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JONATHAM'S LESQIRO t STILL AN UNSTABLE IRRITANT

WITHIN SQULHE AFRICA?

Frew protézd to veharaut critic

-

Legotho's relaticns with Scuth Africa have undersome a remarkable . .

Fl
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transformation in tha past decads. Prior to Prima lilnister L2abuwa Jonathan's:

coup d'érat, whan he prevented dafeat by the Basutolarnd Congre.s Party (2CP) g
i

)
e
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by aborting the Jamuary 1970 genszral elaction, he was arguably Seoutht - - %
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Africa’s closest £riend and ally in black Africa. In 19656 and 1967 he VlSLtadW
# m’-‘

Dr. Verwozrd and Hr. Vorster, respictively, ond Jonathanr publiely committed.  r

%

himself to peaceful co-existence and non—interferencs vis—3-vis South n:rlca,ng

. ' Featint 4
and strongly opposed violence, terrorism and boycotts against his nﬂxbhbourlng¢
in Ypolitical philosophy”, ha agreaed witk Voviter in 196?3

e

state. Differepces in
were noc za obstacla Lo fruittul co=sizracisa. Juiathban welsomed eonsidaradle
South African assistrnne, e.g. secoaded South Africsn officials and agricultura
medical and norwmercizl aid, Even his ovm pesitioa was to Soae extent 2t least

the rasals of Seuth Afriern aid:  the Papublic proviced covert assistaace to .

Jonathant's Basutolond National Party (BX2) in both the 1963 and 1370 gensral
electicns,

Inere ware, housover, olready tr» signs of tonsion in this early pesiod -
cf coxdi 2lity impodia~aly after Lesotho's imlependwnce in 1934, Tre first aqu

nast importait was rhat Joaathan hal nade no seerat of his dislike of apartheid

*
Lirination, but by n2aceful meuwas. The saconc
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and hie crmmivtaed himn:lt to its

va. Sovth Alrica’s £ailuce to establish diplomatic tiles with Lesorba, although
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Jerathar £ sared i, Soeuth Alricals pateatly onconvineing expiasiions for
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s faiiuvre, coupld with the fact that dipleomatic rvalaZions w2 alishe

with Yalawi in 19367, inavitably vaiszed suspicions in Lesotho about the Renu li

i s

fosd initentions:,



In October 1370 Jonathan announced his dialogue initiative, offering
Lesotho as a "bridge” between South Africa and black Africa. On the one hand,
this was in line with his known commitment to peaceful change in South Africa.
"We condemn violence as a wmeans of achieving political objectives on the -
basis of the Christian principles on which we stand", Jonathan explaiued.‘

On the other hand, his champloning the dialogua idea was no doubt also aa
attempt to give his close xelations with South Africa greater respectability
in black Africa. This was an acknowledgament that his ties with his white

neighbour tended to undermine his bona fidas [urther north,

The dialozue inikiative, on which Jonathan placed a high premium, did not
produce the desired results. South Africa failed to capitalige on the overtures
of a number of black states iz 1970/71. Wiat particularly incensed Lasothe,
was that South Africa neglected giving Lesocho due recognition for ity role in
the initlative and instead focused on "bigzer stakes”, such as the Ivory Coast.
The OAU also tuvok a tough stand against dialogue with South Africa, thus putting

Lesotho in somathing of a snotb,
o 4

The failuze of dialogue, which Jonathan inter aliz saw as a peaceful and © %
practical meaans “of persuading tha South African Republic against countinued
practice of apartheid”, nol umesunzctedly gave rise to a radically diffezent

approach to South Africa. "We definitely support thz liberation struggle in

Southern Afrieca”, Lesotho's Forzign Ministar announced in Augusz 1972, Frustrated °

1"

by the "absence of coasritutional machinary” in white-suoled Southere Africa, the

™"

"liberation mouvananis” hal resorted to viclence te achieve “freedem from colonial~n-

ism and racism'. Lecotho’s previously rather guarded denunciations of apartheid
likewise gave way to a vehement new tona. Apartheid, Jomathan claimed in 1972,
"has assumad the most predatory of all its forms", and he warned that oppOsitioﬁ
Lo racism was escalating to a polat "whers varxy soon there will be no room for-
dialogue and the vietims of this system will sce violence as preseabing the

only chance for the attairient of equallty mnd freedoo'. At the Unitad Nations,
Lesothy abhandoned its crutions stance on th: South African issue from 1972
onsards, and stuod up to bz ecounted in gupport of condeczztory resolutiens.

In this atuosphere, 1t ceme as no surprise that Scuth Africa and Lzsotho

failed to implemant their dacisioa of May 1972 o establish consular lirks.



The presence of seconded South African officials in Lesotho was by then a

thing of the past, as weres many other forms of official South African assistance.
Various other foreign aid donors, and the UN in particular, emerged on the

scene in Lesotho. Ceographic and economic realities, however, meant that all
this had not lessened Lesotho's dependence on South Africa to any meaningful

extent.

In the political sphare, the alienation betwzen Lesotho and South Africa

continued:

Firstly, Jonathan's usz of his counrry's annual independence
celebrations for attacks on apartheld, prompted South Africa not to

attend after 1972, :

A second illustration was given by the difficulties involved
in setting up a meeting between Jonathan and Vorstexz. The rather
low~key meetinz eventually took place in 1974, a geod two years after
the possibility was first mentioned publicly.

The third cxzample vividly illustrates the revarsal in Lesotho's
policy towards South Africa. At the hefghl of th: Southeim Afriecan
ditente period {late 1974 - eacly 1973}, vhezn even such traditionally
hostile countries as Zombia and Tanzania gave suppart to negotiations
with South Africa, Legnthe was conspicuons in its opprasition.

Fourth, the independence of Transkei in 1970 marked a new low
point in relations between Lesctho acd South Africz. Lesotho accused
South Africa of closing three boxrder posts between tha two countries
in an attempt to coerce Lrsotho into recognising Transkei's indeperdence.
Losctho skilfully exploited this fabricated claim znd managed to estract
over R0 million in aid from the UN to overcome the effects of the
borler "closure”, It was a hoas which paid ofLf handsomely for Leasetho,
both in material and politl.zl terms. The border dispute, togeilar
with Lhe Se.eta riots, effa:lvaly noutrolissd tho {m)-ovement In
relations reportad after Toceizn Minister Hilgaxd Muller's official

visit to Lzcotho in May 1976,



-4 -

’

e

The fifth example of the increasing estrangement is provided by
a statemznt made by Lesotho’s Foreign Minister, Mr. C.D. Molapo, im
1977. In the most radical statement to that date.on.the use of violence
against the Republie, he declared that the effects would be devastating,

but a "better South Africa would emsxge from the embers".

Sixth, the increasingly strident assertions of Lesotho's claims
to the so~called conquered territory (though not clearly defined,
it embraces at least parts of the Orange Free State bordering on

Lesotho) are no doubt lipked to tha deterioration in relations.

Coming to the present, Lesotho has used the extension of its diplematic
ties with socialist bloc countries as a means of demonstrating its independenca
and indeed political distence from South Africa (although this was probably
not the sole reason for establishing such links).“ This applies particularly
to Cuba (links eztablished June 1973) ond the Soviet Union (links establizhad
Fobruary 1980). Lesotho now has diplomatic relations with over 40 countries,

the majority of which, however, do not have resident diplomats in Masexu.

There are numeroué other instaunces of the straim in relations betweesn -
Legotho and South Africa, Amoug the more' Important ave the position of Basotho
migrant workers in South Africa (particularly on the mines); the treatment of
Lesotho citizons zt South African border posts), South Afcica’s withdrawal in
1977 of its R2,5 millien subsidy on vheat and maize exporied teo Lesotho; ual-
lateral South African action in other ecoaomic matters affecting Lesotbo, such
as import controls and devaluation, ¥or iks part, Lesotho has endeavourad to
lessen its dependence on Scouth Afixica in the econoric and transport fields by
'in::;‘al{g seeking increased forelgn aid; developing domesstic industrias;
trying to arrange for a direct supply of Arvab oil, mot via South Africa; and

planning a new internmational airpork.

The most recen: tensious betwzen Losotho and South Africa were cezused by
the Flave~up ia violencoe in Leszotho (last Nowenber), instijated by the eciled
BOZ,and the subgeaquent flight of several hundred Basotho refugees te tha

Roepublic, South Africa was accused of alleowing its territory to ba used



as a base for {BCP) attacks on Lesotho, The detention of a South African
exile, Winston Nkondo, by the South African police while en route to Lasotho .

in December 1979, brought another sharp reactiown from Lesotho.

Lesotho's unsettled domestic scena

While his country's deteriorating relations with South Africa throughout
the I97035 must have bzen onz of Jonathan's major preoccupations, the troubled
state of Lesotho politics since the 1970 coup was his maid priority. His
éoup, suspension of the comstitution and incarceration of the Opposition,
precipitated considerable violaaca. The long~standing tcasion betweaa Jomathan
arnd King Moshoashoa II over the monarch’s allege& involvomant in party politics
came to i head after the coup. Jonmathan blamad much of e unrest and indaad
tha Bii?'s setback at the polls on the King's wmaddling in politics. Moshoeshoae
in March left Lesotho for Holland for a temporary exile. Jonathan daclared a

five yxar "holiday from polirics” to try and effect reconciliztion in his

politically divided country. After sevexral attewmpts, he managed to warsuada
a majority of BCP MPs to JOln a nominated new Lnterim Assezbly. This led to
a split in the BCB, with its leader, Mc. Ntsu }Mokhehle, refusing to co-operate. .. -

In January 1974.vi iolance again broke eut, after the relative lull following
tha upheaval imredlataly after ths coup. Ar att;mpted coup by Mokhehle's |
followars sparked off severe Covernment reprisals, and the ensuing clashes left
ovar 100 dead. Tha coup atteapt was abortad and Mokhehle and some of his
1ieut:npnhs managed te flee Lesotho, leading to charges frou the Lesotho Govern-
ment tuat South Africa had allowad the fugitives to escaps to Botswana. - In
February 1976, unrest again surfaced in Logotho, but-was ezx:ily contaiuad., Toe
exiled BCP, which was blawed for the uarest, reportedly planugd to infiltra
supporters who had undergone military training abroad.

Given thage clear manifesizbions of opposition to his autocratic ruls,

Jonathan vas unwilling to make zood his promisz of an elaction in 1973 and thus
decldnd to extend his "holiday fren politics” indefinitely. To secura his
nositing, Jonatbhan raliad haavily oo the tough parr-military Police Mobiln Unit
: H D

and bFa lpfamous Lesstho Peacs Corps, which acted as an agent of the BiZ and

hai a reputation for strong—arm tactiscs agalnst opponents.



In November 1975, Jonathan had appointed two Opposzition leaders =~ of -
the ICP and Marematlou Freadom Party - te Lis Cabinet,-buﬁ this was a far
cry from a govaruwont of national unity demaanded by Mokhehle and others.
Mokhehle, however, had his own share of troubles, for he was expelled as
BLP leadar by the party's executive (also in exile) in Jenuary 1977. He
refused to step dowum, claiming his expulsion was unconstitutional. This
produced a split in tha exiled BCP, with the anti-Mokhehle faztion — led by
Mr. Teeliso Makhakhe — willing to enter into nzzotiations with Jonathan.
Mokhehle's 1:adership was also contestaed by the BCP's exilad Sacrstary Ceaneral, =
Mr. Koenyama Chukela, who led a number of senior BCP members in another brzak-

awvay.

Despite Uchhehle's hard line apgainst Jouathan, emissazie; of the two
leoders ret clandestizaly in Grborona and Lugaka towards the middle of 1977,
Jonathan's cwn Party, however, oppozed the dialopue and effectivaly thwarted
a reevuciliatiun bztween £ha two paia adversasies. Jonathan instead again
broadened the base of his Govermment, by appoianting the leadar of the third
oppesition party, the United Democratic Party, to the Cabinet in Novaxzber 1978,

For the first time, the Goyernuent had representatives of all domestic political

parties in 1ts ranks.

It soon Lecame evident that Jenathaa's braad of a national government was
o
patently insuEfizient to heal Laisotho's doap-saatad political divisisas. In
May 1979, Lzzatlo polize were involved in violent clashes with armad gangs,
presunably BCT alawents, which Laft 19 peonle dand, Soma of the insurganis,
Jonathan claimed, ware Bason'.o labourers recruited on South African mices aad
their amus wers of South African origin. It was furthermmore suggested than
ourth Africa had "turned a blind eya" to the insurzents crossin 12 Ranublj .

Sourh Af had "t d a blind eya" to the in ts crossing the Peoublic

-

ev_route to Lesstho, Four moaths lafer boxbs destroyed pover and watax

installations i Lasotho, for vhich BCP waabers wese agala blamed. Tua nost
T

serious Eishiing betwaon th» poiice aad armwed 2CP insurg:abs eccurral iu

?

Noverber lact yeas. Mobhebie rerscaled that his factlon of the BCY had forzm-=d
a military wiig, thr Lesotho Liboration Aurmy, aad that they were involved in
tha peawiod wigcpze dn Laun b, Anors f£rom oa sizeable Jeath toll, tha [fizhivd

lcd to zo exons ol mearly 000 Basoche, who sought refuge in Seuth Africa, «hile



22 proninent Basotho (ineluding Mokhehle's wife) fled to Botgswana. The vaat
mejority of the Pasotho refugaaes being housed in a camp at Bethlehem, hava
adumantly refused to return to Lesothe, fearing reprisals at the hands of

the authorities,

Lesortbn and South Africat  the cconomic and geographic reaalities

For all its outspoken criticism of South Africa, Lesotho's very survival

i,

still depends on its powerful pel hbouz. This is clzarly borne out by sene
basic facts and figures. Lesotho is oune of tha world's 25 least devaloped
countries, with few natural resources other tnan diaznonds and water., Betwazn
200 000 and 250 000 Basotho are exployed annually in South AZrica and thair
remittonces accounted for 427 of Lasocho's CNP of R250m inm 1977/78. OF the

couantr,s's total revepus in 1673/9, 72,54 wnas abtributeble to che Custors Urniom

with South Africa. Being totally surroundad by South Africa (aund Trazskai,
vitieh Lesotho recuses to recognise as an indipendant statz2), the movemant of

poeople and goods to ond from Lesotho of course depends o2 the goodwill of the

Republic.

Concluzion

Dagsite the severn constriizs luposed by ecounomic -2
Lesotho has shown few Inbibitiuns on the political leval of gelatinns with
Sourk Atrieca, Tt can indu-d by avguzd thet La.ntho has rescried to a form of
brinfmanship vis=2~vis thr RBepralic. As le.z as Jonathr. feaains in pries,
t'vis trend 1s likely to coutinuz: Lesotho will exploit to the full the
1enacheble dagree of politicnl munoeuvrebility it possessas in relations with
South Africa, but will try anl slop short of antapimizing South Africa to ths

Poiat where it reatalliates in a ranrer darmaging to Lesotlwn’s vital iaverasis.

Cn « wider froat, Joanther cun be orpocted to purse: his eiforss to pline
T+gotho on the man and estzhlish himself az a leadzr to be ceckoned %ilk in
S otle a Africa. Oan way of a alaving thi, wiuld ba for Lesotho to joim 2l ¢
. L N

n - N . L, P ) LR
Iouft b 30N, wits o woe s onte Bl gr Jomatlian, TG choime e e

rct moeth, when Lesotbo aud Suazilend will joln ehe five Frontline gtatz in

Iugaka te digciiss an anti-lrobocia constellation of stares,



Jonathan's maia toncern will, however, continug.to be the unsettled
domestic situztion. Lesotho has been in something of é?political vasiuuh
since tha coup of tan years.ago. Powerful forces are still ranged against -
Jopathan's asutocratic regime, thus holding out a strong possibility of renewad .

violence and instability im the mear furure.

DEON GELDENHIYS
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