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Stamps and Coins as Messages of Imperialism and Independence

Background Essay

stamps that were never touched by ordinary
citizens of their country. Overseas firms were
hired to produce ever more dazzling products
that featured vibrant colors, eye-catching
designs, and popular themes such as dinosaurs,
spacecraft, cartoon characters, or celebrities.

Ironically, the new countries were not able

to afford the traditional banking metals of
the colonial coins. Instead, they put out clad
coinage, made of multiple layers of blends of
cheaper metals such as aluminum, copper,
bronze, or nickel. These coins still looked
appealing, but they did not endure as well as
European or American coins. As economic and
political problems persisted, these currencies
sometimes crashed and went through rapid
devaluation. Sometimes the government
repudiated the old money and simply replaced
it with a new type of money.
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To satisfy foreign investors, the new countries
sometimes came up with fancy coins of silver
or gold of exquisite quality, called proof sets.
These perfect coins were made of highly
polished metals that shone like a mirror.

They were often packaged in elaborate cases
with documentation singing the praises of

the country and its leaders. Proof sets were
produced for export only. They provided badly
needed income for the country and helped to
boost its international reputation. The ordinary
people in these countries most likely never
touched these coins and may not have even
been aware that they existed. They were never
released into circulation. The currency that they
used on a daily basis was much plainer and they
probably could not afford proof sets.
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Handout Stamps and Coins as Messages of Imperialism and Independence

Part One: Stﬂm}as

This is the imperial postage for
British Rhodesia. The colonies
were named for the imperialist
and diamond mine owner
Cecil Rhodes. He is shown in
the lower stamp. The upper
stamp shows King George VI
and his wife, Elizabeth Angela
Marguerite Bowes-Lyon (who
gave birth to Queen Elizabeth):

After independence, the country was renamed Zimbabwe in honor of an ancient cultural site, and its
postage now reflected the newly independent nation:
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Stamps and Coins as Messages of Imperialism and Independence Handout

Answer the following questions:

1. What are the differences in the content of the stamps before and after independence?

2. Why was the theme of the later stamps chosen by the nation?

3. What messages are the newly independent countries trying to communicate to their citizens
and others through the images on their stamps?

4. Do you think that the production of expensive stamps for export to foreign countries was a
worthwhile expenditure for the newly independent countries?
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