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Introduction

Togo, officially known as the Togolese Republic, stands as a compelling study in the
complex interplay of history, power, and the ongoing search for stability in West
Africa. Though small in size and population compared to some of its neighbors, Togo’s
political story is anything but modest. Its history is marked by colonial conquest,
military takeovers, and a remarkable continuity of leadership under one family’s rule.
As a nation, Togo offers invaluable insights into the broader currents of African
politics: the legacies of colonialism, the struggle toward democratization, the
persistence of authoritarian structures, and the challenges of balancing state authority
with citizens’ aspirations for freedom, participation, and dignity.

The political landscape of Togo has undergone a series of profound transformations,
especially in recent years. For decades, the country’s government functioned under a
strongly centralized presidential system. The enduring dominance of the Gnassingbé
family—a father and son duo who held the presidency for over six decades
combined—shaped both the institutions of power and the prospects for reform. Since
gaining independence in 1960, Togo has experienced a blend of political
experimentation, violent takeover, authoritarian entrenchment, and hesitant moves
towards multiparty democracy.

A watershed moment in Togo’s political development came with the adoption of the
2024 constitution, which fundamentally restructured the system of government,
transitioning to a parliamentary republic. For the first time, significant executive
authority shifted from the presidency to a newly empowered President of the Council
of Ministers—a position akin to a prime minister. This reform, driven by the need for
modern governance and enhanced accountability, also drew controversy. Many saw it
as a strategic move by the ruling party to maintain control, while others regarded it as
a step forward in the nation’s political evolution.

Behind the changing structures of government lie persistent issues: the ongoing
dominance of one political party, restricted opposition, recurring questions about the
fairness of elections, and continuing concerns over human rights. Political pluralism is
technically allowed, but the playing field is far from level. Ethnic affiliations, gender
representation, and the role of civil society have also played significant roles in
shaping both opportunity and tension within the political sphere.

Togo’s political development cannot be understood in isolation. Its foreign policy,
regional standing, and economic strategies interlock with its governance dynamics.
The country has positioned itself as an active regional player, mediating in conflicts
and maintaining relations with international partners. At the same time, high poverty
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rates, economic inequality, and a history of political repression have complicated
progress towards sustainable development and inclusive governance.

This book is designed as a comprehensive guide to Togo’s politics and political
system—tracing the historical roots, charting the evolution of institutions, and
analyzing the key actors and forces that continue to define Togolese life. From the
colonial past to the contemporary era of constitutional reform, each chapter explores a
facet of Togo’s complex political reality. For students, researchers, and anyone
interested in West African affairs, this volume offers both context and analysis to
foster a deeper understanding of a nation whose politics reflect the broader struggles
and hopes of the African continent.
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CHAPTER ONE: Historical Foundations of Togo’s
Political System

To understand the political system of modern Togo, we must first journey back
through the mists of time, long before the arrival of European powers and the drawing
of arbitrary colonial borders. The land that is now Togo was a dynamic and diverse
region, inhabited by various ethnic groups with their own distinct social structures,
traditions, and systems of governance. This pre-colonial period, though often less
documented in written records, laid some of the foundational elements that would
influence the political landscape for centuries to come.

Archaeological evidence suggests a long history of human settlement in the area, with
findings indicating the presence of pottery and tin processing by ancient local tribes.
Between the 11th and 16th centuries, various groups migrated into the region from
different directions. The Ewe, for instance, arrived from what is now Nigeria and Benin,
while the Mina and Guin came from present-day Ghana. These groups, among others,
largely settled in the coastal areas.

Before the colonial period, these ethnic groups often had limited contact with one
another. The territory was a mosaic of villages and communities, many of which
existed under the military shadow of larger, more centralized kingdoms in neighboring
regions, such as the Asante Empire to the west (in modern Ghana) and the Kingdom of
Dahomey to the east (in modern Benin).

In the south, the Ewe people established influential kingdoms, with Notsie being a
particularly significant center of power. Legend speaks of the old walls of Notsie, a
tangible link to this historical period. Another important precolonial settlement center
was Tado, which gained prominence before 1600. Further research suggests that the
Kabye and other groups settled in the Kara region in the north more recently,
migrating from Kete-Krachi in Ghana around 250 years ago.

The economy of these pre-colonial societies was primarily based on agriculture, with
staple crops like yams, cassava, and maize being cultivated. Farming was often a
communal effort, ensuring food security for families and communities. Hunting and
fishing also played a role in sustaining populations, especially in coastal and riverine
areas.

Even before the arrival of Europeans, trade networks were established, with the region

serving as a link between the coast and the interior. Goods such as textiles, kola nuts,
and agricultural products were exchanged, fostering economic interdependence and
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cultural exchange with neighboring regions like the Ashanti Empire and the Hausa
states to the north.

Religious beliefs were deeply interwoven with daily life, with animism and ancestor
worship being central to the identities of pre-colonial Togolese societies. Each ethnic
group had its own spiritual practices and pantheon of deities. The Ewe, for example,
practiced a form of Vodun, emphasizing the connection between the living and their
ancestors.

The coastal region of what is now Togo, lacking natural harbors, was initially less
frequented by early European explorers compared to neighboring areas. However, this
changed with the rise of the transatlantic slave trade. From the 16th century onwards,
the coastal areas became a significant center for the trade in enslaved people, earning
the region the grim moniker "The Slave Coast." The Togolese population was
disproportionately affected by this brutal trade, being overrepresented among those
forcibly taken across the Atlantic.

While European powers like the Portuguese, Danish, Dutch, Spanish, British, and
French sailed along the coast, the Portuguese were among the first to establish a local
economic presence, trading from a small fort at Porto Seguro despite the lack of
natural harbors. Throughout the 18th century, the Danish held control over the Togo
portion of the Slave Coast.

In addition to the transatlantic trade, a growing Arab-controlled trans-Saharan trade in
slaves, kola, and gold also passed through the region. This complex web of trade
routes and interactions, both internal and external, further shaped the societies and
economies of the land.

By the late 19th century, the Danish presence had waned, and Germany began to take
an interest in the area. This marked a significant turning point, as the region
transitioned from a collection of independent or semi-independent communities and
kingdoms to a territory subjected to the ambitions of European colonial powers. The
arrival of the Germans would fundamentally alter the trajectory of the land, setting the
stage for the modern Togolese state and its political development.
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