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Introduction

Lesotho, a unique and strikingly beautiful country perched high in the mountains of
Southern Africa, stands as one of the continent’s only enclaved nations, completely
surrounded by South Africa. Despite its small size and population, Lesotho's political
journey has been both complex and influential, shaped by its traditional institutions,
colonial encounters, and the continuing evolution of its democratic aspirations. Since
achieving independence from the United Kingdom in 1966, the Kingdom of Lesotho
has navigated periods of hope, turmoil, reform, and resilience, crafting a political
system that reflects both its longstanding customs and modern governance principles.

This book, "The Politics of Lesotho: A Guide to Politics and the Political System in
Lesotho," seeks to provide a comprehensive and accessible exploration of the
country’s political landscape. It unveils Lesotho’s journey from its pre-colonial roots
and historical relationships with neighboring powers, through independence and the
development of its current political system. The country’s status as a constitutional
monarchy, where the King symbolizes national unity and heritage, while executive
power is vested in the elected Prime Minister and government, presents an intriguing
blend of tradition and democracy.

At the heart of Lesotho’s political life is its constitution, first adopted in 1993 after
years of instability, military rule, and contested governance. This framework
establishes the rule of law, fundamental rights, and the separation of powers across
the executive, legislative, and judicial branches. The book explores the constitution’s
evolution, the practical functioning of the bicameral Parliament, the enduring cultural
weight of the monarchy and chieftainship, and the ongoing tensions and reforms in
public administration and local government.

The mosaic of political parties, shifting electoral systems, and frequent coalition
governments have defined Lesotho's democratic experiment in recent decades. The
introduction of a mixed-member proportional representation system has aimed to
ensure better representation and mitigate longstanding disputes, yet political
instability and recurring government crises continue to pose challenges. Military
influence, factionalism, and the legacy of traditional authority play out alongside
efforts to advance social justice, gender equality, and judicial independence.

As Lesotho moves forward, questions of reform, stability, and the deepening of
democratic institutions remain central to its political discourse. This book aims to not
only inform readers about the structures and actors involved in Lesotho’s political
system, but also to offer insights into the social, cultural, and historical forces that
have shaped—and continue to reshape—the politics of this remarkable nation.
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Through detailed chapters on historical context, constitutional development, public
institutions, electoral politics, and contemporary challenges, "The Politics of Lesotho"

serves as an essential guide for anyone wishing to understand the complexities,
triumphs, and trials of Lesotho’s political life.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Land and People of Lesotho

To truly grasp the intricacies of Lesotho's political system, one must first understand
the very ground upon which it stands and the people who call it home. Lesotho is no
ordinary country; it's a kingdom entirely surrounded by a single neighbor, South
Africa. This geographical quirk makes it one of only three such enclaved nations in the
world, the others being the significantly smaller Vatican City and San Marino, both
nestled within Italy. This unique physical setting has, perhaps unsurprisingly, played a
significant role in shaping Lesotho's history, culture, and, inevitably, its politics.

Covering an area of just over 30,000 square kilometers, Lesotho is a land of dramatic
elevation. It holds the distinction of being the only independent state globally that lies
entirely above 1,000 meters (3,281 feet) in elevation. The lowest point in the country
is a remarkable 1,400 meters (4,593 feet) above sea level, making it the highest
"lowest point" of any nation on Earth. This mountainous character is dominated by the
majestic Maloti and Drakensberg ranges, which form a significant portion of the
landscape in the east and central parts of the country. These imposing mountains
have earned Lesotho nicknames like the "Mountain Kingdom," the "Kingdom in the
Sky," and even the "Roof of Africa."

The terrain can be broadly divided into three regions: the lowlands in the west, the
foothills, and the highlands that dominate the eastern and central areas. While
referred to as "lowlands," even this region sits at a considerable altitude, generally
between 1,500 and 1,800 meters (5,000 to 6,000 feet). This western strip is the most
densely populated and serves as the primary agricultural zone, despite only about
12% of the country being arable land, and this land is vulnerable to soil erosion. The
foothills act as a transition zone, and the highlands, covering over 80% of the country,
are characterized by rugged peaks and deep valleys.

The climate of Lesotho is temperate, influenced significantly by its high altitude.
Summers, from December to February, are generally warm, though nights can be cool,
with temperatures in the lowlands potentially reaching 30°C (86°F). This is also the
wettest season, with most rainfall occurring as thunderstorms between October and
April. Winters, from June to August, are dry and cold, with temperatures in the
lowlands dropping to around -7°C (19°F) and plummeting to as low as -18°C (0°F) in
the highlands. Snow is common in the highlands during winter, and higher peaks can
even see snowfall year-round. However, despite the overall wet summer season, the
country can experience periodic droughts, which pose a significant challenge,
particularly for agriculture.

Lesotho's rivers are a vital natural resource, often referred to as "white gold." The
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country is the source of the Orange River (known as the Senqu River in Sesotho), one
of Southern Africa's major rivers, and its tributaries. Rivers like the Caledon
(Mohokare), Makhaleng, and Senqunyane are crucial for providing fresh water and
generating hydroelectric power. In fact, water is a significant export commodity, with
Lesotho supplying water to neighboring South Africa through the massive Lesotho
Highlands Water Project. This project, a major undertaking with several dams and
tunnels, not only provides water to South Africa's industrial heartland but also enables
Lesotho to generate its own electricity.

Beyond water, Lesotho's natural resources include diamonds, which contribute
significantly to the country's export earnings. Other resources include sandstone and
clay, and historically, agriculture, particularly grain and mohair, played a larger export
role. However, challenges with land availability and climate have shifted the economy,
and labor migration to South African mines and farms became a major economic pillar
for decades.

As of 2025, Lesotho's population is estimated to be around 2.3 to 2.4 million people.
The overwhelming majority, estimated at 99.7%, are of Basotho ethnicity, making
Lesotho one of the most ethnically homogeneous countries in Africa. The Basotho are
a Bantu-speaking people who were united by King Moshoeshoe | in the 19th century.
While there are internal divisions among different chiefdoms, a strong sense of
Basotho nationhood and cultural unity persists. Minority ethnic groups include small
populations of Europeans, Asians, and Xhosa.

The official languages of Lesotho are Sesotho and English. Sesotho is the national
language and is spoken by over 90% of the population, used widely in daily
communication. English is primarily used in official contexts, such as government and
administration, though the use of Sesotho in politics and media is growing. Other
languages spoken by smaller communities include Zulu, Xhosa, and Phuthi.

The capital and largest city is Maseru, located on the Caledon River bordering South
Africa. The city's name itself means "red sandstones" in Sesotho. While Maseru is the
main urban center, the majority of Lesotho's population, about three-fourths, still
resides in rural areas. This rural population is largely engaged in subsistence farming.

The demographics of Lesotho also reveal significant socio-economic challenges. The
country is considered a lower middle-income country, with a substantial portion of the
population living below the poverty line. Lesotho also faces a high prevalence rate of
HIV/AIDS, which has impacted population growth and life expectancy.

This physical and demographic backdrop provides the stage for the political dynamics
that have unfolded in Lesotho since its formation and independence. The rugged
terrain has historically offered a degree of protection, while the reliance on its larger
neighbor, South Africa, for economic activity and as a source of remittances has
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created a complex interdependence. The strong ethnic homogeneity, while fostering
unity, also presents its own set of social and political considerations. Understanding
these fundamental aspects of Lesotho's land and people is the essential first step in
exploring its political journey and the system of governance that has taken shape
within this unique Southern African kingdom.
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