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This articles traces the history o f  w om en’s participation in national politics in Lesotho's 
young a n d  frag ile  democracy. It notes the trend o f  their under-representation and therefore 
attem pts to give the possib le reasons fo r  such a situation. It looks at the validity o f  
com m on myths about wom en's fe a r  o j politics as well the practicalities o f wom en’s lives 
which hinder such participation . It concludes by highlighting some o f  the possible  
s tra te g ie s  t h a t  can be fo llo w ed  to increase women's participation, such as the quota system, 
and political parties making conscious efforts to adopt policies that encourage women's 
p a r t ic ip a t io n .

One of the m ost  g la r in g  fe a tu re s  o f  nat ional  po li t ics  in L eso tho  is the u n d e r 
representation o f  w o m e n  in the  national dec is ion  m ak ing  m ach inery  and state 
structures. T h is  is m a rk e d  by  th e ir  low  rep re sen ta t io n  in the  leg is la ture ,  jud ic iary , 
executive m e m b e rsh ip  in po li t ica l  p a r t ie s ,  and even  sen io r  posi t ions  in the civil 
service. One h is to r ica l  t r a d e m a rk  o f  the  w a v e  o f  d e m o c ra c y  that has been said to 
have swept into L e s o th o ,  w as  s h o w n  by  the  lands l ide  overall  m ajo ri ty  w in o f  the 
of the 1993 g enera l  e lec t ion s  by  the  B a so th o  C o n g re ss  Party  (BCP). T h e re  was an 
exuberant ex pec ta t ion  o f  inc reased  o vera l l  par t ic ipa t ion  in dec is ion -m ak ing  as a 
result of a new po li t ica l  d isp e n sa t io n  w ro u g h t  abou t  by the 1993 election. W om en  
were expected to be  s o m e  o f  the  new  benefic ia r ie s  and part ic ipan ts  of the new 
democracy. Such  p a r t ic ip a t io n  w ou ld  h ave  been  m anifested  th rou g h ,  am ong  
others, increased r e p re s e n ta t io n  in P a r l ia m e n t ,  the su p re m e  dec is ion  m aking  
structure. H o w e v e r ,  s o m e  m ay  a rg u e  tha t such expec ta t ions  are false g iven  that 
even in one o f  the  o ld e s t  and f irs t  d e m o c ra t ic  coun ties  in the w orld ,  F in land,
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w hich  g av e  w o m e n  the  r igh t  to vo te  in 1906, w o m en  on ly  c o m p r is e  a third  of the 
m e m b ers  o f  P a r l iam en t.  (A w e p a  Bulle tin ,  1997).

O n the  w h o le ,  w o r ld w id e ,  w o m e n ’s rep re sen ta t io n  in P a r liam en t and party  politics 
rem ains  low . T h e i r  re p re se n ta t io n  in m ost  coun tr ie s  is less than 10 per cent with 
the excep t ion  o f  the  S c a n d in a v ia n  coun tr ie s .  O c h w a d a  (1997) a rgues  that “ even 
so m e  o f  the  w o r ld ’s la rges t  d em o crac ie s  at the end o f  1991 such as the  United 
States (U S A ) and the  U nited  K ing d o m  (U K ),  cou ld  on ly  boast  5 .8  per cent and 6.4 
p e r  cent o f  the  w o m e n ’s p a r t ic ip a t ion  in politica l d e c i s io n -m a k in g .” (p. 124) In 
A frica ,  th e re  has been  no w o m a n  head o f  s ta te ,  desp ite  the  fact that women and 
men h ave  full poli t ica l  r ig h ts -  the right  to v o te  and to hold  o ffices  at all levels in 
the d ec is io n -m a k in g  p ro cess .

M any  t rad it iona l  rea so n s  a re  o ften  advanced  to exp la in  w o m e n ’s ab sence  o r  under
rep resen ta t io n  in pa r ty  po li t ics .  T h e se  ran g e  f ro m  w o m e n ’s ill i te racy , lack of 
eco n o m ic  re so u rc e s  (m e a n w h ile  the se  defic ienc ies  have  not ham p ered  men from 
p a r t ic ip a t ing  in and b enef i t ing  f ro m  poli t ics ) ,  lack o f  t im e, few ro le  models, 
soc ia lisa t ion  and cu l tu re ,  and the  m ost  d a n g e ro u s  o f  all " w o m e n ’s reluctance to 
vo te  fo r  o th e r  w o m e n "  o r  lack o f  co n f idence  in o th e r  w o m e n  as leaders .  In this 
scenar io  w o m e n  a re  dep ic ted  as be ing  the ir  o w n  w ors t  en em y ,  thus  giving the 
im press ion  that w o m e n  are  to b la m e ,  th e re fo re ,  not m uch  can be done .  Yes, it is 
true  tha t  w o m e n  re p re se n t  m o re  than  fifty percen t  o f  the vo ters  the re fo re ,  we can 
safely  a rg u e  that the  m e n  w h o  are  in the pos i t ions  o f  p o w e r  w e re  voted in by 
w o m en .  I re fe r  to this  as b e ing  the m ost  d a n g e ro u s  exp lana tion  because  women 
the m se lv es  a re  b eg in n in g  to be l ieve  and use  it. T h is  exp lana t ion  obscures  all the 
o the r  c o n d it ion s  w h ich  m a ke  w o m e n  re luctan t  to vo te  fo r  o th e r  w o m en .

T h e  reaso n s  fo r  w o m e n ’s low  par t ic ip a t ion  in po li t ics  are  m any  and one  will not 
at tem pt to d eb a te  the ir  va l id i ty  at th is  stage . T h e  m ain  co n ce rn  o f  this article is 
to look back into the  h is to ry  o f  w o m e n ’s p a r t ic ipa t ion  in party  po li t ics  in Lesotho, 
with the  a im  o f  p ro v id in g  the  reaso n s  fo r  the h ighs  and low s o f  the ir  participation, 
but u l t im a te ly  d isp e l l in g  the  m yth  that w o m e n  do  not vo te  for o ther  women 
because  o f  pet ty  p e rso n a l  sq u a b b le s .  T h e  assert ion  he re  is that the re  is a link 
be tw een  the  d e g re e  o f  polit ica l r e p re s s io n  and o r  lack o f  d e m o c ra c y  and women’s



low participation in p a r ty  p o li t ic s .  W h e n e v e r  the re  is m uch  v io lence  o r  th rea t  o f  
violence, w o m en ’s p a r t ic ip a t io n  d ec l in e s .  T h e r e  is a lso  a link be tw een  the  d eg ree  
of political p a r t ie s ’ c o m m i tm e n t  to  the  “ w o m e n ’s q u e s t io n ” and the  level o f  
participation by w o m en .  A n o th e r  e x p la n a t io n  is that the patr ia rcha l  na tu re  o f  the 
s t a t e  excludes w o m e n  f ro m  the  p u b l ic  sp h e re .  T o  q u o te  W ill iam s  (1997) "A frican  
states cannot behave  in a m a n n e r  d i f fe re n t  f ro m  the  genera l  charac te r is t ic s  o f  the ir  
society steeped in p a t r ia rc h y  and in a pa tr i l inea l  s tance  d esp ite  the  no ises  they 
make about d em o cra t i s ing  th e ir  s o c ie t i e s . ” (p. 143) A frican  s ta tes  have  not yet 
opened up the pub l ic  s p h e re  b e c a u s e  it r e m a in s  exc lu s ive ,  u n de r  the do m ain  o f  
male members o f  the  so c ie ty .  H a v in g  ex am in ed  the  extent to w hich  the above  
thesis applies to L e s o th o  a c o n c lu s io n  will be  m a d e  th ro u g h  which  one  will also 
try to make a p red ic t io n  as to  l ike ly  t rend  that will e m e rg e  in the 1998 general  
elections.

Historical Background

Historically, w o m e n ’s p a r t ic ip a t io n  in any  p u b l ic  s p h e re  has to  be traced  back to 
the role of the ch ie f ta in sh ip  in sh a p in g  the  po li t ica l  p ro cess  in L eso tho .  L eso tho  
has a history o f  a m a le  d o m in a te d  c h ie f ta in sh ip  w hich  fo r  the longes t  t im e  w as the 
most powerful trad it iona l  in s t i tu t io n  and  a u th o r i ty ,  w h o se  p o w er  was consolida ted  
by the laws o f  success ion  b ased  on the  sy s te m  o f  p r im o g e n i tu re .

The most traditional fo rm  of d e m o c r a t i c  p u b l ic  d ec is io n  m aking  body  was the  pitso 
which was chaired by ch ie fs  and w h ich  to r  the  longes t  t im e rem ained  a m ale  
preserve par excellence. T h e  s y s te m ,  b a r r in g  its pa tr ia rcha l  con ten t ,  was re la tively  
democratic in that d e c is io n s  cou ld  o n ly  be  m a de  th rou g h  consensus .  H o w e v e r ,  
women s concerns w e re  su b s u m e d  u n d e r  th o se  o f  the ir  fa thers ,  o r  h u sb an d s ,  o r  
brothers and or sons w h o  w e re  fa m ily  h ead s .  H o e a n e  (1984) a rgues  that the 
strengthening of the ch ie f ta in sh ip  by  the  B rit ish  C o lon ia l  p o w ers  led to the  fu r the r  
exclusion of w om en  f ro m  the  p u b l ic  s p h e re .  T h e  ch iefs  b ecam e less accoun tab le  
to their subjects and less d e m o c r a t i c .  T h e  B rit ish  co lonial  ru le  was inf luenced  by 
a patriarchal belief sy s tem  w h o s e  c u l tu re  w as  im bued  with V ic to rian  a ssu m p tio n s  
a out the w om en’s ro le  w h ic h  w as  p e rc e iv e d  to  be  in the h o m e . A lthough  Baso tho  
women were excluded f ro m  th e  g en e ra l  p i tso  they  had the ir  ow n  g a the r in g s  which
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w ere  chaired  by a c h i e f s  w ife  o r  e lde r ly  w o m e n .  T h e s e  g a th e r in g s  w ere  mainly 
intended to g ive  hea r ings  to w o m e n ’s d o m e s t ic  o r  petty  pe rsonal  g r ievances .

In the early  1940s the re  w as a shift  to w a rd s  m o re  c en tra l isa t io n  o f  p o w er  by the 
colonial adm in is t ra t ion .  A N ational C o u n c i l  c o m p r is in g  100 m e m b ers ,  95 of 
w hom  w ere  appo in ted  by the  P a ra m o u n t  C h ie f ,  w as  c rea ted .  M ost  o t  the  members 
w ere  royal and w o m en  w ere  not r e p re se n te d .  T h e  shift o f  p o w e r  m oved  tromthe 
local to the central  level, and w o m e n  b e cam e  m o re  m a rg in a l ise d .  In the history 
o f  Leso tho  the re  has o n ly  been  o n e  w o m a n  P a ra m o u n t  C h ie f  ’M antSebo Seeiso. 
This was m ade  p o ss ib le  by  the  laws o f  su ccess io n  w hich  s t ip u la te  tha t  if a chief 
dies, his e ldest  son  shou ld  succeed  h im . W h e n  P a ra m o u n t  ( h ie t  Seeiso  Griffith 
died in 1939, his he ir ,  Bereng  Seeiso  w as  still an infant so M antSebo as the tirst 
wife o f  the C h ie f  G riffi th  b e c a m e  the  regen t .  I ron ica l ly ,  it w as  d u r in g  her reign 
that a Council  o f  ad v iso rs  to  the  m o n a rc h  w as ap p o in ted .  O n e  is inclined to 
believe th is  w as an ind icat ion  that ’M an tS ebo’s abili ty  to ru le  on  her  own was 
underes tim ated ,  as a resu l t  a C ounc i l  o f  m a le  ad v iso rs  w as p ro p e r .  Conversely, 
a lthough w o m e n  could  b e c o m e  s tand-in  ch iefs  fo r  the ir  e r ra n t  h u sb a n d s  or sons, 
it was unheard  o f  for w o m en  to  be  ad v iso rs  to m a le  ch iefs .  S ince  the  1960s more 
w om en  have  b e c o m e  chiefs  bu t  G ay  (1982) a rg u es  that this  has o ccu rred  mainly 
because the  re w a rd s  fo r  ch ie f ta in sh ip  are  so little that m a le  he irs  p re fe r  to take 
better jobs e lsew here ,  e i the r  in the  m ines  in Sou th  A t i i c a  or even  in the civil
service.

With the  adven t  o f  the m o d e rn  polit ica l  p a r t ie s  in the  1950s, h o pe s  to r  womens 
partic ipation  w ere  ra ised . T h e  tw o  m ain  p a r t ie s ,  the  B asu to land  ( ongress  Pait\ 
(BCP) and the  B asu to land  N ationa l  P a rty  (B N P ) ,  s o u g h t  to  reform the 
undem ocra t ic  co lonial sy s tem  and to e n su re  p o p u la r  p a r t ic ip a t ion  tor all citizens. 
Basotho w ere  to exerc ise  the  r igh t  to v o te  for the f irs t  t im e .  T h e  1958 Electoral 
Law proc la im ed  that all sexes ,  races ,  re l ig io n s  w e re  e l ig ib le  to vo te  but only it 
they have been tax p ayers  in L eso th o  in the  last five years  and w e re  over  the age 
o f  21. (V oting  age has been  low ered  to 18 fo r  the  1998 e lec t ions) .

W hatever  the  a rg u m e n ts  fo r  the  low p a r t ic ip a t ion  in po li t ic s ,  one  thing is 
abundantly  clear: Basotho w o m e n  p ro g re s se d  f ro m  a lm os t  no participation or
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representation b e fo re  the  ad v en t  o t  m o d e rn  polit ica l  part ies,  to being vo ters ,  and 
even political p a r ty  c a n d id a te s ,  bu t  the  level o f  the ir  part ic ipa t ion  in te rm s o f  
representation in d e c i s io n  m a k in g  b o d ie s  still rem a ins  low.

The Influence of the Political C lim ate

Hoeane (1984) a rg u e s  tha t  the  po li t ica l  c l im a te  o f  m ost  o f  the post independence 
era which was d o m in a te d  by  p h ys ica l  v io len ce  p ro m p ted  most w om en  to retreat 
into the dom estic  s p h e re .  W h a te v e r  lit t le w o m e n ’s part ic ipa t ion  the re  had been, 
was severely red u c e d  a f te r  the  d e c la ra t io n  o f  the  sta te  o f  em ergency  in 1970.

An example o f  the  a b o v e  can be  tha t o f  w o m e n ’s pa r t ic ipa t ion  in local s truc tu res  
of governance; the  case  in po in t  b e ing  that o f  D eve lopm en t  Councils  (D C s),  
namely, V illage D e v e lo p m e n t  C o u n c i ls  (V D C s)  and D istr ic t  D evelopm ent Councils  
(DDCs). Be tw een  1968 to  1986 v a r io u s  a t tem p ts  w ere  m ade to m ake these 
structures m o re  p a r t ic ip a to ry  bu t th e se  C o u n c i ls  have usua lly  been used by 
villagers as a l te rn a t iv e  a re n a  for p a r ty  po li t ic s  w h e n e v e r  the re  was a restr ic tion  on 
party politics. T h is  can be  seen  by  the ir  tendency  to have m em bers  o f  the 
opposition party  in h ig h e r  n u m b e rs  w h e n e v e r  the oppo s i t io n  is being frustrated  
from being o p e n ly  ac t ive .  (M o te b a n g ,  1992). W o m e n ’s part ic ipat ion  in these 
Councils has been  as h igh  as 75 p e r  cen t.  (T h o ah lan e ,  1984) H o w ev er ,  it has 
been found that th is  p a r t ic ip a t io n  d ec l ined  espec ia l ly  after the  M ili tary  reg im e cam e 
into power in 1986. In the  a b se n c e  o f  an a ren a  fo r  party  poli t ics , m ore  men began 
to participate in th e m ,  fu r th e r  m a rg in a l i s in g  w o m en .  In a su rvey  conduc ted  by 
Motebang (1992) w o m e n  said  they  w e re  a fra id  o f  the  “ p o li t ick in g 11 that used to go 
on in these C o u n c i ls .

Women also g a v e  the  fo l lo w in g  rea so n s  fo r  the ir  low  part ic ipa t ion . T im e  was 
mentioned as a m ain  c o n s tra in t .  W o m e n  w e re  on ly  able to partic ipate  in h igher 
numbers in the D C s  at the  v i l lag e  level s ince  these  did not entail any m ovem ent 
of the Councillo rs  o u ts id e  the  v i l lage .  F o r  o n e  to part ic ipa te  in the W ard  o r  
District level, m e e t in g s  w e r e  held  at the  Princ ipa l  C h ie f ’s office and the District 
Secretary’s o ff ice , r e sp e c t iv e ly .  T h is  location  was not conven ien t  to r  m any 
women. To attend such  m e e t in g s  so m e t im e s  C o u n c i l lo rs  w ould  have to spend the
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night aw ay  f ro m  h o m e . T h is  p resen ted  a tw o-fo ld  p ro b lem  for m a rr ied  women 
with y o ung  c h i ld ren .  F irs t ly ,  they  w ou ld  h av e  to seek the ir  h u s b a n d ’s permission 
to  t rave l ,  and seco n d ly ,  they  w ou ld  h ave  to m ake  a rra n g e m e n ts  fo r  som eone  to 
look afte r  the ir  fam il ies .  At t im es  the  h u sb a n d s  w ould  re fu se  to g ive  permission. 
T h o s e  w o m e n  w h o  par t ic ipa ted  in the  W ard  and D istr ic t  C o u n c i ls  tended to be 
o lder  (over  fo r ty )  o r  w e re  w id o w s .  S o m e  w o m en  said they  elected men to 
rep re sen t  the m  at the  h ig h e r  levels  becau se  they  w ould  not have  m a ny  constraints.
T h ey  w ou ld  also  h ave  the  t im e  to attend m eetings .  T h e  main  po in t here  is that 

w o m en  did not d o ub t  the  ab ili ty  o f  o th e r  w o m e n  in be ing  leaders ,  but ra ther were 
being  rea l is tic  ab o u t  the l im ita t ions  w hich  they  knew  that m ost w o m en  w ould  have. 
S om e w o m e n  w h o  w ere  in the  C o u n c i ls  also po in ted  o u t  that so m e  m ale  members 
de l ibe ra te ly  in t im ida ted  them  by  u s ing  v u lg a r  lan g u ag e  in the ir  p resence .  As a 
result  the  w o m e n  felt u n c o m fo r ta b le  in m eetings  (M o teb an g ,  1992). T h e  above 
s ta tem ents  sh ow  that w o m e n  had rea so n s  fo r e lect ing  m en , and these  should not 
be m isco n s tru ed  as be ing  a resu l t  o f  the ir  d is l ike  fo r  o th e r  w o m en .

It is not qu ite  c lear  w ha t  the  fo r th c o m in g  e lec t ions  ho lds  in s to re  fo r  women’s 
pa r t ic ipa t ion  in po li t ics .  T h e  a lleged  h ijack ing  o f  the  d em o cra t ic  governm ent by 
the  L eso th o  C o n g re s s  for D e m o c ra c y  (L C D )  has led to am on g  others,  the 
fo rm a tio n  o f  a w o m e n ’s poli t ica l  caucus  g ro u p ,  am on g  w hich  its ob jec tives  was to 
en su re  the  re tu rn  o f  d e m o c ra t ic  ru le .  T h e  g ro u p  co m p r ised  w o m e n  from  nine 
political p a r t ie s ,  e x c lu d in g  the  L C D .  T h e  g ro u p  also  in tended  to o rg a n ise  women 
to m ake  a m o re  con ce r ted  and s t ro n g  e ffo rt  to get “ w o m e n ’s i s su e s” on  the agenda 
in the  next genera l  e lec t ions .  A m o n g  the ir  s tra teg ies  was to invite  m em bers  of the 
W o m e n ’s C a uc us  in Sou th  A fr ica  and w o m e n  m e m b ers  o f  the  oppo s i t io n  parties 
in B o tsw ana  to  sh a re  the ir  ex p e r ien ces  w ith  B asotho  w o m en .

T h e  genera l  m ood  w as  tha t w o m e n  had had enough  and they should be 
rep resen ted  in h ig h e r  n u m b e rs  in the  next e lec t ions .  S om e m e m b ers  w ere  a bit 
d isco u rag ed  tha t the  new ly  e lected  ex ecu t iv e  com m ittee s  o f  the ir  parties did not 
have  w o m e n .  A top  w o m a n  p a r l ia m e n ta r ia n  had this  to say  abou t  the  situation of 
w o m en  in po li t ics  in L e s o th o ,  at the  lau nc h in g  o f  the  C o m m iss io n  o f  W om en and 
C h i ld ren  o f  the  L eso th o  C o u n c i l  o f  N G O s:  ‘D e m o c ra c y  w ithou t  g en d e r  parity is 
not d e m o c ra c y .  L e a d e rs  need to sh o w  a f i rm  co m m itm e n t  and pay lip service to
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these issues. W o m e n ’s s ty le  o f  w o rk  and nego tia t ion  skills  are  d if fe ren t  and they 
bring into po li t ics  a s e n se  o f  p a r t ic ip a to ry  politics* (L C N ,  1997 p .3). N onetheless  
one can say that the  c h a n g e  o f  g o v e rn m e n t  from  the B C P to the L C D  has led to 
some degree o f  a p p re h e n s io n  and u n c e r ta in ty  as to the o u tco m e  o f  the  elections. 
One can only  h azard  a g u e s s  that such  a c l im a te  m ay once  m ore  have a negative  
effect on w o m e n ’s p a r t ic ip a t io n .  Y et aga in  one  m ay perce ive  this s i tua tion  as 
both a challenge and an o p p o r tu n i ty  to  m a ke  the ir  impact felt in national poli t ics .

Political Parties and their com m itm ent to the “ W om en’s Q uestion”

From the g r im  b a c k g ro u n d  o f  the  1970s and 80s o f  political rep ress ion ,  the late 
1980s and early  1990s h a v e  w i tn essed  an inc rease  in the  num ber  o f  w om en  
involved in po li t ica l  p a r t ie s .  W o m e n  h ave  p ro g re sse d  from  the 1965 general  
election in w hich  less  tha n  five  w o m e n  s tood  for e lec t ions ,  to the 1993 elections 
in which 23 w o m e n  co n te s te d .  T h e  n u m b e rs  a re  still neg lig ib le  com pared  to the 
number o f  m en  w h o  to o k  part .  M os t  o f  the  politica l parties which  took part  in the 
elections m en t ioned  w o m e n ’s issues as be ing  an im portan t  part  o f  the c o u n try ’s 
development and they  p le dg ed  c o m m itm e n t  to them . Som e parties even listed the 
need to e l im ina te  all law s w h ic h  d is c r im in a te  w o m en .  O ne  political party  was led 
by a woman. H o w e v e r ,  the  tw o  m ain  polit ica l  part ie s  had very  few w om en  as 
candidates.

All the w om en  w h o  s to o d  fo r  e lec t ion s  en joyed  a lot o f  suppor t  f rom  w om en  
country wide. T h e  s y m b o l i s m  and  im p o r ta n c e  o f  the ir  part ic ipa t ion  cut across 
political and ideo log ica l  d i f fe re n c e s .  A n e x am ple  o f  this  was the successfu l rally 
for all women c a n d id a te s  w h ic h  w as  o rg an ised  by the L eso tho  National Council  
for Women in 1993. F o r  m o s t  w o m e n ,  these  cand ida tes  rep resen ted  their hope that 
their voices w ou ld  be  h e a rd .  It w as  d isa p p o in t in g  to notice that the ir  cam paigns  
were not aw arded  equal  m e d ia  c o v e ra g e  w ith  m e n ’s (M olapo ,  1993). It is equally  
disappointing to n o te  tha t  the  th r e e  w o m e n  w h o  w ere  elected to parl iam en t w ere  
rather silent on w o m e n ’s issues . W o m e n 's  o rg an isa t io ns  have had to lobby m ale  
MPs to have the ir  m o t io n s  p assed  in g o v e rn m e n t .  T h is  has been much to such 
men’s em barrassm en t  w h e n e v e r  they  w e re  faced with a b a r rag e  of questions  which 
they were not qu ite  c o m p e te n t  to an sw e r .



62 Women & Politics

Table I

W om en’s Participation in the 1993 G eneral Elections

Political Pa rty Fe m a le M ale

B asu to land  C o n g re s s  Party  
B asotho N ational  Pa rty  
M arem a tlo u  F re e d o m  Party  
K o panang  Baso tho  
L eso tho  L a b o u r  Party  
P ro g re ss iv e  D em oc ra t ic  par ty

3
2
15

62
63
50

T O T A L 23

(M o lap o ,  1993)

T h e re  a re  s o m e  sec to rs  o f  the  dec is ion  m a k in g  p rocess  w hich  have  witnessed an 
inc rease  in w o m e n  as m e m b e rs ,  fo r  e x am ple  in politica l p art ie s ,  and m ore  civil 
se rvan ts  be ing  app o in ted  at the  m id d le  m a n a g e m en t  level. H o w e v e r ,  the increase 
in such  s t ru c tu re s  needs  to be  s c ru t in ised .  V ery  few polit ica l  part ie s  in Lesotho 
have  w o m e n  in the ir  e x ecu t iv e  c o m m ittee s .  In the  new execu t ive  committees of 
the  fo u r  m a jo r  poli t ica l  p a r t ie s ,  the  B C P  does  not have  any w om en; the 
M arem atlo u  F re e d o m  P a r ty  (M F P )  has a lw ays  had m o re  w o m e n  than any other 
pa r ty ,  and it has tw o ;  the  B N P  has one ;  and the  L eso th o  C o n g re s s  for Democracy 
(L C D ) has tw o  w o m e n  as o rd in a ry  m e m b e rs  o f  the  execu tive .

F o r  m os t  o f  the  p a r t ie s ,  w o m e n  w ho  are  in sen io r  po s i t io n s  are usua lly  in the 
un iversa l ly  c o n trov e rs ia l  “ w o m e n ’s w i n g ” w hich  radical fem in is ts  regard  as being 
equ iva len t  to th o se  o f  “ c h e e r le a d e r s ” . T h is  g ives  the  im press ion  that women’s 
rep resen ta t io n  rem a ins  m arg ina l  in poli t ica l  par t ie s .

O ne  shou ld  not on ly  s top  at look ing  at the  co m p o s i t io n  o f  the  p a r ty  executive 
co m m ittees ,  but a lso  at the  m a n ifes to s  o f  the se  p art ie s  w ith regard  to the 
“ w o m e n ’s q u e s t io n ” . T h is  w o u ld  entail the  ex ten t  to w'hich a dem ocra tis ing  state



Lesotho Social Science Review Vol. 3 No. 2 63

“articulates the  p o s i t io n / r o le  o f  w o m e n  both  w ith in  itself and the civil socie ty . 
Thus both the  law s and  the  n o rm s  o f  the  land and socie ty  m ust be geared  tow ards  
the elimination o t  the  s u b o rd in a te  s ta tu s  o f  the  fem a le ; . . .  A dem ocra t ic  gove rn m en t  
and society m ust  be  ab le  and w il l ing  to identify  the con tr ibu tions  o f  both sexes to 
the developm ent o f  th e  so c ie ty  and eq u itab ly  and adequate ly  rew ard  th e m ” 
(Williams, 1997 p. 175).

Although the p a r t ie s  in q u e s t io n  a re  not g o v e rn m e n t ,  with the exception  o f  the 
LCD and by p re v io u s  a s so c ia t io n ,  the  B C P , the ir  m anifestos  often conta in 
statements o f  in ten ts  as fu tu re  g o v e r n m e n t ’s and oppos i t ion .  In the m ajori ty  o f  
such manifestos, w o m e n ’s issues  a re  usua lly  included in no m ore  than one  
paragraph. T h e  B C P  m a n ife s to  ta lks  abou t s tr iv ing  for a gender  equal socie ty ,  
while making no c lea r  s ta te m e n ts  as to  h o w  this  will be ach ieved . In fact, it was 
during the B C P g o v e r n m e n t  tha t  re fe re n c e  w as m a de  to a policy  o f  “ not favouring  
anyone between m e n  and w o m e n ,  ra th e r ,  t rea t ing  them  eq u a l ly ” .

Soon after a s su m in g  s ta te  p o w e r ,  the  B C P  abo lished  the W o m e n ’s Bureau. T he  
explanation w as tha t it w as  not n e c e ssa ry  b ecau se  it favoured  w o m en ,  and the 
government w as c o n c e rn e d  w ith  equal t rea tm en t  o f  men and w om en . T h is  begs 
the question, h o w  d o e s  o n e  trea t  th o se  w h o  w ere  p rev ious ly  d isadvan taged  by 
virtue of the ir  sex  eq u a l ly  w ith  th o se  w h o  are  g iven  m o re  r ights  th rough  cu ltu re  
and the law? Such  an a t t i tu d e  c lea r ly  sh o w e d  e i the r ,  a m isunde rs tand ing  o f  the 
“woman q u e s t io n ” o r  a lack o f  c o m m itm e n t  tow a rd s  it. H o w ev er ,  the BCP 
government ap p o in ted  o n e  w o m a n  m in is te r ,  in the typically  fem ale post o f  the 
Ministry o f  H ealth .  T h r e e  w o m e n  a m b a ssa d o rs  and tw o  princ ipal secre taries  were  
also appointed.

For the longest t im e ,  the  B N P  in its t im e  o f  re ign  (1966-1986),  enjoyed o r  suffered 
the nickname o f  b e in g  ca l led  the  “ w o m e n ’s p a r t y ” . (Southall,  1995) Its leadersh ip  
used to boast abou t  the  m a ss iv e  s u p p o r t  it en joy ed  from  w o m en ,  w ho voted it into 
power. Its m anifes to  re m a in e d  s i len t  on  w o m e n ’s issues to r  the longest time. It 
enticed many w o m e n  by  in v o lv in g  th e m  in rura l  d ev e lopm en t  w o rk ,  to o d - to r -w o rk  
schemes; and th ro u g h  the  c rea t io n  o f  the  now  defunct  W om en  s Bureau in 1979. 
A few (two) a p p o in tm e n ts  to  a m b a ssa d o r ia l  p os i t ions ,  d i rec to rs ,  and tw o principal
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secre ta r ie s  w e re  also m ade .  No w o m a n  m in is te r  w as ev e r  appo in ted  until 1986, 
w hen  a d e p u ty -m in is te r  w as  ap p o in ted  by the  M il i ta ry  G o v e rn m e n t  o f  Lekhanya. 
A su rv ey  by Southall  (1995) sh o w e d  tha t  even  in the  1993 e lec t ions  ‘overa l l ,  most 
cand ida tes  found  it d if f icu l t  to  d if fe ren t ia te  issues in g e n d e r  te rm s .  H ow ever,  of 
those  w ho  did  so , the  fact that w o m e n  w e re  m aking  so m e  p re sen ce  felt as 
cand ida tes  (m o re  so than  in p e rv io u s  e lec t ions)  seem ed  to be the  m a jo r  issue itself. 
Fo r  them  this  seem ed  ind ica t ive  o f  w o m e n ’s d em a nd s  for equal r igh ts ,  and the 
abo li t ion  o f  d is c r im in a to ry  laws and c u s to m s ’ (p. 73). O n  the  w h o le  there  was 
little reco g n i t io n  o f  the  cen tra l i ty  o f  ‘w o m e n ’s i s su e s ’ in the ir  cam p a ig n s .

Conclusion: The W ay Forward

T h e re  are  m any  reasons  fo r  w o m e n ’s u n d e r- re p re se n ta t io n  in pa rty  po li t ics .  Some 
are as a resu l t  o f  the ir  o w n  ine ff ic ienc ies  (m ost  o f  w hich  can equally  apply to 
men). H o w e v e r ,  the  roo t  cause  lies in the  fa i lu re  o f  m a le  dom inated  state 
s truc tu res  inc lud ing  polit ica l  p a r t ie s  to ad d ress  the  inequali t ies  that w om en face 
in po lit ics  re la t ive  to m en. Political v io len ce  and ins tab ili ty  can also  contribute to 
low level o f  w o m e n ’s p a r t ic ip a t ion  in po li t ics .

Even  in a s itua t ion  o f  s tab il i ty ,  fo r  as long  as polit ica l pa rt ie s  do  not place 
w o m e n ’s issues  on  the ir  m ain  agen d a ,  and do  not n o m in a te  m o re  m e m b ers  to stand 
fo r  e lec t ions ,  w o m e n ’s re p re se n ta t io n  will rem ain  low. T h e i r  co m m itm e n t  should 
be seen in the ir  w i l l ing n ess  to “ r i s k ” so m e  o f  the cons t i tuenc ies  w h e re  they have 
m ore  a s su ra n c e  o f  w in n in g ,  by a l low in g  w o m e n  to s tand .  A lso  fo r  as long as 
w om en  are  u n d e r - re p re se n te d  in the  execu t ive  c o m m ittee s ,  this  can easily be 
in terpre ted  as be ing  a resu l t  o f  lack o f  co m m itm e n t  to w o m en .  W hy should 
w o m en  rem ain  on ly  ac t ive  in the ir  ro le  as “ c h e e r le a d e r s ” to m en  through the 
“ w o m e n ’s w in g ” ?

Som e cu ltu ra l  b a r r ie rs  w e re  also  identif ied  as so m e  o f  the  p ro b le m s  that inhibits 
w o m en  f ro m  pa r t ic ip a t ing  in po li t ic s .  K im ane  (1985) a rgues  tha t  w om en were 
re luc tan t  to take  up ro les  in p ublic  life becau se  o f  lack o f  leadersh ip  experience. 
W o m en  h ave  very  te w  ro le  m ode ls  b ecau se  they  a re  cu l tu ra l ly  confined  to the 
d o m es t ic  sp he re .  It w as in re co g n i t io n  o f  this fac to r  that the  N airob i  Forward
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Looking Stra teg ies  ca l led  fo r  m o re  w o m e n  leaders  to he tra ined  with the 
endorsement by d e c i s io n  m a k e rs  (w ho  are  m ostly  male) to e n co u rag e  w o m e n ’s 
active involvem ent in p u b l ic  life.

The last three  d e c a d e s  h a v e  w itn essed  an inc rease  in the  n u m b er  o f  w om en  chiefs. 
At the highest level o f  the  s t r u c tu re  w e  now  h ave  six w om en  (out o f  22) Principal 
and Ward C h ie fs ,  w h o  a re  a u tom a t ic a l ly  m e m b ers  o f  the upper  h o use  o f  
parliament, the  S e na te .  At the  lo w e r  levels 35%  o f  the chiefs  are  w om en , 
(Mapetla & P e tlan e ,  1993). R e g a rd le ss  o f  the  reasons  for the increase, this has to 
be viewed in a p o s i t iv e  l ight. Such  w o m e n  can be  used by G en d er  A dvocacy  
groups country  w ide .  T h e y  can be  used  fo r  channe l l ing  in form ation  to rural men 
and women, and p u sh in g  fo r  ch a n g e  in those  aspec ts  w hich  d isc r im in a te  against  
women. T hese  w o m e n  ch ie fs  can in f luence  p e o p le ’s att itudes tow ard s  w o m en  in 
high decision m a k in g  p o s i t io n s .  T h e  m o re  w o m en  chiefs  the re  are the h igher  the  
chance that p e o p le  will b e c o m e  m o re  fam il ia r  w ith  w om en  chiefs , and finally 
accept that w o m e n  can  b e  as co m p e te n t  as m en in run n in g  the  coun try .

The next s tra tegy  will be  fo r  th o se  w o m e n  w ho  are  involved in the va rious  political 
parties’ executive  p o s i t io n s  as well as o th e r  ac t iv is ts ,  to p ressu r ise  the ir  part ies  to 
ensure that d is c r im in a to ry  law s and  o th e r  co n s tra in ts  are  e rad icated . T h e  p rob lem  
seems to be that s o m e  w o m e n  w h o  a re  invo lved  in politica l parties  seem to think 
that parties w h ich  c la im  to  be  d ed ic a te d  to m en  and w om en  will g uaran tee  the  
interests o f  w o m e n .  W e  k n ow  the  fa l lacy  o f  such g en d e r  blind o r  g en d er  neutral 
policies. T h e re  can be  no g e n d e r  neu tra l i ty  b e fo re  g ender  equality  is achieved. 
Until political p a r t ie s  m a k e  a c o n c e r te d  e ffo rt  to inc lude m o re  w o m en  in their 
structures and inc lude  th e ir  c o n c e rn s  in the ir  m anifes to s ,  cand ida tes  fo r elections 
will remain p re d o m in a n t ly  m a le  and polit ica l  co n cern s  will also rem ain  gender  
blind.

Some of the ex a m p le s  tha t  can  b e  fo l lo w ed  could  be that o t  the  South African  
National C o n g ress  ( A N C ’s) q u o ta  sy s te m ,  w h e reb y  33%  ot  the candida tes  had to 
be female. H o w e v e r ,  an ecd o ta l  e v id e n c e  sh ow s  that this  sy stem  is not w ithou t  
problems. W o m e n  w h o  a re  e lected  th ro u g h  this  sy s tem  are often  s tigm atised  to r  
being “affirm ative a c t io n "  n o m in e e s .  T h e re  is also the  ques tion  o t  w h o se  servan ts
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are they;  the  w o m e n ’s o r  the  p a r ty ’s? T h e  debate  on ab o r t ion  in the South African 
pa r l ia m en t  b ro u g h t  this  p ro b le m  to the to re .  S o m e  m e m b ers  w anted  to vote on 
the ir  pe rsonal  c o n sc ie nc e ,  w h ile  they  w ere  being  en cou raged  to adopt the party's 
s tance.

A n o th e r  m odel  cou ld  be  tha t o f  so m e  o f  the S cand inav ian  co un tr ie s ,  like Norway, 
w ho h ave  a 4 0 /6 0  q u o ta  sy s tem  in pa r l ia m en t .  T h is  m eans that the percentage of 
m ale  and fem ale  p a r l ia m e n ta r ia n s  shou ld  never  be be low  40  o r  ab o v e  60.

W h a te v e r  m odel w e  c h o se  will depend  on  the co m m itm en t  o f  fu ture  governments 
to  the  “ w o m e n ’s i s s u e ” . W hat  is c lear  is that one  can not expect on women to 
“ pull the m se lv es  up  by  the ir  a l ready  w eak  b o o ts t ra p s ” . T h e re  is need for an 
a ff i rm at ive  action  po licy .  E ven  the m ost advanced  d em o c ra c ie s  w ho  rely on the 
“ do  it y o u r s e l f ’” ap p ro ach  l ike the U SA  h ave  sh o w n  that w o m en  will remain 
u n d e r - rep resen ted  for as long as no th ing  is d o ne  to aid them .

L eso tho  as a m e m b e r  s ta te  o f  the  S o u th ern  A frican  D ev e lo pm en t  C om m unity  has 
a lready  co m m itted  i tse l f  to  “ e n su r in g  the equal rep resen ta t io n  o f  w o m en  and men 
in the d e c is io n -m a k in g  o f  M e m b e r  States and S A D C  s tru c tu re s  at all level, and the 
ach iev em e nt  o f  at least a th i r ty  p e rcen t  ta rge t  o f  w o m en  in political and decision
m aking  s t ru c tu re s  by the  y ea r  2 0 0 5 "  (A W E P A  Bulletin . 1997 p .4). It has also 
s igned  and ra tif ied  o th e r  C o n v e n t io n s  like the  C o n v en t io n  on  the Elim ination of all 
F o rm s  o f  D isc r im in a t io n  aga inst  W o m e n  (C E D A W ) in 1995 and has drafted a 
g e n d e r  po licy  w h ich  will ad d ress  so m e  o f  the  inequali t ies .  T h e  Law Reform 
C o m m iss io n  has also  b e c o m e  o p e ra t io n a l ,  to rev iew  d is c r im in a to ry  law. What 
now  rem a ins  is ac tion.
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