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crime in South Africa is used in this study as it includes details on crimes of violence whose 

nature and character are documented by this study. They are: assault, arson, arrest and 

detention.  

 

The Research Problem and Research Questions  

The research problem addressed by this study is the lack of documented traumatic experiences 

of civilians who were supporters of the opposition parties and who consequently suffered and 

were negatively affected by the state of emergency. By attempting to address this problem, this 

study is intended to provide first-hand knowledge of how the 1970 authoritarian rule brought 

human suffering to these civilians.  The research questions for this study are as follows:   

1. What were the traumatic experiences of the victims and how did they suffer during the 

state of emergency?  

2. Who were the perpetrators of the acts of political violence in Mathebe? 

3. What was the nature and character of the traumatic experiences? 

4. What were the consequences of the traumatic experiences? 

 

Aims and Objectives  

The aim of this study is to document the traumatic experiences of some of the residents of 

Mathebe village, who have lived to narrate their trauma suffered for supporting the main 

opposition party, BCP, in 1970. It relies on their personal testimonies based on their memory 

and recollection of the traumatic experiences. Its objectives are: 

- To document the traumatic experiences of the supporters of opposition party, BCP, who 

became victims of repression and acts of political violence during the state of 

emergency; 

- To document the nature and character of these traumatic experiences;  

- To shed light into who were the perpetrators of the traumatic experiences and  

- To document the various consequences that resulted from the traumatic experiences.  
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Significance of the Study  

Historical accounts on the state of emergency in Lesotho have emanated from newspaper 

reports, personal accounts from political leaders and prominent politicians, studies from 

historians, political scientists.  They focus on the central government and the leaders of the 

opposition parties to the exclusion of the human suffering experienced by the civilian 

population. The primary significance of this current study, therefore, sets out to fill this gap by 

telling the story from the point of view of the victims, thus giving a voice to the voiceless.  

Secondly, this study contributes to the studies on history method and theory with specific focus 

on oral history, testimonies and memory studies about post-colonial Lesotho. It seeks to show 

the negative civilian experiences as narrated by them about the state of emergency. These 

experiences of ordinary people are forgotten or neglected in the history of Lesotho. This study 

brings to the fore the history of the ordinary people viz-a-viz that of political elites. It shows 

the negative effects on ordinary citizens who became victims of repression and acts of political 

violence experienced during the transition of the post-colonial government from democratic to 

authoritarian rule.  

 

Research Methodology  

This study is qualitative in nature. This is so because it relates to the testimonies about the 

traumatic experiences of the interviewees during the state of emergency. Qualitative studies 

seek to investigate in-depth, a phenomenon, how it affected people and how they interpret their 

experiences. In addition, it uses historical research to understand the history of the state of 

emergency. It does this by making use of primary and secondary sources published on the 

subject. The primary sources include Lesotho and South African published newspapers. This 

is because the newspapers provide reports of the events as they unfolded during the state of 

emergency. The Lesotho newspapers relied on are Leselinyana la Lesotho and Moeletsi oa 

Basotho while the South African newspapers are Sunday Times and The Friend.  
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and the King in the late 1960s and the relevant legislation also passed in 1970. This collection 

is important because it provides the much-needed context and a better understanding of the 

strained relations between the King and the government. These relations explain the history of 

the state of emergency. 

 

The study follows the oral history approach because it is based specifically on oral data. It uses 

oral testimonies to document traumatic experiences of the civilians victimised through 

repression and acts of political violence. It is based on one specific event: the state of 

emergency and is not the life-stories research. Thus, it does not include other experiences, good 

or bad, of the victims throughout their lives.  

 

The oral testimonies were collected through face-to-face, in-depth and open-ended interviews, 

which allowed the interviewees to speak at length about their traumatic experiences. This 

technique is important in this study because it yields qualitative knowledge. The interviews 

allowed flexibility in the collection of knowledge shared by the interlocutors as the researcher 

could ask follow up questions arising from previously asked questions and issues pertaining to 

those. They were recorded through a smart-phone with the permission of the interviewees and 

noted on paper where interviewees expressed reservations regarding the use of the recording 

device. Out of the seven interviewees, one asked that his interview be noted instead of 

recording it on the smartphone and the researcher duly obliged. The testimonies have been 

transcribed, analysed and presented in this study.  

 

The selection of interviewees depended on two points, namely, whether they experienced 

victimisation as civilians and supporters of the BCP during the state of emergency. This is 

because although many people from Mathebe seem to know about the history of the state of 

emergency in their village, some have second-hand testimonies which this study does not make 

use of. Secondly, it depended on the age of the interviewees in 1970. This is important because, 

when it comes to memory and recollection, it is essential for a victim to have been at an age 

when they would have seen, experienced and made sense of the events that took place. With 
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Table 1: Brief profiles of the interviewees 
 
Name Brief profile  

MAT-BL Mosotho man born in 1939 at Aupolasi, Mathebe. He got 
married around 1972. He was a primary school teacher and like 
most Basotho men has worked in the South African mines. He 
is a member of LECSA church.  He was arrested and detained 
in Mafeteng prison. He was a supporter of the BCP. 

  

MAT-MN Mosotho woman born in 1934 at Mathebe. She got married 
around 1949/1950. She had three children. She is a subsistence 
farmer. She is a dedicated member of LECSA church and a 
supporter the BCP. She was a double victim of assault and arson. 

  

MAT-MB  Mosotho woman born in 1942. In 1970 she was married with 
two children, one aged 6 while the youngest was a few months 
old. She stays at Aupolasi. She is a subsistence farmer. She 
became a victim of arson. She supported the BCP. 

  

MAT-MS  Mosotho woman, born in 1937. She stays at Aupolasi in 
Mathebe and is a LECSA church member. She supported the 
BCP. She became a victim of arson. 

  

MAT-RM Mosotho man, born in 1947. In 1970, he was a teacher fresh out 
of university. He got married in the 1980s. He was a LECSA 
congregant. He was arrested and detained. He was sympathetic 
to the BCP. 

  

MAT-MT Mosotho man born in 1941 at Aupolasi, Mathebe. In 1970 he 
was married with two children. He is a LECSA congregant. He 
worked in South African mines. He was a supporter of BCP. He 
became a victim of arrest and torture while in detention. 

  

MAT-MM Mosotho woman born in 1947. She was a member of LECSA 
Church but now is an Anglican Church of Lesotho (ACL) 
member. She supported the BCP. She became a victim of arson 
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the immediate effects of the state of emergency centred on political leaders and prominent 

politicians of the opposition parties. However, this did not end there, as will be shown in 

chapters four and five, because the state of emergency gradually spread to ordinary people 

residing in respective villages affiliated to the opposition parties. 

 

CHAPTERS FOUR and FIVE  are the focus of this study. They analyse the personal 

testimonies of the interviewees. CHAPTER FOUR  commences with a brief description and 

justification on why Mathebe is used as a case study. It then documents the nature and character 

of the traumatic experiences of Mathebe residents who became victims of the state of 

emergency. It focuses on the following dimensions: physical, material and psychological 

trauma. It cites the following acts of repression and political violence: assault, arson, arrest and 

detention and torture as specific examples. It does this to show that through these acts, the 

interviewees suffered at the hands of the perpetrators: the BNPYL and the PMU. CHAPTER 

FIVE documents the consequences resulting from the traumatic experiences. It discusses in 

detail the consequences of the traumatic experiences which were many and varied. The 

consequences include social: separation/division of family members, homelessness disruption 

of studies and loss of time; economic: loss of an income due to job loss, famine, incurrence of 

costs related to legal expenses and costs for rebuilding of the burned houses; political: political 

intolerance and health such as hospitalization and mental as well emotional trauma. 

CHAPTER SIX concludes the study. 
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Report for the year 196892, the police force was charged with maintaining law and order as 

well as preventing and detecting crime. During this time, the police assumed the responsibility 

for both defence and national security. Due to the hostile relations between the government and 

the opposition parties, this rather new and somewhat weak institution was needed to protect 

the interests of the government of the day.   

 

One of the unconstitutional measures which government used to deal with the political 

challenges emanating from the opposition parties, especially, BCP, was the abolition of District 

Councils in 1968. This abolition of the District Councils was achieved through Section 3 (1) 

of the Local Government Repeal Act of 1968.93  This move was taken in order to weaken the 

power of BCP at grass-root level. The District Councils were an important component in a 

democratic dispensation as they were charged with decentralization of power.94 

Democratically, the District Councils are a symbol of representation through elections. 

Constitutionally, the masses have a right to be represented by an association of their choice. 

By abolishing the District Councils and transferring their power to central government, this 

constituted a violation of democratic and constitutional principles. John E. Bardill and James 

H. Cobbe maintain that the suspension of District Councils in 1966 and their ultimate abolition 

in 1968 strengthened the central government at the expense of popular participation which was 

progressively reduced.95  

 

There were other underhanded tactics which the government used to prejudice the opposition 

parties.  These tactics flared up hostile relations between the government and the opposition 

parties in the latter part of the fragile democratic period. They related, in particular to the few 

months prior to the conduct of the 1970 general elections. According to the opposition, certain 

questionable measures were taken by the government to frustrate the efforts of opposition 

parties during their preparation for the general elections. For instance, the amount for securing 

                                                           
92 Lesotho: Report for the year 1968, (Maseru, Department of Information, 1968), p.135. 
93 Section 3 (1), Local Government (Repeal) Act No. 21 of 1968, Lesotho Government Gazettes 1968, (Maseru: 
His Majesty the King, 1969), p. 376. 
94 The District Councils were established in 1948 and elected in 1960.  
95 John E. Bardill and James H. Cobbe, Lesotho: The Dilemmas of Dependence in Southern Africa, (Colorado: 
Westview Press, 1985), p. 128.  
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further divided along the lines of political affiliation. The inability of politicians to rise above 

their divisive politics, culminated into the events of 1970.  

 

Conclusion  

This chapter has discussed the fragile embryonic 1966-1970 democratic rule in Lesotho. It has 

shown that this rule was characterised by fragility. At the centre of this fragility were two 

factors namely the slim majority of two seats garnered by the BNP in the National Assembly 

and the political challenges posed by King Moshoeshoe II and the opposition parties. The King 

had reservations about the powers granted to the Prime Minister Leabua Jonathan which did 

not have checks and balances. The opposition used every chance they got to challenge the 

power of the government. The government spent the better part of these four years, dealing 

with these hostilities and used promulgated laws and deployment of the police to ensure 

maintenance of law and order. It further used unconstitutional measures such as the abolition 

of the democratically elected District Councils to deal with the opposition. It has shown that as 

time for holding the 1970 general elections got closer, hostilities between the government and 

the opposition re-emerged. These events of 1966-1970 fragile democracy provided a 

background into the authoritarian rule that began in 1970. The beginning of authoritarian rule 

in 1970 set in motion immediate repression of leaders of the opposition parties, prominent 

politicians and the King as will be shown in the next chapter.  
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of leaders of the opposition parties, the house arrest and subsequent exile of King Moshoeshoe 

II, the imposition of the curfew and the banning of independent media. It has outlined how 

these events were carried out by government. It has shown that they were carried out through 

three main ways, namely: in public announcements made over the national Radio Lesotho, 

passed repressive laws which were a series of Government Orders and repressive deployment 

of the police. The consequences of these acts were immediate and far-reaching. They included 

the setting in of an authoritarian rule in Lesotho; human rights abuse, division of families such 

as in the case of leaders of the opposition parties who were detained for a couple of months 

and the King who was separated from his family, his community and the nation during the few 

months of his exile; the deployment of the police leading to perpetration of repression against 

the leaders of the opposition parties and prominent politicians; restricted movement due to the 

imposed curfew and lack of access to information due to the banning of independent media. 

The negative experiences of the state of emergency were not confined to the leaders of the 

opposition parties, prominent politicians and King Moshoeshoe II. They soon spread to 

civilians, supporters of the opposition parties whose crime was to vote for the BCP, and 

propelling it to victory in the 1970 general elections. The next chapter analyses personal 

testimonies of the seven Mathebe residents by focusing on the nature and character the 

traumatic experiences .   
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Economic consequences 

The first economic consequence was loss of income due to job loss. This is because upon 

returning from detention, the interviewees lost their jobs which consequently led to loss of 

income.  

When I came out of detention, I was told by the School Administrator that my position had been filled 

up by someone else. I spent few months without a job and without an income. As an eldest child, a son 

at that, I had to earn my way. Thus I set out to find a new teaching job and was later employed at another 

Primary School. I did not spend a long time there as in 1972 the church-run schools defaulted in paying 

teachers and we had to go back home. Now a married man and faced with another job loss, towards the 

end of 1972, I decided to join the migrant labour sector and became a miner in South Africa. I had a child 

on the way and wife and my family to feed.200  

In the same manner, MAT-RM who was fresh from tertiary school, had just been employed as 

a teacher at a Secondary School. He indicated that he had just started work and had only been 

paid his first or second wages when he was arrested and detained. He lost his job as he was 

detained for twenty-one months.201 This job provided him with the much needed experience in 

the fi which would go a long way in improving his prospects as a teacher.  

MAT-MT also lost income due to the loss of his job in the mines.  

This weighed heavily on me because I was a family man who had to provide for his parents, wife and 

children.202 This was made worse because I got blacklisted in South Africa because I had been listed as 

a wanted murderer when I fled from Lesotho to South African mines in 1970 following qomatsi in 

Mathebe. I was blacklisted for a period of ten years from 1972 to 1982 and this whole time I was without 

a paying job. My monthly wages totalled one thousand Maloti as I worked in emergency department at 

the mines. I was a safety officer. In 1982, I decided enough is enough I had to stand up for myself and 

sought cancelation of this blacklisting which was having negative economic effect on my life. I 

approached the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Lesotho and requested them to talk to their South African 

counterparts. It took them the whole year of 1982 to resolve my case and in 1983 I was able to return to 

work.203  

 

                                                           
200 Interview with MAT-BT, 18 November 2019.  
201 Interview with MAT-RM 18 November 2019.  
202 Interview with MAT-MT, 18 November 2019.  
203 Interview with MAT-MT, 18 November 2019. 
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Conclusion 

This chapter has documented the consequences of repression and acts of violence which the 

interviewees experienced. It has shown how these traumatic experiences struck at the core of 

the day to day lives of the interviewees. It discussed the social, economic, political and health 

consequences resulting from repression and acts of violence on Mathebe residents as narrated 

by the interlocutors. The interviewees lost time, jobs, incurred costs, were humiliated by their 

fellow community members, and their mental health were imprinted with horrific sights of 

charred bodies and their houses burning. The next chapter concludes by showing the findings 

of this study. It then recommends the way forward to facilitate and ease healing of these and 

other victims of similar acts of political violence.  
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the authoritarian rule in Lesotho were outlined in this study. These events or actions were 

carried out through public announcements made on air, at Radio Lesotho, passing of repressive 

laws in the form of Orders and deployment of the police. There were many and varied negative 

consequences of these events on the leaders of the opposition, prominent politicians and the 

King.  

 

This study has shown through the analysis and presentation of the voices of the interlocutors 

that as the supporters of the opposition party, BCP, they suffered through assault, arson, arrest 

and detention. The trauma experienced by the victims of acts of political violence at the hands 

of the two agents of repression namely: the BNPYL and the PMU, was physical, material and 

psychological in nature. It has further shown that the traumatic experiences were characterised 

by violence. This violence was seen by the mode through which it was carried out, its 

proportionality, its necessity under the circumstances and its impact. Both men and women 

became victims of the discussed acts of political violence. The current study has illustrated 

through the analysed personal testimonies that the consequences of these traumatic experiences 

were many and varied. They included social, economic, political and health consequences.  

 

The study has brought to the fore, questions that linger on the minds of the residents of Mathebe 

and probably others, in villages that suffered the same fate. The answers to the questions that 

the victims have about why they had to endure such horrific suffering may help in healing 

them, their families, communities and the entire Basotho nation. The healing of the nation 

means that the traumatic past is addressed to avoid repetition of past mistakes and build a nation 

that is void of political violence. The healing process will  involve a dialogue between the 

victims and those who perpetrated violence in order to make peace with what happened. What 

then happens if the perpetrators do not come to the table? By having a dialogue, clearly 

captured in the Sesotho idiom, ntoa ke ea malula-�¶�P�R�K�R218 it is possible for the victims and 

perpetrators to come to terms with what happened, heal and forgiveness will be achieved. This 

does not mean that they will forget but their experiences will become less painful when the 

perpetrators admit to wrongdoing and own up to their mistakes.  

                                                           
218  
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Appendices 

Interview Questions 

Theme 1 �± Assault 

1. What are your full names? 

2. How old are you? Date of birth can be provided if known. 

3. What is the name of the village where you reside? 

4. In 1970 which political party did you support? 

5. How active were you in politics? Were you a member of any structure within the 

political party in your village? 

6. How did you become a victim during the 1970 state of emergency? 

(a) Assault 

(b) Arson 

(c) Arbitrary Arrest and detention  

7. If (a) why were you assaulted? 

8. How were you assaulted? (violent, sexual or other types of assault) 

9. Provide a recollection of how it happened. 

10. Who assaulted you? 

11. What did they use to assault you? 

12. Which area of your body was mostly targeted during the assault? 

13. Was the assault inflicted upon you due to provocation on your part? 

14. Did you fight back?  

(a) If yes, what did you use? 

(b) If no, why did you not fight back? 

15. What happened to you after you were assaulted? 

16. If you went to hospital, for how long were you hospitalized? 

17. Did you adjust well after you were released from hospital? 

18. What worried you about being in hospital? 
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Interview Questions 

Theme 2 �± Arson 

1. What are your full names? 

2. How old are you? Date of birth can be provided if known. 

3. What is the name of the village where you reside? 

4. In 1970 which political party did you support? 

5. How active were you in politics? Were you a member of any structure within the 

political party in your village? (Were you an active or passive supporter of the 

opposition?) 

6. Were you a victim of  

(a) Assault 

(b) Arson? 

(c) Arrest and detention  

7. If (b),  

a) How was arson carried out on your property? 

b) Which type of property did you lose? 

8. If you lost a house above,  

i) How many houses did you lose? 

ii)  How did this affect you? 

iii)  Was there any property in that house? 

iv) What type of property was it? 

9. What else did you lose when you property was burned? 

i) Where was the agricultural harvest stored? 

ii)  Can you quantify the amount of harvest you lost due to arson?  

iii)  How did the loss of this harvest affect you and your family? 

10. Who burned your house and/or agricultural produce? 

11. What did they use? 

12. Do you know why they burned your house? 

13. Where were you when your house was burned? 

14. How did the burning of your house affect your lives? 

15. Did you rebuild your house? 
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16. If yes, how many weeks/ months/ years after qomatsi did it take for you to rebuild 

your house? 

17. What worried you most when your house was burned? 
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Interview Questions 

Theme 3 �± Arrest and Detention  

1. What are your full names? 

2. How old are you? Date of birth can be provided if known. 

3. What is the name of the village where you reside? 

4. In 1970 which political party did you support? 

5. How active were you in politics? Were you a member of any structure within the 

political party in your village? 

6. How did you become a victim of the 1970 state of emergency? 

(a) Assault 

(b) Arson 

(c) Arrest and detention 

7. If (c) why were you arrested? 

8. Can you recall the events which led to your arrest on that fateful day? 

9. WHY were you arrested? 

10. Did you,  

a) Participate in the fight that took place in Mathebe? 

i) Were these members of the BNP Youth League known to you or the 

villagers? 

ii)  Were they alone or did they have any assistance? 

iii)  What led to the fight? 

iv) Was the fight provoked or unprovoked? 

v) For how long did the fight last? 

vi) What kind of weapons did they use? And what kind of weapons did you 

use to fight back? 

11. Narrate how you got arrested. 

12. After you arrest, what happened? Were you detained?  

13. If yes, why were you detained? 

14. Which prison did they take you? 

15. For how long were you in detention? 

16. Why were you detained for that long? 
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17. How were your experiences during your detention? (Were you tortured or ill-treated?) 

Why? 

18. What consequences resulted from your detention?  

19. What worried you while in detention? 
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