ONEWORLD OUTLOOK
From Coup to Crown: The Family Business of Power in Gabon

By all outward appearances, General Brice Oligui Nguema’s resounding win in Gabon’s
presidential election is a triumph of democratic will. With over 90 percent of the vote and a
70.4 percent voter turnout, the former coup leader has seemingly transformed into a
legitimate, popularly elected head of state. International observers hailed the election as fair
and transparent, and for the first time in recent memory, foreign media were allowed to
observe the ballot count. But beneath the surface of electoral procedure and polished press
statements lies a deeper truth: this was not a revolution, but a carefully managed
continuation of a long-standing dynasty under a new name.

Nguema’s ascension to the presidency following his 2023 ousting of Ali Bongo was initially
met with cautious optimism. After all, Bongo represented the end of a 50-year dynasty,
marked by corruption, inequality, and detachment from the everyday struggles of Gabonese
citizens. Yet, Nguema's roots are entangled with the very system he deposed. As a former
head of the Republican Guard and cousin to Ali Bongo, he is not a political outsider storming
the gates—he is a product of the palace walls.

It is hard to ignore the irony that Nguema’s candidacy was endorsed by the Gabonese
Democratic Party, the same vehicle that carried the Bongo family through decades of rule. It
is harder still to overlook the strategic and systemic exclusion of credible challengers. Jean-
Rémy Yama, a prominent trade unionist and vocal government critic, was barred from
running due to a suspiciously technical reason: his inability to produce his father’s birth
certificate. Albert Ondo Ossa, who contested the 2023 election and claimed victory before
Bongo's fall, was disqualified by a newly implemented age cap—another conveniently timed
electoral revision.

Nguema’s only serious rival, former Prime Minister Alain-Claude Bilie By Nze, secured just
over 3 percent of the vote. With no formidable opposition and a lightning-fast transition from
coup to campaign, the playing field was skewed from the outset. If this election is to be seen
as a democratic rebirth, it is one where the midwife was the same hand that overthrew the
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old regime.

Yet Nguema has skillfully donned the garb of reform. His transitional government included
members from across the political spectrum—former regime figures, yes, but also civil
society critics. He has promised to tackle corruption, improve infrastructure, reduce the high
cost of living, and generate employment for Gabon’s disillusioned youth. These are not
hollow issues; Gabon, despite its oil wealth and ranking among Africa’s top nations by GDP
per capita, is mired in inequality. Nearly 40 percent of young people are unemployed, and a
third of the population lives in poverty.

Nguema has also made moves that play well on the international stage. Nationalizing foreign-
owned oil assets and promoting an “assertive” foreign policy, he has sent a clear message:
Gabon will not be a pawn. Partnerships with China, Russia, France, and the UAE indicate a
multipolar approach to diplomacy. He has kept French troops on Gabonese soil—not as
colonial baggage, he suggests, but as joint trainers at Camp de Gaulle. It's a deft balancing
act: maintaining historical ties while promoting sovereignty.

But the question remains—can a man so deeply embedded in the old system deliver the
rupture he promises? Can change be genuine when it is managed from within the same
familial and institutional networks that once stifled it?

Analysts have noted Nguema's adherence to what some call the “coup transition playbook,”
a pattern familiar across several African nations. Step one: remove the unpopular leader.
Step two: promise reform and inclusion. Step three: revise the electoral code. Step four: win
big in an election with limited opposition. The pattern doesn’t guarantee tyranny—but it
rarely delivers transformation.

The real risk is that Nguema’s leadership offers a facade of progress while entrenching the
status quo. Gabonese citizens, long disillusioned by elite politics, may see in Nguema a

www.oneworldoutlook.com | 2



ONEWORLD OUTLOOK
From Coup to Crown: The Family Business of Power in Gabon

strongman who speaks their language, acknowledges their pain, and projects an image of
decisive action. But image is not policy, and ambition is not accountability.

His early presidency will likely determine whether Gabon steps into a new era or slips back
into dynastic habits. Can he truly diversify the economy beyond oil? Will anti-corruption
efforts target powerful allies, or only symbolic scapegoats? Will freedom of the press and civil
society grow under his watch, or will they be tolerated only insofar as they align with the
regime’s narrative?

Gabon’s future hinges not just on whether Nguema keeps his promises, but on whether
citizens are free to demand more than promises. A fair election is only the beginning of
democratic governance. Transparent ballot boxes mean little if they sit atop a foundation of
manipulation and exclusion.

Nguema has presented himself as both a reformer and a realist, a man who understands the
system and seeks to fix it from within. But history teaches us that insiders rarely dismantle
the structures that empowered them. They reshape them, rebrand them, and in time, they
become the system itself.

For now, the international community watches Gabon with polite optimism. The African
Union, France, and regional partners are eager for stability. Investors want predictability.
Citizens want dignity. And Nguema wants legitimacy.

But true legitimacy is not forged by landslide victories engineered in a controlled contest. It is
earned over time, in the daily work of justice, transparency, and service. Until Gabon sees
those things, General Nguema's landslide win may feel less like a revolution—and more like a
family reunion.
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