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Namibian imperialism started with Portuguese explorers landing on the coast in the 

1400s. The dry climate of Namibia was not particularly welcoming and there were few resources 

that Namibia had to offer.1 Strategically it was significant and so it became entangled with the 

imperialistic policies of its neighboring territories. 

Whaling was one of the main reasons for imperialism in Namibia. In the 1700s American 

whalers were drawn to the coast of Namibia to hunt the sperm whales that were brought by the 

cold ocean currents near Walvis Bay. They had depleted their whale resources in New England 

through overhunting them for their oil which was in high demand. Whoever had control over 

Walvis Bay was able to tap into this opportunity for wealth. The Dutch briefly took control of 

Walvis Bay, then British took over. There was talk of expanding further into Namibia, but the 

idea was discarded. The British influence was fairly strong and there was even a sealing and 

fishing industry under the name of De Pass, Spence and Company set up along with a ship repair 

yard in 1856.2  

Besides whaling, the discovery of guano was another reason for imperialism. In 1841, 

guano deposits were found on the numerous islands off the Namibian coast by Benjamin 

Morrell. Used as a fertilizer in agriculture, the discovery of guano was significant, so the British 

took over these islands. This was the most significant commodity discovered in this region, but it 

took only 5 years for the guano to be extracted from the islands.3  

 
1Robert W. July, A History of African People. (New York: Charles Scribner’s and Sons, 1970). p. 4. 
2Allan D. Cooper, The Occupation of Namibia: Afrikanerdom’s Attack on the British Empire. (New York: 

University Press of America Inc., 1991). pp. 1-12. 
3Cooper, The Occupation of Namibia, pp. 1-12. 
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The strategic location of Namibia was another reason for imperialism. At the Berlin 

Conference, Bismarck unexpectedly claimed the area of Namibia and what is now Botswana 

under the name South-West Africa. It was a strategic maneuver which potentially gave Germany 

access to the Transvaal gold fields just to the East. Because of the ambition of Cecil Rhodes 

Germany failed to get what they wanted. The British took Bechuanaland, the section that was the 

Germans’ only link to Transvaal.4 

Colonial rulers treated the native Namibians cruelly. The natives’ first extended 

encounter with Europeans was under the Oorlams who moved into Namibia in the late 18th 

century and brought European missionaries with them. Of all the people groups in Namibia, the 

Herero responded with the most resistance5 instigating the Nama-Herero War of 1880. In 1904 

the Herero and the Nama again fought against colonial rule resulting in the death of around 

75,000 the Herero and Nama genocide from 1904-1907.6 Those remaining were deported and 

sent to reservations, later called “homelands” or “Bantustans,” in an attempt to suppress them.7 

During WWI, South African troops occupied the territory of Namibia, overthrowing the German 

rule. At the Treaty of Versailles, the League of Nations gave South West Africa to South Africa 

as a mandate. South Africa was supposed to govern their mandate until the people were ready to 

govern themselves. Unfortunately, South Africa abused its power and failed to prepare Namibia 

for autonomy.8 Under South African rule apartheid was imposed in the form of curfews and pass 

laws in the 1940s restricting the natives of Namibia.9   

 
4July, A History of African People. pp. 327-379. 
5George Steinmetz, The Devil’s Handwriting: Precoloniality and the German Colonial State in 

Qingdao, Samoa, and Southwest Africa. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007. eBook Academic Collection 
(EBSCOhost), (2 February 2019), pp. 89-110. 

6“Namibia.” Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia. <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Namibia> (18 February 
2019). 

7Steinmetz, The Devil’s Handwriting, pp. 138-139. 
8“Namibia,” Wikipedia, The Free Encylcopedia, n.p. 
9Steinmetz, The Devil’s Handwriting, pp. 138-139. 
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 In 1957 a unified nationalist movement formed in Namibia called the Ovamboland 

People’s Organization (OPO) which went on strike against the contract labor system. The OPO 

met resistance from South African authorities, and during a demonstration 13 were killed and 54 

were wounded.10 OPO was renamed South West African People’s Organization (SWAPO) in 

1960 when it was evident that they could not rely on the U.N. to provide any assistance against 

South Africa. SWAPO’s military branch of trained guerilla fighters11 and the People’s Liberation 

Army of Namibia (PLAN) continued to keep South African forces busy.12   

South Africa attempted to repress nationalism by legislation that would provide a legal 

basis to eliminate SWAPO. In 1968 they fully implemented apartheid, by setting up ten 

Bantustans for the ethnic populations which hampered SWAPO from coordinating a national 

uprising. In 1971 the International Court of Justice (ICJ) ruled that South Africa was illegally 

occupying Namibia, an important step towards independence.13  

 Meanwhile SWAPO maintained a guerilla war. The Namibians, encouraged by the ICJ 

ruling, fought full force. They formed a general strike that involved 70% of Namibians who were 

working in sectors other than farming. In 1973 the successful boycott of the national elections by 

97.5% of registered voters led the U.N. to recognize SWAPO as the legitimate representative 

body of the people. Even after all of this it was not until 1990 that Namibia gained its full 

independence from South Africa.14 

 
10Cooper, The Occupation of Namibia, p. 97. 
11 Ibid., p. 98.  
12Richard Dale, “Melding War and Politics in Namibia: South Africa’s Counterinsurgency 

Campaign, 1966-1989,” Armed Forces & Society, Vol. 20, Issue 1 (Fall 1993), pp. 7-24. EBSCOhost (18 February 
2019). 

13Cooper, The Occupation of Namibia, pp. 99-100. 
14Ibid., pp. 100-101, 111. 
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The Republic of Namibia was set up after its independence in 1990.15 It was a mix of 

presidential democracy and parliamentary democracy. The government is comprised of a 

president who is the chief of state and head of government with a vice president, the legislative 

branch, a bicameral parliament, and the judiciary forms the third branch.16  

Independent Namibia faced many difficulties in its early years because South Africa left 

the government bankrupt and in debt. South Africa controlled Walvis Bay, the country’s main 

sea port, thereby controlling Namibia’s trade. Furthermore, the country had developed unevenly 

which was no help to its economic troubles. Remnants of the apartheid system had to be dealt 

with to promote unity and stability. Finally, enemy groups had to be united after the fight for 

independence.17  

 Addressing the many problems left to the new government was slow going. Namibia was 

unable to address many of the monetary difficulties due to South Africa’s unwillingness to 

relinquish its control of natural resources. The income distribution was extremely unequal in 

1991 with 5% of whites controlling 71% of the GDP and the bottom 55% of the population 

controlling only 3% of the GDP. Further economic development will take time. $360 million has 

been pledged to the country to help the country rise out of bankruptcy. To help unify the enemy 

groups that fought during the conflict for independence national defense force was created 

combining the People’s Liberation Army of Namibia and the South West Africa Territorial 

Force. There is still a long way to go since the white minority make up a significant percentage 

of the government and many of have anti-SWAPO sentiments. 41% of government expenditure 

 
15“Namibia,” Wikipedia, The Free Encylcopedia, n.p. 
16 “Namibia.” CIA World Factbook.  

<https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/wa.html> (18 March 2019). 
 17Linda Freeman. “Contradictions of Independence: Namibia in Transition,” Transformation: Critical 

Perspectives on Southern Africa, 17, (1992): 25-30. <http://transformationjournal.org.za/tran017001/> (3 March 
2019). 
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has been put towards health, education, and housing. This is twice as much as before, which 

should make a difference in the country.18  

 Namibia’s government has remained almost the same for 29 years. The first president of 

Namibia was Sam Nujoma, a founding member of SWAPO president from 1990-2005. 

According to the constitution, presidents can serve only for a total of two terms. After his 

reelection the constitution was changed to allow him to run for a third term. Early in his 

presidency Nujoma appealed for drought relief, and coincidentally a few weeks later a new 

presidential jet and two VIP helicopters were purchased.19 The following president, Hifikepunye 

Pohamba, was  rumored to have been handpicked by Nujoma.20 Since 2015 Hage Geingob has 

been the Namibian president.21 Though still in some economic difficulty Namibia’s government 

now has Walvis bay under its control. It is still dealing with the emotional remnants of the 

apartheid system including distrust of a white minority government. 

Namibia’s is home to many natural resources and is a member of at least two economic 

associations. The country’s natural resources include diamonds, tungsten, cadmium, copper, 

gold, uranium, silver, zinc, salt, lead, tin, lithium, and fish. It has suspected deposits of oil, core 

and iron ore that have not yet been discovered.22 The country has access to the Atlantic Ocean on 

the west coast, which allows it to trade its natural resources with countries within the African 

continent and those without. Namibia is a member of the Southern African Customs Union, 

SACU, a free trade agreement among South Africa, Botswana, Lesotho, and Swaziland. SACU 

 
 18Freeman. “Contradictions of Independence: Namibia in Transition,” p. 35-40. 

<http://transformationjournal.org.za/tran017001/> (3 March 2019). 
19“Sam Pujomba.” Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia. <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sam_Nujoma>  

(March 18, 2019). 
 20“Hifikepunye Pohamba.” Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia. 

<https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hifikepunye_Pohamba> (18 March 2019). 
21“Hage Geingob.” Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia. <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hage_Geingob>  

(18 March 2019). 
22“Namibia,” CIA World Factbook, n.p.  
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allows Namibia to trade with these countries without paying customs.23 SACU collects custom 

duties from imports from countries outside of the union and then pays distributes the money to 

its member states.24 Namibia receives an allotment that makes up 30-40% of its revenue.25 It is 

also a part of the Southern African Development Community, SADC, which also involves free 

trade in an attempt to deepen economic relationships through developing infrastructure with 

nearby countries, which remains a work in progress.26  

 There are numerous weaknesses with Namibia’s economy that contribute to its unequal 

income distribution.27 Despite the numerous natural resources of Namibia, it has a very dry 

climate that is subject to periodic drought forcing Namibia to import around 50% of its cereal 

requirements, which can be very expensive.28 Another serious issue that Namibia faces is the 

prevalence of HIV/AIDS. It is the country with the 7th highest number of adults living with 

HIV/AIDS. 29 According to data from 2009, there are an estimated 70,000 children in Namibia 

who have lost one or both parents to HIV/AIDS. Most of the foreign aid that the country receives 

is for AIDS relief and other issues related to Namibia’s health services.30 It receives aid from the 

US through the President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief.31  

 
23 John Baloro, Integrating small African economies into global value chains through foreign aid: the case 

of Namibia. Geneva: World Trade Organization Publications, 2014. (EBSCOhost), (31 March 2019), pp. 189-190. 
24 “About SACU.” Southern Africa Customs Union. 17 April 2019. 

<https://www.sacu.int/show.php?id=394&type=About> (25 April 2019).  
25 “Namibia,” Wikipedia, The Free Encylcopedia, n.p. 
26 Baloro, Integrating small African, pp. 189-190. 
27 Ibid.; “Namibia,” n.p.; Ravinder Rena, Is Foreign Aid Panacea for African Problems? The Case of 

Namibia. Managing Global Transitions: International Research Journal, 2013. Vol. 11, no. 3 (EBSCOhost), (1 April 
2019), p. 231; "IMF Country Report Namibia.” International Monetary Fund. February 2018. (31 March 2019), p. 
2. 

28 Namibia is home to both the Namib Desert and the Kalahari Desert. “Namibia,” Wikipedia, The Free 
Encyclopedia, n.p. 

29 Rena, Foreign Aid, p. 231; “Namibia,” n.p. 
30 “Namibia: Global Health.” USAID. 28 February 2019.  

<https://www.usaid.gov/namibia/global-health> (31 March 2019).  
31 Camille Wilson, “How the US Benefits from Foreign Aid to Namibia.” The Borgen Project (Blog). 18 

June 2018. <https://borgenproject.org/us-benefits-from-foreign-aid-to-namibia/> (31 March 2019). 
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Despite the countries numerous exports, most of them are simply unprocessed which 

means profits depend entirely on world commodity prices which fluctuate often.32 Many 

countries post-colonialism have this problem because the conquering powers set them up for 

extraction and did not develop their infrastructure. Namibia needs to attract more direct foreign 

investment.33 If the government could attract a foreign company to develop the processing of its 

natural resources, Namibia’s economy could really thrive. It would also provide more jobs long-

term as the unemployment rate is fairly high.34 Another underdeveloped area, is trade with other 

countries. Namibia needs to increase trade with neighboring countries, especially the landlocked 

ones, and also with the rest of the world. Its biggest non-African trading partner is China, but it 

could benefit from developing its trade with other countries outside the continent.35  

Namibia has a minor position in the world. There are several factors that hold Namibia 

back from having a more significant role. Its economy is still based primarily on the extraction, 

rather than the processing of its natural minerals. Because of its previous colonial status, the 

country’s infrastructure is lacking. Of all its roads, only 12% of them are paved which limits ease 

of transportation, but the country has a good railway system and 22 paved airports.36 At first 

glance the unemployment rate of 34% is quite alarming, but two thirds of the population live in 

rural areas and about two thirds of those who live in rural areas rely on subsistence farming. 

Because they are not formally employed, they are counted as “unemployed.”37 Another 

 
32“Namibia,” Wikipedia, The Free Encylcopedia, n.p. 
33Rena, Foreign Aid, p. 238. 
34Around 50% of Namibians are unemployed and two-thirds live in rural areas. Two-thirds of those who 

live in rural areas are subsistence farmers which may be counted as unemployed which skews the unemployment 
rate. This will be explained in a further paper. “Namibia,” Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia, n.p; “IMF,” pp. 2-3. 

35Rena, Foreign Aid, p. 238. 
36“Namibia – Infrastructure, power and communications,” Nations Encyclopedia, 

<https://www.nationsencyclopedia.com/economies/Africa/Namibia-INFRASTRUCTURE-POWER-AND-
COMMUNICATIONS.html> (24 April 2019). 

37“Namibia,” CIA World Factbook, n.p. 
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inconsistency concerns the labelling of Namibia’s economy. It is labeled as an upper middle 

income country, but it is more complicated than that.38 The problem with GDP and GDP per 

capita is that they give averages, GDP per capita gives a better understanding of where the 

country stands, but in Namibia although the GDP per capita is at $11,200 it hides the unequal 

distribution of wealth in the country. According to the Gini index, it has the sixth highest unequal 

distribution of family income. Potential aid donors do not look much further than the raw 

numbers, which means that Namibia is not receiving the aid it needs simply because of how it is 

labeled.  

Namibia is a member of several international organizations; among the more significant 

organizations are the UN, the IMF and the World Bank.39 The UN validates Namibia as a 

country and gives it a platform to be heard among more influential and powerful countries.  

Most of the aid that the UN gives to Namibia is to help with the HIV problem. There is no 

denying that the aid is helping alleviate the problem, but it is not doing much to address the 

economic problems that are preventing Namibia from becoming more integrated into the global 

economy.40 The IMF is helping Namibia regulate its public debt. As a result, Namibia loses some 

of its sovereignty over the control of its financial resources. The World Bank gives Namibia a 

means by which they can receive grants and other forms of financial aid.41 If Namibia can reach 

economic stability it will free up its government to deal with problems with issues of health, 

education, infrastructure, and unemployment. It will allow Namibia to take a significant place on 

the world stage. 

 
38 “U.S. Foreign Aid by Country: Namibia.” USAID. 28 February 2019. 

<https://www.usaid.gov/namibia/global-health> (22 April 2019).  
39 “Namibia,” Wikipedia, The Free Encylcopedia, n.p. 
40 Ibid; L. K. Hayner, “Globalization Paper.” Class Lecture, Non-Western World Since 1914, Hi 360, 

(Greenville, SC: Bob Jones University, 24 April 2019). 
41 L. K. Hayner, “International Organizations Continued.” Class Lecture, Non-Western World Since 1914, 

Hi 360, (Greenville, SC: Bob Jones University, 27 March 2019). 
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 Namibia’s success is dependent on the following: its ability to diversify the economy by 

moving away from extraction, the development of infrastructure to improve transportation and 

health and education. If Namibia can successfully complete these two main items, many of its 

other problems can be solved.  
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