theory can be overly deterministic, suggesting that 

elites will always dominate and recycle themselves, 

thereby underestimating possibilities of democratic 

deepening, leadership renewal, or development 

breakthroughs. This shortcoming is critical for 

development studies, since it may not capture 

instances where reformist leaders or technocrats 

emerge despite elite dominance. For example, John 

Magufuli emerged as a reformist within Tanzania’s 

dominant CCM party, which had long recycled 

elites. Once in power, he pursued aggressive reforms 

against corruption, reduced government waste, and 

pushed for infrastructural development (Paget, 

2017). Arguably, his rise shows how a leader from 

within entrenched elites can pursue reformist 

policies, challenging elite theory’s assumption of 

permanent elite stasis. 

Ellen Johnson Sirleaf serves as a notable example of 

a reformist leader. Although she hails from the 

Americo-Liberian elite, Sirleaf effectively 

positioned herself as a technocrat dedicated to 

governance reforms. She played a crucial role in 

rebuilding institutions following the civil war and 

successfully attracted international development 

support, including debt relief (Moran & Pitcher, 

2004). While proponents of elite theory might 

categorize her as a recycled politician due to her elite 

background, her technocratic approach to 

governance highlights the potential for reform, even 

within deeply entrenched systems. 

Meles Zenawi of Ethiopia rose to power as part of 

the Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic 

Front. Although his regime took on an authoritarian 

nature, he earned considerable recognition as a 

developmental leader, prioritizing state-led 

economic growth, infrastructure development, and 

poverty reduction (Clapham, 2018). His example 

arguably illustrates a leader who emerged from elite 

struggle while pursuing a developmental agenda that 

contrasts with the stagnant elite reproduction often 

suggested by elite theory. 

In summation, despite the obvious limitations of the 

elite theory, it remains useful for understanding how 

power, privilege, and decision-making are 

concentrated in the hands of a few recycled 

politicians, thereby shaping governance outcomes, 

institutional continuity, and the persistence of 

development deficits in many societies. 

Political Culture Theory 

 Political culture theory, developed by 

scholars such as Gabriel Almond and Sidney Verba 

in 1963, and later expanded upon by Ronald 

Inglehart in 1997, highlights the importance of 

citizens' values, norms, beliefs, and attitudes in 

influencing political processes and outcomes. This 

theory posits that a political system's stability, 

efficiency, and development are contingent not only 

on its institutions but also on the prevailing political 

culture. Essentially, it suggests that the responsibility 

for political failures often rests with society itself. 

The reasoning is that rather than rejecting ineffective 

leaders, societies tend to re-endorse them due to 

expectations of patronage, ethnic affiliations, and 

dynastic legitimacy. This dynamic complicates the 

pursuit of institutional reforms, perpetuating 

governance failures and contributing to a 

development deficit (Cheeseman, 2018). 

To put it simply, the theory asserts that citizens’ 

political attitudes, such as loyalty to ethnic groups, 

tolerance for corruption, and acceptance of “big 

man” politics, play a crucial role in shaping the 

political system. This implies that when people 

expect leaders to distribute resources through 
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patronage rather than to establish robust institutions, 

politicians who conform to this system, often those 

who have been in power previously, remain 

entrenched in leadership roles. 

Furthermore, this dynamic indicates that recycled 

politicians endure because the prevailing political 

culture legitimizes their authority. Rather than 

rejecting ineffective leaders, society rationalizes 

their reemergence through mechanisms such as 

tradition, ethnicity, or networks of obligations. A 

pertinent example is Joseph Kabila, who allegedly 

succeeded in the assassination of his father, Laurent 

Kabila, after Mobutu’s extensive kleptocratic 

regime, and governed for 18 years. Many of 

Mobutu’s former elites were absorbed into Kabila’s 

administration, highlighting a political culture that 

favors compromise with old elites over institutional 

reform. This cycle of recycling entrenched 

corruption and instability ultimately contributes to 

the chronic underdevelopment of the Democratic 

Republic of the Congo (Englebert, 2002). 

Recycled politicians prioritize patronage and the 

preservation of their own power, resulting in the 

misallocation of resources, weakened governance, 

and a detrimental impact on long-term development 

sectors such as healthcare, education, and 

infrastructure. For example, Nigeria's entrenched 

culture of godfatherism, alongside patron-client 

networks and a general tolerance for recycled elites, 

has impeded necessary institutional reform, allowing 

corruption and underdevelopment to persist despite 

the country's oil wealth (Joseph, 1991). 

In essence, political culture theory posits that the 

recycling of politicians within a society is a 

manifestation of persistent values, norms, and 

patronage structures that legitimize elite dominance 

and obstruct institutional reform, thereby 

perpetuating a development deficit. 

Shortcomings/Weaknesses/Limitations of the 

Theory 

 While the political culture theory serves as a 

valuable framework for understanding the 

persistence of recycled politicians and their influence 

on development deficits, it is important to 

acknowledge its limitations.  

Chabal and Daloz (1999) argue that a heavy 

emphasis on norms and beliefs within the theory can 

lead to the neglect of material conditions such as 

poverty, inequality, and economic dependency, 

factors that create an environment conducive to the 

rise of recycled politicians. This shortcoming may 

elucidate the profound connection between 

politicians and poverty, as introduced by Nebo 

(2021). He posits that extreme poverty strategically 

aligns with the political agendas and advancement of 

politicians, ultimately serving to protect and enhance 

their self-interests. Consequently, the genuine drive 

to significantly reduce poverty often remains 

relegated to mere rhetorical statements within the 

political landscape of Africa. 

Another potential limitation of the theory is its 

neglect of agency and the role of reformist leaders. 

The theory frequently overlooks individual agency 

and the emergence of reformist or technocratic 

leaders who challenge entrenched norms. A notable 

example in Africa is Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala, Nigeria's 

former Finance Minister, who actively pursued anti-

corruption reforms despite an existing clientelist 

political culture. She introduced a suite of fiscal and 

transparency reforms: the Treasury Single Account, 

Government Integrated Financial Management and 

Information System, and Integrated Personnel and 

Payroll Information System. Notably, IPPIS 

identified and removed 62,893 ghost workers, saving 

approximately US $1.25 billion. She also mandated 

publication of each Nigerian state’s monthly federal 

allocations in newspapers, enhancing transparency 

(Coulibaly & Kharas, 2018).  

Another notable example is John Githongo, a former 

journalist, who became a senior anti-corruption 

official under President Mwai Kibaki and exposed 

the Anglo-Leasing scandal, where massive 

fraudulent contracts were signed for phantom 

services. He ultimately resigned and went public, 

accusing high-ranking officials of corruption, an act 

of principled whistleblowing against an entrenched 

political network (The Guardian, 2006). These 

examples illustrate that while political culture can 

shape the contextual landscape, it does not entirely 
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dictate political behavior.  

Furthermore, the theory tends to present a static view 

of culture, treating it as fixed and slow to evolve. It 

underestimates the impact of globalization, 

democratization, media, and youth activism in 

reshaping political norms over time (Inglehart, 

1997). For instance, youth-led movements in 

Senegal, such as "Y’en a marre," and Nigeria's 

#EndSARS have demonstrated that political culture 

is dynamic, effectively challenging recycled elites 

and demanding greater accountability. 

In summation, despite the obvious limitations of 

political culture, it remains useful for understanding 

how deeply embedded values, patron–client 

networks, and societal norms shape the recycling of 

politicians and perpetuate development deficits by 

legitimizing elite dominance, constraining 

institutional reform, and influencing citizens’ 

expectations of governance. 

Neo-Patrimonialism 

 Postulated by Bratton & van de Walle (1997), 

neo-patrimonialism is the term used to characterize 

political systems in which official, contemporary 

state institutions (such as ministries, civil service, 

and constitutions) are present on paper, but informal, 

patrimonial, personalist practices, such as 

clientelism, patronage, loyalty appointments, rent-

seeking, and the use of public funds to reward 

supporters, dominate political life.  The line between 

public office and private patrimony is blurred in neo-

patrimonial regimes, where public resources are 

treated as private property that can be given to 

clients. 

In relation to recycled politicians and the 

development deficit, proponents argue that 

development is stalled because resources are 

diverted to patronage networks instead of investment 

in infrastructure and basic social services that would 

make a country enviable to others. Supporters 

contend that recycled politicians must continue to be 

loyal over the course of their lengthy careers.  

Patronage turns into a means of maintaining 

networks across regimes (Jiang, 2016; Hale, 2014) 

View from an African perspective (Chabal & Daloz, 

199, & Mamdani, 1996; Erdmann & Engel, 2007). 

developed related diagnostics about how colonial 

legacies and personalized power shape the African 

state. The authors empirically argued that Africa’s 

development deficits are attributed to neo-

patrimonialism institutionalized by colonial masters. 

For example, in Nigeria, the British system of 

indirect rule depended on local chiefs to rule on 

behalf of the colonial powers.  The Chiefs received 

access to colonial power structures, resources, and 

authority as rewards. Patronage was 

institutionalized, with allegiance to the colonial 

government taking precedence over responsibility to 

the local populace. 

Post-independence, Nigerian leaders (e.g., in the 

First Republic and during military rule) inherited and 

expanded this patron-client logic, distributing oil 

rents and state resources through personal networks 

rather than building strong institutions (Joseph, 

1987). 

In colonies like Côte d'Ivoire and Senegal, the French 

concentrated political power in colonial governors 

who gave positions and favors to African elites who 

worked with them. 

Following independence, this centralized patronage 

model was repeated by leaders such as Félix 

Houphouët-Boigny in Côte d'Ivoire, who used cocoa 

profits to uphold clientelism and loyalty while 

ignoring institutional accountability.  As a result, the 

state economy became more susceptible to 

commodity shocks (Boone, 2003). 

Without establishing effective state institutions, 

King Leopold II and later Belgian colonial 

administrators used cruel extractive systems (forced 

labor for copper, rubber, etc.) to exploit resources in 

the Congo. 

After gaining independence in 1960, the Congo had 

only 16 university graduates and virtually no 

experienced administrators.  While state institutions 

remained weak, leaders such as Mobutu Sese Seko 

solidified neo-patrimonial rule by giving loyalists the 

rents from resource wealth.  Decades of conflict and 

economic collapse resulted from this (Nzongola-
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Ntalaja, 2002). 

Since post-independent Africa, Mkandawire (2015) 

argues that neo-patrimonial trends are common 

according to empirical research, but their effects on 

development differ depending on the state's capacity, 

regime incentives, and outside factors like donor 

pressure and commodity shocks.  One often cited 

example is Nigeria, where political parties and 

officeholders use patronage to form successful 

coalitions, and oil revenues generate substantial rents 

that are disbursed through state offices.  According 

to studies, neo-patrimonial distribution of state jobs 

and oil rents is linked to poor public service delivery, 

ongoing corruption, and incentives for political 

actors to be re-elected or reappointed to extract rents 

rather than make investments in inclusive 

development (Oyetunde, 2022).  

Shortcomings/Limitations of the Neo-

Patrimonialism Theory 

 Like the other theories, the neo-

patrimonialism theory serves as a valuable 

framework for understanding the persistence of 

recycled politicians and their influence on 

development deficits. Nevertheless, it also suffers 

from several limitations. 

Over‐generalization or homogenization is inherently 

one of its weaknesses. It tends to disregard 

heterogeneity and treat "Africa" or a collection of 

African states as though they operate similarly.  It 

might overstate the extent of patronage or make the 

assumption that formal institutions are just window 

dressing everywhere. For instance, in "Rethinking 

Patrimonialism and Neopatrimonialism in Africa," 

Pitcher, Moran, & Johnston (2009) contend that 

many applications of the term misinterpret Weber 

and fail to acknowledge that Weber's patrimonial 

authority encompassed ideas of reciprocity and 

possible checks on rulers, which are often omitted 

from neo-patrimonialism analyses. As mentioned, 

Botswana is frequently used as an example because, 

despite its flaws, many of its traits, such as stability, 

good governance, and a comparatively disciplined 

technocracy, do not fit the definition of a pure neo-

patrimonial model.  This implies that the degree to 

which patrimonial dynamics predominate varies 

substantially among states (Kratt, 2015). 

A static or ahistorical view is another inherent 

limitation. The theory frequently suggests that 

clientelism and patronage are "timeless" or 

ingrained, making it difficult to account for change.  

However, states actually show fluctuations over 

time, including times of greater institutionalization, 

times of more developmental patrimonialism, or 

changes brought about by outside shocks, changes in 

leadership, or changes in policy. For example, the 

Malawi case: The civil service had comparatively 

higher integrity, and rent management was 

"centralized, long-horizon" from 1965 to 1979. In 

subsequent decades, there was a decline followed by 

a partial recovery under specific presidents. This 

demonstrates how neo-patrimonial dynamics are 

dynamic and evolve (Cammack & Kelsall, 2011). 

Like other theories, neo-patrimonialism also suffered 

from insufficient attention to external factors. 

Inherently, the theory undervalues the role of 

external factors, such as global markets, donor 

conditionalities, international financial institutions, 

wars, foreign investment, commodity dependence, 

and colonial legacies, while focusing on internal 

political dynamics, such as elites, clientelism, and 

bureaucracy.  These elements frequently influence 

the resources available for patronage or limit the 

options available to elites. For example, the 

identification of hidden debt, donor involvement, 

etc., in Angola or Mozambique reveals how 

neopatrimonial structures interact with external 

financing, international capital flows, and 

relationships with international institutions.  The 

author of International Development Strategies for 

the XXI Century and Post-Modern Patrimonialism in 

Africa – Angola and Mozambique explains how neo-

patrimonial networks continued despite significant 

donor involvement (integrated into ministries) and 

how hidden debts were accrued, implying that 

external oversight and aid don't always defeat 

internal patronage (De Fragoso Vidal, 2018). 

In summation, despite the obvious limitations of neo-

patrimonialism theory, it remains useful for 

understanding how external economic pressures, 
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global market structures, and historical patterns of 

unequal exchange interact with domestic political 

dynamics to constrain development, particularly in 

contexts where recycled politicians perpetuate 

clientelist networks and prioritize elite survival over 

broad-based socioeconomic progress. 

Clarifications of Key Concepts 

Recycled Politicians 

 With close reference to the text or title of this 

paper, the concept of recycled politicians is a form of 

entrenched political culture in which Political figures 

often resurface in positions of power or influence, 

traversing various administrations, regimes, or 

political parties, despite past controversies of 

corruption, failures, or public discontent. These 

politicians may oscillate between formal government 

roles, party leadership positions, or advisory 

capacities, preserving their influence through 

personal networks, patronage systems, or established 

elite structures. 

Recycled politicians often hold academic credentials 

or qualifications that can be challenging for critics to 

dispute on merit. However, their leadership tenures 

have frequently resulted in disappointing outcomes 

for national development. Notably, they tend to shift 

political allegiances during elections, often aligning 

themselves with the very parties they once criticized 

as ineffective or disorganized. The examples 

provided below illustrate that this phenomenon is not 

merely conceptual but grounded in real-world 

practice. 

Adebayo Alao-Akala, the former Governor of Oyo 

State, embodies the archetype of the "recycled 

politician." Before ascending to the governorship, he 

held various political roles, including that of Deputy 

Governor. Despite his academic qualifications and 

political experience, his time in office was 

overshadowed by allegations of corruption and 

mismanagement. Following his defeat in the 

gubernatorial election, Alao-Akala shifted party 

affiliations, first joining the Social Democratic Party 

and subsequently the All Progressives Congress, 

which reflects a pattern of opportunistic political 

realignment (Akinselure, 2022; Oyeleke, 2022). 

Casca Mokitlane, a former South African politician, 

held various positions within the African National 

Congress before defecting to the Congress of the 

People (COPE) in 2009. Despite his academic 

qualifications and political experience, his leadership 

roles were frequently accompanied by controversies 

and allegations of inefficiency. His tendency to 

switch political parties, first moving from the ANC 

to COPE and then returning to the ANC, highlights 

the opportunistic nature of recycled politicians in 

Africa (Selebi, 2014; Sowetan, 2014). 

In Malawi, Members of Parliament frequently switch 

parties, often motivated by the prospects of re-

election and the appeal of joining the ruling 

government. This practice undermines the stability 

and effectiveness of political institutions, as it 

indicates a preference for personal political survival 

over genuine public service and national 

development (Young, 2014). 

Similarly, in Zambia, party switching among 

politicians is a common occurrence. Research 

indicates that economic performance voting 

significantly influences urban voters’ decisions to 

abandon the ruling Patriotic Front party, even when 

accounting for ethnicity. This trend suggests that 

politicians tend to change parties in response to 

evolving political circumstances and personal 

interests rather than ideological convictions. As a 

result, this behavior contributes to a lack of 

consistent leadership and accountability (Siachiwena 

& Wahman, 2014). 

The above examples illustrate the complexities 

surrounding recycled politicians in Africa, 

highlighting the challenges of balancing academic 

credentials and political experience with effective 

governance and national development. 

Political Culture 

 In the context of this paper, political culture 

refers to the collection of attitudes, beliefs, values, 

norms, and practices that characterize the political 

landscape and body politic of a specific society over 

time. It shapes how citizens and political actors 

perceive, engage with, and respond to politics within 

that society (Cohen, March, & Olsen, 1972). 
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Essentially, political culture explains how politics 

operates in a particular context, extending beyond 

formal institutions such as constitutions or laws 

(Huntington, 1991). It influences perceptions of 

authority, participation, legitimacy, governance, and 

the role of the state (Almond & Verba, 1963).  

The phenomenon of recycled politicians serves as a 

reflection of the enduring political culture found in 

African politics. As noted in the introduction, a 

country's national development is significantly 

influenced by its political culture. Therefore, it 

follows that the presence of recycled politicians, as a 

manifestation of this political culture, carries specific 

implications for national development. 

Development Deficit 

 As a concept, the term "development deficit" 

describes the persistent shortfall in a society’s ability 

to achieve equitable economic growth, effective 

governance, and improved human welfare compared 

to its developmental potential or international 

standards. It captures the gap between what a state 

could achieve in terms of socioeconomic progress 

and what it actually delivers, often due to structural 

constraints such as weak institutions, corruption, 

political instability, and poor governance (United 

Nations, 2017; Nicholas-Omoregbe et al, 2025). 

In the African context, the term "development 

deficit" frequently refers to how entrenched 

patronage systems and resource mismanagement 

hinder the attainment of sustainable development 

and human security. While these factors contributing 

to the development deficit are valid, they are not 

exhaustive. This paper particularly focuses on the 

negative aspects of recycled politicians as a 

significant factor influencing the development deficit 

in the conceptual Global South, specifically in 

Africa.  

Quantitatively, Africa's development deficit is 

measured by different indicators. For example, the 

UN Economic Commission for Africa (ECA) reports 

an annual SDG financing shortfall in Africa of $1.3 

trillion as of mid-2025 (ECA, 2025). 

Another example is the African Development Bank 

(AEO, 2024) that estimates an annual financing gap 

of $402.2 billion (~13.7 % of projected 2024 GDP), 

broken down as: transport (72.9 %), education (10.4 

%), energy (9.9 %), and productivity-enhancing 

technologies (6.8 %) (Mukasa & Simpasa, 2024). 

This study posits that the phenomenon of recycled 

politicians, as explored in this article, contributes to 

the development deficits illustrated in the examples. 

This assumption arises from the broader perspective 

that encompasses various factors affecting Africa’s 

development deficit, where the culture of recycled 

politicians, particularly from a negative standpoint, 

has been identified and empirically substantiated by 

this research. 

Liberia Context: Crux of the Study 

 This subsection highlights that Liberia is the 

primary case study and analytical foundation for this 

research. Central to the investigation are the 

country's political culture, historical events, and 

governance trends, which form the basis for 

understanding concepts such as development deficits 

and the phenomenon of recycled politicians. 

To begin with, it is essential to examine the 

application of the theoretical framework Liberian 

context. In other words, are the theories applicable or 

offer insights into Liberia's situation of recycled 

politicians and development deficit? 

Application of Political Culture Theory 

 As a reminder, the theory posits that a 

society's attitudes, values, beliefs, and norms play a 

significant role in shaping political conduct and the 

functioning of institutions (Almond & Verba, 1963; 

Inglehart, 1997). When applied to the case of 

“Recycled Politicians and the Development Deficit: 

A Critical Look at Liberia’s Political Culture,” 

proponents and subscribers would opine or argue that 

Liberia's persistent culture of patronage, loyalty-

driven politics, and acceptance of elite dominance 

creates a conducive environment for the recycling of 

political leaders. 

Scholars like Ellis (2006) and Levitt (2005) assert 

that Liberia, political culture is historically rooted in 
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practices of clientelism, patrimonialism, and 

neopatrimonial governance. In the opinion of the 

authors, these norms not only legitimize the return of 

previously discredited politicians but also constrain 

reformist or technocratic alternatives. Citizens’ 

expectations of politics often revolve around 

personal benefit and access to patronage networks 

rather than programmatic accountability, thereby 

sustaining a cycle where the same elites circulate 

within government.  A 2023 report from 

FrontPageAfrica supports the claims made by Ellis 

and Levitt, even decades later. The report illustrates 

how the powers of presidential appointments have 

fueled neopatrimonialism, thereby intensifying 

patronage, corruption, and the deterioration of state 

capacity (Sieh, 2023).  Similarly, Glencorse (2013) 

traced Liberia's entrenched patronage networks to 

the political system introduced by the repatriated 

American blacks since 1822. It is essential to 

recognize that neopatrimonialism, along with 

escalating patronage and corruption, manifestations 

of Liberia’s political culture, significantly undermine 

state capacity and are linked to the detrimental 

effects of recycled politicians, which contribute to a 

development deficit. In the political landscape of 

Liberia, a phenomenon observable throughout 

Africa, it is the President or Head of State who, 

relying on constitutional authority, reintroduces 

politicians with questionable pedigrees into 

government positions. In other words, this article 

argues that Liberia’s political culture accepts this 

cycle of repurposed leadership, perpetuating a 

pattern of underdevelopment and ineffectiveness 

within the government.  

The shortcomings of political culture theory in the 

context of Liberia highlight that the country's 

development deficit is tied to structural issues, 

including weak institutions, resource 

mismanagement, and post-conflict economic 

challenges, which the theory does not adequately 

address. In simpler terms, Liberia's development 

deficit, which will be further elaborated on, cannot 

be solely attributed to its political culture. External 

global factors also play a significant role in this 

situation, revealing the limitations of the theory. 

However, this limitation does not any negates the 

applicability of the theory to the Liberia case.  

Application of Elite Theory 

 As a reminder, the elite theory, primarily 

attributed to scholars such as Vilfredo Pareto, 

Gaetano Mosca, and C. Wright Mills, posits that 

societies are fundamentally divided between a small 

ruling elite and a large, generally passive populace. 

Political power is concentrated in the hands of a few, 

enabling these elites to dominate decision-making, 

resource allocation, and policy direction. 

Consequently, the masses have limited influence 

over political outcomes; their main role is to validate 

the authority of the elites through participation or 

acquiescence. 

Applied to development, the theory suggests that 

policy decisions often reflect elite interests rather 

than the collective good, which can constrain 

equitable economic growth or institutional reform 

equated with development deficits.   

In the case of Liberia, proponents of this perspective 

would argue that the political culture, marked by 

patron-client networks and personalistic politics, 

fosters elite circulation rather than allowing new 

leadership to emerge. Elite circulation refers to the 

phenomenon of recycled politicians, specifically, 

those who have previously held office or been part of 

conflict-era governance structures reappearing in 

new political formations. These individuals often 

leverage their established networks of influence 

instead of advocating for meaningful institutional 

reforms that could drive development. Consequently, 

the theory posits that attempts to implement anti-

corruption measures or enhance public services 

frequently falter, as elites actively protect their 

entrenched patronage systems. Moreover, former 

warlords or politicians with prior administrative 

experience returning to positions of influence, often 

using historical legitimacy or networks rather than 

merit-based credentials 

In essence, supporters of this theory would be 

inclined to attribute Liberia’s developmental deficits 

to the presence of compromised, recycled politicians 

who contribute little of substance towards national 

development.  
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Concerning the shortcomings or limitations, the 

theory struggles to understand that Liberia’s 

development deficit requires analyzing cultural, 

historical, and institutional factors, not just elite 

control. In other words, its shortcomings highlight 

why the theory alone cannot explain why Liberia 

remains trapped in a development deficit, despite 

occasional leadership changes. Therefore, a 

complete analysis must integrate political culture, 

patronage, citizen expectations, and institutional 

weaknesses to understand the recycling phenomenon 

and its developmental consequences. However, this 

limitation does not any negates the applicability of 

the theory to the Liberia case, as it offers valuable 

and fascinating insights. 

Application of Neo-Patrimonialism Theory 

 As a quick reminder, the theory argues that 

development is stalled because resources are 

diverted to patronage networks instead of investment 

in infrastructure and basic social services that would 

make a country enviable to others. Supporters 

contend that recycled politicians must continue to be 

loyal over the course of their lengthy careers.  When 

applied to the Liberian context, especially the text of 

this article, subscribers or supporters would think 

about the negative impacts. They would be inclined 

to explain how recycled politicians put their personal 

networks and political survival ahead of institutional 

growth and the provision of public goods, which 

helps to explain why development deficits continue 

to exist.  Their frequent changes of leadership 

exacerbate socioeconomic underdevelopment, 

threaten policy continuity, and prolong cycles of 

patronage.  

In support of how subscribers would think, studies 

reveal that numerous neo-patrimonial characteristics, 

such as the use of state resources to reward 

supporters, strong presidential appointment powers, 

and enduring clientelistic networks, are evident in 

Liberia's political system.  Public views of 

corruption, discontent with public services, and elite 

capture of appointments are frequently found in 

surveys (such as the Afrobarometer) and governance 

reports. These findings are all consistent with neo-

patrimonial dynamics, which have the potential to 

solidify recycled elites and restrict the results of 

progressive development. In his informative article, 

Sieh (2024) argues that sycophantic behaviour and a 

patronage system have become deeply ingrained in 

Liberia's political landscape. These practices 

prioritize loyalty over competence, leading to the 

appointment of individuals based on political 

allegiance rather than merit. The author suggests that 

this culture of sycophancy and patronage contributes 

to recurring issues in governance, including 

inefficiency, corruption, and a lack of accountability. 

The erosion of institutional independence further 

exacerbates these challenges. Reflecting on the 

author’s opinion, this paper suggests that 

inefficiency, corruption, and a lack of accountability, 

often perpetuated by recycled politicians, contribute 

to Liberia's development deficit.  

Regarding the application of the limitation of the 

theory to Liberia or the text of this article, a sober 

and critical mind would be inclined to accept the 

argument or claim that it has a deterministic view of 

development outcomes. In other words, it means that 

the theory risks attributing Liberia’s development 

deficit solely to recycled politicians' behavior, 

ignoring structural, historical, and international 

dynamics. This loophole could be viewed as biased 

toward recycled politicians.  

Insufficient normative guidance is another drawback 

of the theory. The crux of the theory argument is 

extremely descriptive, pointing out trends in 

patronage and personalist politics. In the case of 

Liberia, neo-patrimonialism explains how re-elected 

politicians contribute to development deficits, but it 

offers minimal recommendations for institutional or 

policy changes. Therefore, without supplementary 

actions like electoral reforms or civic engagement 

tactics, it is unable to provide practical advice for 

ending the cycle of re-elected politicians. 

Finally, the neglect of institutional development is 

also identified as another potential loophole. In 

Liberian politics, recycled politicians operate within 

formal political structures (e.g., the Legislature, 

Presidency, Electoral Commission, etc.), which 

sometimes constrain personalist practices. 

In summation, neo-patrimonialism has drawbacks, 



Global Academic and Scientific Journal of Multidisciplinary Studies (GASJMS) | ISSN: 2583-8970 | Volume 3 | Issue 11 | 2025 

 
Global Academic and Scientific Journal of Multidisciplinary Studies (GASJMS) | Published by GAS Publishers 40 

 

 

such as overgeneralization, institutional neglect, 

determinism, and context insensitivity, even though 

it explains why Liberia's recycled politicians depend 

on patronage networks and sustain development 

deficits.  Ignoring both individual agency and 

structural factors that impact development outcomes 

could lead to an incomplete understanding of 

Liberia's political culture if the theory is applied 

without these cautions. Therefore, a complete 

analysis must integrate the other two theories to 

understand the recycling phenomenon and its 

developmental consequences. However, this 

limitation does not any negates the applicability of 

the theory to the Liberia case, as it offers valuable 

and fascinating insights. 

Recycled Politicians in Liberia 

 Premised on the clarification of the concept 

of recycled politicians, this paper categorically 

asserts that the phenomenon is deeply embedded 

within the political culture of Liberian society. For 

reasons of safety and security, the discussion is 

framed in broad terms. Consequently, no Liberian 

familiar with the country’s political culture would 

find the broader context disputable, except perhaps 

those less acquainted with the phenomenon itself. 

In Liberia’s political landscape, recycled politicians 

are individuals, specifically political figures, who 

repeatedly resurface in positions of power or 

influence across different administrations, regimes, 

or political parties, despite histories of corruption, 

failure, or widespread public discontent. These 

conspicuous actors oscillate between government 

roles, party leadership, and advisory capacities, 

sustaining influence through personal networks, 

patronage systems, and entrenched elite structures. 

Their survival strategy is based on a patronage 

system, in which it is employed as a tool to keep their 

networks intact across regimes. They strive to create 

a patronage network monopoly that makes it hard for 

new actors (youth, technocrats, reformists) to gain 

access to state resources or political space. For 

example, for over a century, the Americo-Liberian 

elite power was recycled within a small ruling class. 

Patronage determined access to land, education, and 

government jobs, locking out indigenous Liberians. 

This not only perpetuated inequality but laid the 

groundwork for instability that disarticulated or 

fragmented the Liberian society, evidenced by the 

14-year civil war.  

While many recycled politicians possess academic 

credentials or professional qualifications that shield 

them from challenges to their merit, their leadership 

records have often yielded disappointing outcomes 

for national development. A common feature of their 

behavior is the tendency to shift political allegiances 

during elections, frequently aligning with the very 

parties they once condemned for failing the masses. 

Although for reasons of authorial safety, this study 

refrains from naming specific individuals, society is 

well aware of who these recycled politicians are. 

In popular Liberian political discourse, such figures 

are described as “Gravy Seekers” or “Belly-Driven 

Politicians.” They embody the philosophy of one of 

Liberia’s late recycled politicians: “Where the sun 

shines, is where you hang your clothes.” This adage 

encapsulates the opportunistic essence of the concept 

of recycled politicians. 

In the Liberian context, recycled politicians and the 

patronage system go hand in hand. Meaning, 

recycled politicians employed a patronage system as 

a tool or strategy for survival to keep networks intact 

across regimes. During elections, they mobilize 

support by promising jobs or resources to 

communities and individuals. Moreover, they are 

fond of creating a patronage monopoly, which makes 

it very hard for new actors (youth, technocrats, 

reformists) to gain access to state resources or 

political space. Their retirement is often caused by 

illness or death. In most instances, when their regime 

loses an election, some of them who have no interest 

in developing Liberia, relocate to the diaspora, 

especially the United States of America, to wait for 

the regime to come back through election victory or 

realign with another party, potentially perceived as 

the next ruling establishment. Doubtlessly, those 

familiar with the political culture of Liberia know 

them despite names not mentioned.  

In Liberia’s political space, these recycled politicians 

described in this paper are appointed by the President 

into various positions, ranging from ministerial, 
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director, commissioner, etc. Some of them, after 

losing legislative office, resurface as presidential 

appointees. For most of them, they barely survive 

without government jobs or positions. Instead of 

bringing new policies or reforms, they maintain 

power networks, patronage systems, and personal 

wealth accumulation strategies.  

Modus Operandi of Recycled Politicians in 

Liberia 

 This sub-title speaks directly to the typical 

strategies, behaviors, and practices employed by 

recycled politicians to remain politically relevant, 

retain influence, and access state resources despite 

public disillusionment or repeated failures. In 

contexts like Liberia (and much of Africa), recycled 

politicians often operate through the following 

patterns: 

Political Opportunism 

 This behavior is often manifested in twofold: 

1. They frequently switch parties, ideologies, or 

alliances depending on where opportunities lie. 

Remember the concept of “Where the Sun Shines, it's 

where you hang your clothes”. 

2. Many align themselves with ruling coalitions or 

dominant figures to stay relevant. When the ruling 

establishment is out of political power due to an 

election defeat, they castigate the very party that 

gave them the position and subsequently join the 

opposition party, now the current ruling party they 

also criticized vehemently. Anyone familiar with 

Liberia’s political culture can readily identify such 

figures, even without their names being mentioned. 

Manipulation of Development Rhetoric 

 Conspicuously, they campaign on promises 

of reform, anti-corruption, and development, even if 

they previously failed to deliver. Development 

discourse becomes a means to secure donor funds 

and international legitimacy. Anyone familiar with 

Liberia’s political culture can readily identify such 

figures, even without their names being mentioned. 

Resilience through Recycling 

 Even after electoral defeat, corruption 

scandals, or regime change, they reinvent themselves 

and re-enter politics. This recycling often occurs 

because political institutions are weak, and new 

entrants face high barriers. Anyone familiar with 

Liberia’s political culture can readily identify such 

figures, even without their names being mentioned. 

Wear the Mask of Saints 

 They tend to recognize and condemn 

wrongdoing only when they are out of office, usually 

after an electoral defeat or a shift in political power. 

While their criticisms may be valid, they lack moral 

authority to make them, given their conspicuous 

silence on the same issues during their own tenure. 

Paradoxically, they present themselves as saints the 

moment power slips from their hands. Anyone 

familiar with Liberia’s political culture can readily 

identify such figures, even without their names being 

mentioned. 

Wear the mask of philanthropy 

 They often cloak themselves in the guise of 

philanthropy, distributing conspicuous acts of 

charity to the disadvantaged, particularly during 

election seasons. These gestures, framed as 

empowerment, are largely performative and fail to 

alleviate hardship or foster genuine transformation. 

The truth is, empowerment of disadvantaged youth 

poses a potential challenge to their political 

dominance and personal enrichment, which explains 

why such efforts remain superficial.  Anyone 

familiar with Liberia’s political culture can readily 

identify such figures, even without their names being 

mentioned. 

Patronage Networks 

 They rely on long-standing clientelistic ties, 

distributing favors, jobs, or resources to supporters. 

Patronage helps maintain loyalty across different 

political regimes. In short, they survive by 

embedding themselves in webs of patron-client 

relationships, distributing state and external 

resources to secure loyalty, and manipulating ethnic, 

party, and coalition ties to ensure their political 
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comeback. Anyone familiar with Liberia’s political 

culture can readily identify such figures, even 

without their names being mentioned. 

Rent-Seeking Behavior 

 They manifest this behavior through 

lobbying for government contracts, subsidies, or tax 

breaks, exploiting bureaucratic or regulatory systems 

for personal gain, securing exclusive licenses or 

monopolies through another person very close to 

them, etc. Mindful of being caught in the web of 

corruption, they do this behind the scenes. 

Nevertheless, society speculates on their 

involvement. Anyone familiar with Liberia’s 

political culture can readily identify such figures, 

even without their names being mentioned. 

Safe Haven in the Diaspora  

 Some of them, holding either permanent 

residency or citizenship abroad, exploit weaknesses 

in the judicial system to seek refuge in the diaspora, 

particularly in the United States, after being accused 

of embezzling substantial public funds. Once their 

affiliated party regains power, they often return from 

the U.S. to assume new positions in government with 

apparent impunity. Anyone familiar with Liberia’s 

political culture can readily identify such figures, 

even without their names being mentioned. 

Liberia’s Development Deficit  

 Liberia’s development deficit remains a 

pressing challenge, manifesting in extremely low 

GDP per capita, inadequate infrastructure, poor 

healthcare, and limited educational opportunities. 

Both the World Bank (US$846) (2024) and IMF 

(US$907.64) (2025) report Liberia’s GDP per capita 

at under US$1,000, positioning the country firmly 

among the world’s low-income nations. This low 

economic output constrains the state’s capacity to 

deliver essential services and develop critical 

infrastructure, perpetuating a cycle of 

underdevelopment. 

Education indicators underscore this deficit: over 

half of school-age children are out of school, 

secondary education enrollment remains critically 

low (20%), and technical and vocational training is 

severely underdeveloped, with few qualified 

teachers and limited institutional capacity (UNICEF, 

2025; Toe, 2025). Health outcomes similarly reflect 

systemic shortcomings. Maternal mortality is 

extremely high (628 per 100,000 live births), and 

Liberia faces a critical shortage of qualified medical 

personnel, with just one physician per 20,000 people, 

far below global norms (Williams, 2024; Dahn et al., 

2025). 

Infrastructure development has seen some progress, 

as evidenced by the Liberia Energy Efficiency and 

Access Project, which increased electricity access 

from 2% to 35%, and ongoing road rehabilitation 

projects. Yet, challenges remain: electricity supply is 

unreliable, dependent on imports, and generation 

capacity lags demand, while 90% of roads remain 

unpaved and many rural routes are in poor condition 

(ACDB, 2025; Berry, n.d.; Latif, 2025; Tokpah, 

2024). 

While poverty rates have declined from 40.9% in 

2022 to 26.4% in 2024, the figure remains alarmingly 

high, particularly in rural areas, indicating persistent 

structural inequities and vulnerabilities (World 

Bank, 2025). Collectively, these factors reveal that 

Liberia’s development deficit is multi-dimensional, 

rooted in limited economic capacity, weak public 

service delivery, and infrastructural insufficiencies.  

In summary, despite achieving notable progress in 

electricity access, road rehabilitation, and poverty 

reduction, Liberia continues to face systemic 

developmental gaps. Addressing these deficits will 

require sustained economic growth, investment in 

human capital, robust institutional reform, and 

accountable governance, particularly regarding the 

entrenched political elite. 

How Recycled Politicians Contribute to Liberia’s 

Development Deficit 

 As conceptualized in this study, the recurring 

political culture of recycled politicians is one of the 

main factors perpetuating Liberia’s development 

deficit through entrenched corruption. Their frequent 

party-switching, disregard for institutional 

accountability, and protection of elite or foreign 
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interests undermine policy continuity, weaken 

governance structures, and stall socioeconomic 

development. For instance, cases of politicians 

maintaining power despite corruption allegations 

illustrate how this cyclical pattern erodes public 

trust, diverts critical resources away from 

infrastructure, healthcare, and education, and 

entrenches systemic inefficiencies that hinder 

Liberia from realizing its developmental potential.  

To support this bold and unapologetic claim, it is 

important to look at some conceptual evidence that 

describes the mechanisms of how recycling 

contributes to development deficits in Liberia. 

Inadequate accountability and institutional capture 

pose significant challenges. The oversight bodies—

such as the auditor, anti-corruption commission, and 

courts—are more likely to be co-opted or bypassed 

when recycled politician networks regain influence. 

This diminishes the effectiveness of public spending 

and aid, while heightening the risk of corruption. 

Rent-seeking in resource and public finance 

management is identified as a major issue in Liberia's 

World Bank diagnostics and anti-corruption analyses 

(World Bank Group). Rent-seeking is a common 

tactic used by recycled politicians in Liberia. In 

short, politicians who are recycled often 

institutionalize rent-seeking, which hampers 

meaningful development and helps ensure their 

political survival. 

Entrenchment of clientelism and patronage. Permits, 

contracts, and employment are examples of personal 

networks that recycled politicians depend on to keep 

their support. This reduces the amount and caliber of 

infrastructure and services by transforming public 

resources into instruments for redistributing them to 

allies rather than investing in public goods. 

According to scholarly research on neo-

patrimonialism and elite formation following 

conflicts, inclusive reconstruction is hampered by 

patron-client relationships and elite recruitment 

(Gerdes, 2011).  

Through Corruption: As one of the key drivers of 

Africa’s development deficit, of which Liberia is no 

exception, it is difficult to dissociate recycled 

politicians from corrupt practices. Most unresolved 

corruption cases that continue to undermine national 

development are linked to recycled politicians. These 

cases remain unresolved for several reasons, 

including the absence of specialized courts. Instead, 

many corruption cases are handled by regular courts 

that are already overburdened and often ill-equipped 

to deal with complex financial crimes. In addition, 

political interference and weak enforcement hinder 

accountability. While measures such as audits and 

indictments are sometimes taken, follow-through is 

typically weak. In some instances, the accused 

remain outside the country or have yet to be arrested. 

Without mentioning names, here are some examples 

of unresolved corruption cases linked to recycled 

politicians: 

Audits showing major irregularities at the central 

bank (unauthorized financing, large unexplained 

transfers), these audit findings (covering 2018–2023) 

prompted suspensions and remain the subject of 

follow-up probes and asset-tracing (Reuters, 2024). 

Procurement and contract-award irregularities at 

major state agencies (including the transport/ports 

and telecommunication sectors), multiple General 

Auditing Commission (GAC) audit findings, and 

LACC monitoring records list procurement fraud 

and alleged misuse of public funds that are under 

investigation (LACC, 2024). 

Large-value cash/notes disappearance reported in 

relation to state printing/central bank operations, 

media reporting has described the disappearance of 

large sums in newly printed notes; this episode 

spurred sanctions and further probes and has not been 

fully closed in public records (Global Post, 2025).  

The LACC has flagged more than US$14 million in 

corruption across government institutions, with 

many investigations completed, but many 

prosecutions not yet underway (Yates, 2025). 

In summation, there is a link between unresolved 

corruption cases and the recycling of politicians in 

Liberia. Cases involving former officials often linger 

unresolved due to legal, institutional, and political 

obstacles. Meanwhile, those same individuals are 

sometimes reappointed or retain influence, which 

appears to perpetuate impunity. Anyone familiar 
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with Liberia’s political culture can readily identify 

such figures, even without their names being 

mentioned. 

Conclusion 

 This study demonstrates that Liberia's 

recycled politicians are systemic results of the 

nation's historical and sociopolitical order rather than 

just the result of individual ambition.  Elite theory 

emphasizes how a dominant group maintains patron-

client networks and monopolizes resources, 

guaranteeing the continuation of vested interests and 

impeding real development.  According to political 

culture theory, the return of well-known leaders is 

normalized by deeply ingrained norms of 

patrimonial loyalty, hierarchical authority, and 

ethno-regional divisions, undermining meritocracy 

and civic accountability.  These dynamics are further 

connected by neo-patrimonialism, which exposes 

how clientelism, personal rule, and rent-seeking 

behaviors maintain recycled leadership at the 

expense of institutional growth and performance. 

Together, these frameworks show that patrimonial 

governance, cultural acceptance of recycled 

politicians, and elite dominance are structural 

patterns that perpetuate underdevelopment and are 

the root cause of Liberia's development deficit.  

Therefore, a paradox where democratic processes 

coexist with stagnant results is reflected in the 

persistence of recycled politicians.  Redefining 

political culture, dismantling patrimonial networks, 

and encouraging responsible, civic-driven leadership 

are all necessary to end this cycle. 

The Wayford 

 Unpacking the negative aspects of recycled 

politicians in Africa, particularly in Liberia, does not 

imply that their role is entirely detrimental to 

development. Evidence from other African states 

demonstrates that recycled elites, when guided by 

strong leadership and institutional commitment, can 

contribute meaningfully to national progress. For 

example, Rwanda illustrates a form of 

developmental patrimonialism where centralized 

control and patronage are strategically managed to 

promote state-led development in infrastructure, 

health, and exports (Booth & Golooba-Mutebi, 

2012). Similarly, Ghana, despite clientelist and 

patronage politics, has expanded health 

infrastructure and improved access through 

initiatives such as Agenda 111 and the National 

Health Insurance Scheme (Oxford Business Group, 

n.d.). Botswana also exemplifies how effective 

leadership and transparent resource management can 

transform patrimonial structures into vehicles for 

long-term growth, particularly through prudent use 

of diamond revenues (Ngundu, 2025). 

These cases suggest that neo-patrimonialism and 

recycled politicians are not inherently incompatible 

with development. Rather, the decisive factor lies in 

leadership commitment, accountability, institutional 

capacity, and public oversight. For Liberia, this 

implies that adopting the positive lessons of Rwanda, 

Ghana, and Botswana, anchored in political will and 

effective resource management, could redirect the 

influence of recycled politicians toward national 

development priorities. 

Disclaimer 

 The views and opinions expressed in this 

article are those of the author and do not necessarily 

reflect the official policy or position of any affiliated 

organization, institution, or employer. All content 

provided is for academic and informational purposes 

only. The author makes no representations as to the 

accuracy, completeness, suitability, or validity of any 

information contained herein and will not be liable 

for any errors, omissions, or delays in this 

information or any losses, injuries, or damage(s) 

arising from its display or use. Readers are advised 

to verify any information before acting upon it. 
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