Asian Journal of Social Science and Management Technology
ISSN: 2313-7410

Volume 7, Issue 3, May-June, 2025

Available at www.ajssmt.com

THE WARRIOR TRADITION OF NAMIBIA: MILITARY
HERITAGE AND STRENGTH

Vincent Mwange’, Custon Ziwoni®

L ecturer, International University of Management, Namibia
2Lecturer, International University of Management, Namibia

Abstract:

Namibia's warrior tradition is deeply rooted in its history, reflecting the resilience and strength of its people.
From the early resistance of indigenous groups against colonial forces to the formation of modern military
institutions, Namibia's military heritage has played a significant role in shaping its national identity. The Herero
and Nama rebellions against German rule in the early 20th century, followed by the armed struggle of the
People's Liberation Army of Namibia (PLAN) against South African occupation, showcase the enduring spirit of
Namibian fighters. With independence in 1990, the establishment of the Namibian Defense Force (NDF) marked
the transition from liberation movements to a structured military committed to national security and
peacekeeping missions. This tradition of military strength continues to evolve, symbolizing Namibia's
commitment to sovereignty, protection, and regional stability. This paper examines the historical and
contemporary aspects of Namibia’s warrior tradition, exploring its impact on national and military identity.
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1. INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND TO THE STUDY

Namibia’s warrior tradition is deeply embedded in its history, reflecting the resilience and determination of its
people. From early indigenous resistance to colonial rule to the modern military establishment, Namibia’s
military heritage has shaped its national identity and security strategies. The evolution of this tradition is evident
in key historical events such as the Herero and Nama resistance against German colonial forces in the early 20th
century (Gewald, 1999), as well as the liberation struggle led by the People's Liberation Army of Namibia (PLAN)
against South African occupation. With the establishment of the Namibian Defence Force (NDF) in 1990,
Namibia’s military strength transitioned from a revolutionary force to a structured defense system dedicated to
national sovereignty and peacekeeping efforts (Dierks, 2004). This study examines the historical roots, evolution,
and contemporary relevance of Namibia’s warrior tradition in the context of military heritage and strength.

Namibia’s history of warfare and resistance dates back to conflicts with colonial powers, particularly during the
German colonial period (1884—-1915). The Herero and Nama Wars (1904-1908) were among the earliest displays
of military resistance, where indigenous groups fought against German occupation, culminating in severe
consequences such as the Herero genocide (Kdssler, 2005). During South African rule, the liberation movement
intensified, leading to the formation of PLAN as the armed wing of SWAPO, which played a pivotal role in
Namibia’s path to independence (Katjavivi, 1988). After achieving independence in 1990, the Namibian Defence
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Force was formed to maintain national security, integrating former PLAN combatants and members of the South
West African Territorial Force (SWATF) under a unified military structure (Shihepo, 2017). Today, Namibia’s
military continues to contribute to regional security and peacekeeping operations, reflecting its longstanding
warrior tradition.

South West Africa, as Namibia was known before independence, was first ruled by German colonialists from
1884. However, German administration came to an end during World War | followed by South African apartheid
colonial rule in 1915 (Denoon et. al, 1984:173). In 1920, South Africa undertook administration of South West
Africa under the terms of Article 22 of the Covenant of the League of Nations and a mandate agreement by the
League Council. The mandate agreement gave South Africa full power of administration and legislation over the
territory. It required that South Africa promote the material and moral wellbeing and social progress of the
people of South West Africa.

When the League of Nations was dissolved in 1946, the newly formed United Nations inherited its supervisory
authority for the territory. South Africa refused UN requests to place the territory under a trusteeship
agreement. During the 1960s, as the European powers granted independence to their colonies and trust
territories in Africa, pressure mounted on South Africa to do so in South West Africa. In 1966, the UN General
Assembly revoked South Africa’s mandate. In 1966, the South West Africa People's Organization (SWAPQO) began
its armed struggle to liberate Namibia. SWAPQ's military wing, PLAN, was operating from bases in Zambia. After
Angola became independent in 1975, SWAPO established bases in the southern part of that country and the
liberation war in Namibia intensified.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

The warrior tradition of Namibia is deeply intertwined with its historical conflicts, resistance movements, and
military evolution. Various scholars have examined the role of indigenous warfare, colonial resistance, and
modern military development in shaping Namibia's Defense culture and national identity. This literature review
critically explores key contributions from historians and researchers to understand how military heritage and
strength have influenced Namibia's sociopolitical landscape.

Indigenous Military Resistance and Warrior Identity

Several studies highlight the early forms of military organization among Namibia’s indigenous groups,
particularly the Herero and Nama resistance against German colonial forces (Gewald, 1999). These conflicts,
notably the Herero and Nama Wars (1904-1908), were characterized by strategic guerrilla warfare and tactical
resilience, showcasing Namibia’s warrior ethos. According to Kossler (2005), these wars shaped the collective
memory of Namibians, reinforcing notions of resistance and military pride. Additionally, Wallace (2011)
emphasizes how these conflicts contributed to the formation of a distinct warrior identity that persisted beyond
colonial struggles.

The Liberation Struggle and PLAN’s Military Contributions

The People’s Liberation Army of Namibia (PLAN), the armed wing of SWAPO, played a decisive role in Namibia’s
fight for independence. Studies by Katjavivi (1988) and Shihepo (2017) discuss PLAN’s military strategies,
including guerrilla tactics, cross-border operations, and international support from countries such as Cuba and
the Soviet Union. These works highlight the importance of military discipline, resilience, and adaptability among
PLAN fighters, shaping the foundation for post-independence military structures. Dierks (2004) further argues
that PLAN'’s influence on Namibia’s defense strategies remains evident in the operational philosophies of the
Namibian Defence Force (NDF).

Post-Independence Military Integration and Defense Development

Following independence in 1990, Namibia transitioned from a liberation force to a structured national military.
The integration of PLAN combatants and former South West African Territorial Force (SWATF) members into the
Namibian Defence Force (NDF) is widely discussed in Defense studies (Shihepo, 2017; Melber, 2015). Scholars
debate the challenges of unifying former adversaries into a cohesive military unit, with some arguing that
Namibia's reconciliation approach contributed to stability, while others highlight lingering tensions (Du Pisani,
2007).
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Namibia’s Military Heritage in Contemporary Defense Policies

Modern studies examine how Namibia’s warrior tradition influences contemporary Defense policies and
peacekeeping roles. The NDF’s involvement in regional security and United Nations peacekeeping missions
underscores its commitment to military strength beyond national borders (Emvula, 2020). According to Likando
(2019), Namibia’s historical warrior ethos continues to shape training programs, leadership structures, and
strategic defense planning.

PLAN Doctrine and Training

The Soviet Union, Chinese, North Korea and other East European countries provided military training to PLAN.
In addition, PLAN cadres received military training in African countries such as Tanzania, Egypt and Algeria. The
military in these countries was highly politicized, as a result of the firm ideological compliance forced by the
single party communist system (Blackwell, 2004).

Scholars argue that the politicization of the military required strong civil control of the armed forces as an
institution.

The countries that provided military training to SWAPO exerted a strong influence on PLAN military culture and
doctrine. For example, there was party political control over the activities of PLAN through Commissar Systems
and political indoctrination of members of the military. In other words, PLAN was subordinated to the political
leadership of SWAPO (Mwange, 2009:57).

The warrior tradition of Namibia, deeply rooted in resistance and liberation movements, has evolved into a
structured national Defense institution. The literature reviewed highlights the historical foundations of
Namibia’s military heritage, the impact of PLAN on defense strategies, and the role of the NDF in modern security
frameworks. While debates persist on military integration challenges and contemporary defense policies, the
overarching theme remains Namibia’s enduring military strength and resilience.

3. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This study employs a qualitative research approach to critically examine Namibia's warrior tradition, military
heritage, and strength. A historical research design is utilized to analyse past military conflicts, resistance
movements, and defense policies, complemented by content analysis of archival records, books, and journal
articles (Dierks, 2004). This design ensures a comprehensive evaluation of Namibia’s military evolution and its
impact on national identity and security.

Data Collection Methods

The research relies on secondary sources, including historical texts, government reports, military records, and
scholarly publications. Primary data is collected through structured interviews with military historians, defense
analysts, and veterans who participated in Namibia's liberation struggle and post-independence defense forces
(Shihepo, 2017). Archival research is conducted to gather historical evidence from institutions such as the
National Archives of Namibia and SWAPO historical records (Katjavivi, 1988).

Sampling Strategy

The study employs purposive sampling to select key participants with firsthand knowledge of Namibia's military
history. This includes former PLAN combatants, NDF officers, and researchers specializing in military studies
(Melber, 2015). Document selection focuses on credible historical and policy sources that provide insights into
Namibia’s warrior tradition and defense strategies (Gewald, 1999).

Data Analysis

A thematic analysis approach is used to categorize findings into major themes, including indigenous military
resistance, liberation struggle contributions, and post-independence defense integration. Comparative analysis
examines the transition from guerrilla warfare to formal military structures, assessing continuity and
transformation within Namibia’s warrior tradition (Kdssler, 2005). This methodology ensures a critical evaluation
of Namibia’s military heritage, incorporating historical, political, and social perspectives.

Ethical Considerations

The study adheres to ethical research standards, ensuring confidentiality of interview participants and proper
citation of archival materials. Ethical approval is obtained for interviews, with informed consent secured from
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participants (Du Pisani, 2007). Bias is minimized by relying on multiple sources to provide a balanced and
objective analysis of Namibia’s military heritage.

This methodology provides a rigorous framework for understanding the evolution of Namibia’s warrior tradition
and military strength.

4. RESEARCH FINDINGS

The study’s findings provide a comprehensive analysis of Namibia’s warrior tradition, military heritage, and
strength, highlighting key themes such as indigenous resistance, the liberation struggle, post-independence
defense structures, and contemporary military contributions. The results illustrate how Namibia's historical
military engagements have shaped national identity, defense policies, and security strategies.

Indigenous Resistance and Military Tactics

Namibia's early warrior tradition emerged through indigenous resistance to colonial forces, particularly during
the Herero and Nama Wars (1904-1908). Historical records indicate that these groups employed guerrilla
warfare, strategic mobility, and environmental knowledge to counter the German colonial army (Gewald, 1999).
Kossler (2005) notes that despite being outgunned, the Herero and Nama fighters demonstrated exceptional
resilience, prolonging the conflict and influencing future resistance movements.

The Liberation Struggle and PLAN’s Military Legacy

The study confirms that the People’s Liberation Army of Namibia (PLAN) played a crucial role in Namibia’s fight
for independence. PLAN’s military strategies, including cross-border operations, surprise attacks, and ideological
training, were instrumental in weakening South African control over Namibia (Katjavivi, 1988). Oral testimonies
from former PLAN combatants highlight the sense of duty, camaraderie, and sacrifice associated with the
liberation movement (Shihepo, 2017). The integration of PLAN’s tactics into post-independence military
structures reflects the enduring influence of Namibia’s warrior tradition.

Post-Independence Military Integration and Defense Stability

Findings reveal that the formation of the Namibian Defence Force (NDF) in 1990 marked a transition from
revolutionary warfare to formal military organization. The integration of former PLAN fighters and South West
African Territorial Force (SWATF) personnel posed challenges, including ideological differences and training
disparities (Du Pisani, 2007). However, Namibia’s emphasis on national unity helped mitigate tensions, fostering
a cohesive defense force committed to sovereignty and territorial integrity (Melber, 2015).

Contemporary Military Strength and Regional Security Contributions

Namibia's warrior tradition remains relevant in contemporary defense strategies. The NDF’s participation in
regional peacekeeping missions under the United Nations and African Union demonstrates its evolving military
strength and strategic adaptability (Emvula, 2020). Interviews with defense analysts indicate that historical
resistance tactics influence modern military training, ensuring adaptability in dynamic security environments
(Likando, 2019).

The findings underscore Namibia’s strong warrior heritage, shaped by indigenous resistance, the liberation
struggle, and defense institution-building. Despite challenges in military integration post-independence, Namibia
has successfully upheld its warrior tradition while adapting to modern security demands. The study provides
insights into how historical military experiences continue to shape Namibia’s defense policies, national security
strategies, and international military cooperation.

5. RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on the findings of this study, several recommendations are proposed to further explore and strengthen
Namibia's warrior tradition, military heritage, and national defense strategies. These recommendations address
historical preservation, military integration, defense training, and contemporary security contributions.
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Enhancing Historical Documentation and Archival Research

While Namibia’s warrior tradition is well-documented, there is still a need for comprehensive archival
preservation and scholarly research. Gewald (1999) suggests that efforts should be made to compile oral
histories from former combatants, indigenous leaders, and historians to enrich existing military records. The
government and academic institutions should invest in digitizing military archives, ensuring accessibility for
future research and educational purposes (Kossler, 2005).

Strengthening Military Integration and Cohesion

The integration of former PLAN and SWATF personnel into the Namibian Defence Force (NDF) was a significant
achievement, yet challenges remain in fostering long-term military cohesion. Du Pisani (2007) recommends
expanding reconciliation programs that promote shared military values and professional development across
different factions. Additionally, cross-generational mentorship programs between former liberation fighters and
newer recruits could enhance institutional unity (Shihepo, 2017).

Expanding Defense Training and Tactical Adaptability

As Namibia faces evolving security challenges, the warrior tradition must be adapted to modern military tactics
and defense strategies. Likando (2019) argues that military training should integrate historical resistance
strategies, teaching recruits adaptive combat techniques, intelligence gathering, and guerrilla warfare principles
used in Namibia’s liberation struggle. The NDF should also collaborate with regional and international defense
forces for joint training exercises that enhance operational readiness (Emvula, 2020).

Increasing Namibia’s Role in Regional Peacekeeping and Security

Namibia’s military heritage positions it as a potential leader in regional peacekeeping and conflict resolution.
Studies by Melber (2015) and Katjavivi (1988) highlight the importance of Namibia’s contributions to United
Nations and African Union missions. Expanding participation in international peacekeeping, humanitarian
operations, and security diplomacy could reinforce Namibia’s warrior tradition in a global defense context
(Dierks, 2004).

Promoting Military Heritage in National Identity and Education

There is a need for Namibia’s military history to be incorporated into national educational curricula. Shihepo
(2017) suggests that incorporating military heritage studies into history and civic education courses would foster
an appreciation of Namibia’s warrior tradition among younger generations. Additionally, establishing museums,
public exhibitions, and historical sites dedicated to military heroes and resistance movements would help
preserve and celebrate this legacy (Katjavivi, 1988).

Implementing these recommendations would ensure the preservation, adaptation, and expansion of Namibia’s
military heritage in both national and international contexts. Strengthening historical documentation, military
cohesion, tactical adaptability, peacekeeping efforts, and education on military heritage would reinforce
Namibia’s warrior tradition for future generations. These initiatives would not only honor the past but also
prepare Namibia’s defense forces for emerging security challenges in Africa and beyond.

6. CONCLUSION

Namibia’s warrior tradition is a defining element of its military heritage, shaped by centuries of resistance,
liberation movements, and post-independence defense strategies. The historical conflicts, particularly the
Herero and Nama Wars (1904-1908), exemplified indigenous resilience against colonial oppression, laying the
foundation for military resistance in later years (Gewald, 1999). The liberation struggle led by the People’s
Liberation Army of Namibia (PLAN) further reinforced Namibia’s commitment to sovereignty, demonstrating the
effectiveness of guerrilla warfare and strategic defense planning (Katjavivi, 1988).
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Following independence in 1990, the establishment of the Namibian Defence Force (NDF) marked a
transformation from revolutionary warfare to a structured defense institution. The integration of PLAN and South
West African Territorial Force (SWATF) personnel posed challenges but ultimately contributed to a unified
military force dedicated to national security and regional stability (Du Pisani, 2007). Contemporary military
strategies continue to reflect Namibia’s warrior ethos, with the NDF’s involvement in international peacekeeping
missions showcasing its evolving defense capabilities (Emvula, 2020).

The study highlights that Namibia’s military identity is deeply connected to its historical struggles and adaptation
to modern security demands. Preserving military history, strengthening defense training, and increasing
participation in peacekeeping and security diplomacy are crucial for ensuring that Namibia’s warrior tradition
remains relevant in contemporary defense frameworks (Likando, 2019). By continuing to honor its military
heritage while embracing evolving global defense strategies, Namibia can maintain a strong and resilient national
security presence.
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