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Introduction
Namibia’s political landscape is as intricate and compelling as its history, offering a
rich tapestry of struggle, resilience, and transformation. Since gaining independence
in 1990, Namibia has established itself as a beacon of constitutional democracy within
Southern Africa. However, the journey toward a just and inclusive society has been
marked not only by remarkable achievements but also by profound and persistent
challenges.

This book, “The Politics of Namibia: A Guide to Politics and the Political System in
Namibia,” aims to equip readers with a thorough understanding of the structures,
processes, and actors shaping Namibia’s political life. The transition from South
African colonial rule to an independent, democratic republic was neither easy nor
inevitable. The Namibian story is inseparable from the history of liberation struggle,
embodied most notably by the South West Africa People’s Organisation (SWAPO),
whose legacy continues to influence the present. The negotiated settlement leading to
independence and the adoption of a progressive, rights-based constitution set the
stage for a unique political experiment in Africa—a government rooted in checks and
balances, separation of powers, and an explicit commitment to fundamental rights.

At the heart of Namibia’s political system lies a sophisticated government
architecture, encompassing executive, legislative, and judicial branches. This structure
is complemented by vibrant, albeit often uneven, traditions of party politics, periodic
multiparty elections, and a commitment to civic liberties. The strong dominance of
SWAPO, periodic surges by opposition parties, and ongoing debates about electoral
reforms illustrate both the stability and dynamism of Namibian democracy. Regular
elections at the national, regional, and local levels have provided a vehicle for political
competition, while the rise of new political actors and the election of the country’s first
female president in 2024 point to a changing political landscape.

Yet democracy in Namibia faces real tests. Persistent socio-economic
inequality—rooted in the colonial past and reproduced in new forms—continues to
shape political discourse and public dissatisfaction. The concentration of land, high
unemployment, and ongoing marginalization of minority groups, especially the San
and certain ethnic minorities, create fertile ground for political contestation.
Corruption and concerns about government effectiveness have at times undermined
public trust, while issues such as land reform, ethnic tensions, and the recognition of
rights for women and sexual minorities remain at the forefront of both politics and
society.

Namibia’s engagement on the world stage also reflects a unique set of challenges and
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opportunities. Relations with Germany, arising from historical injustices and ongoing
reconciliation efforts, frame one major dimension of foreign policy. Elsewhere, Namibia
maneuvers diplomatically between global powers and navigates complex questions
affecting its sovereignty, economic development, and international reputation.

This book provides a guide to understanding how past and present intertwine in
Namibia’s political system. It explores the constitutional framework, the roles of
government and regional authorities, the influence of traditional leaders, and the
impact of civil society. Moreover, it seeks to contextualize contemporary issues—from
voter apathy and civic participation to land reform, gender, and human rights—within
broader regional and global dynamics.

By examining the evolution of Namibia’s political system, the interplay of political
actors, and the shifting landscape of power and participation, this book invites readers
to understand, question, and appreciate the complexity of Namibian politics. In looking
ahead to the future, it encourages reflection on the ongoing journey toward a more
just, inclusive, and accountable democracy.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Road to Independence:
Namibia’s Colonial and Liberation History
Namibia's journey to independence is a compelling narrative of resistance against
colonial powers and a protracted struggle for self-determination. Before the arrival of
Europeans, the territory was home to various ethnic groups, including the San, Nama,
Herero, Damara, Ovambo, Kavango, and Tswana, each with their own distinct social
structures and ways of life. European contact began in the late 15th century with
Portuguese explorers, but sustained interaction and claims on the land didn't occur
until much later.

The late 19th century saw European powers scrambling to claim territories in Africa,
and Namibia, then known as South West Africa, became a target. German interest was
piqued by a merchant who acquired coastal land, leading to Germany establishing a
protectorate in 1884. This marked the beginning of German colonial rule, which
extended inland through questionable treaties and outright land seizures. The German
colonial era was brutal, characterized by the dispossession of land and resources,
forced labor, and violent suppression of indigenous resistance.

The most horrific period of German rule was the systematic extermination of the
Herero and Nama people between 1904 and 1908. This brutal campaign, which
included driving people into the unforgiving desert and placing survivors in
concentration camps where many perished, is widely recognized as the first genocide
of the 20th century. The German colonial administration's goal was to turn South West
Africa into a settler colony, encouraging German immigration and seizing land from
the native populations.

German rule in South West Africa came to an end during World War I when South
African forces invaded and occupied the territory in 1915. Following the war, the
League of Nations granted South Africa a mandate to administer the territory. This was
initially seen by some in South Africa as a step towards incorporating South West
Africa as a fifth province, a move that was met with reluctance internationally.

Under South African rule, the territory was subjected to the same oppressive apartheid
policies that were in place in South Africa itself. Black Namibians were denied political
rights, and their social and economic freedoms were severely restricted. South Africa's
administration of the territory was also driven by a desire to exploit its rich mineral
resources, such as diamonds and uranium, for the benefit of white South Africans.

Resistance to South African rule began to gain momentum. By the mid-20th century,
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Namibians, initially through petitions, started to appeal to the United Nations against
South Africa's continued presence and policies. The UN, as the successor to the
League of Nations, increasingly viewed South West Africa as a trust territory with the
goal of eventual self-governance and independence.

A pivotal moment came in 1966 when the UN General Assembly revoked South
Africa's mandate, declaring that South Africa had no further right to administer the
territory and that it would come under the direct responsibility of the UN. This
decision, however, was largely ignored by South Africa, which continued its de facto
rule and intensified its efforts to suppress dissent.

In the face of South Africa's intransigence, the liberation struggle escalated. The South
West Africa People's Organisation (SWAPO) emerged as a leading force in the fight for
independence. Founded in 1960, SWAPO initially focused on fighting against South
African racist policies and external control, but by 1963, its leaders in exile committed
to armed struggle.

SWAPO established its armed wing, the People's Liberation Army of Namibia (PLAN),
and launched an armed insurrection in 1966. The liberation struggle was a long and
arduous one, marked by guerrilla warfare, cross-border raids by South African forces
into neighboring countries that supported SWAPO, and significant loss of life on both
sides.

International pressure on South Africa to end its occupation of Namibia grew over the
years. The UN and various international bodies repeatedly called for South Africa to
withdraw and allow for self-determination. The International Court of Justice also
played a role, issuing an advisory opinion in 1971 that declared South Africa's
presence in Namibia illegal. This ruling spurred further resistance within Namibia,
including a significant general strike by workers.

Negotiations for a peaceful settlement and transition to independence were protracted
and complex. A key development was the involvement of a Western Contact Group,
which included influential Western powers, to pressure South Africa. These efforts
culminated in the adoption of United Nations Security Council Resolution 435 in 1978.

Resolution 435 outlined a plan for a ceasefire, the withdrawal of South African troops,
and UN-supervised elections leading to independence. However, the implementation
of the resolution faced numerous obstacles, including South Africa's insistence on
linking Namibian independence to the withdrawal of Cuban troops from Angola.

After years of diplomatic maneuvering and continued conflict, an agreement for the
implementation of Resolution 435 was finally reached in December 1988. This
tripartite accord, signed by Angola, Cuba, and South Africa, paved the way for
Namibia's self-determination. The UN Transition Assistance Group (UNTAG) was
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established to oversee the peace process, monitor the withdrawal of South African
forces, and supervise the elections.

In November 1989, the UN-supervised elections for a Constituent Assembly were held.
SWAPO won a majority of the seats, though not a two-thirds majority, necessitating
cooperation with other parties in drafting the constitution. The Constituent Assembly
then drafted and adopted the Namibian Constitution in February 1990, a document
that established a democratic, multi-party system and enshrined fundamental rights.

Finally, on March 21, 1990, Namibia gained its independence. The South African flag
was lowered, and the Namibian flag was raised in a ceremony attended by
international dignitaries, including Nelson Mandela. Sam Nujoma, the leader of
SWAPO, was sworn in as the first President of independent Namibia. While Walvis Bay
and the Penguin Islands initially remained under South African control, they were
eventually ceded to Namibia in 1994.

The attainment of independence marked the end of a long and difficult chapter in
Namibia's history. The legacy of colonialism and the liberation struggle continues to
shape the country's political landscape, influencing issues of land ownership, socio-
economic inequality, and ethnic relations. The journey from a colonized territory to a
sovereign nation was a testament to the resilience and determination of the Namibian
people in their pursuit of freedom and self-determination.
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