
 
 

 

 

Gender Dimension of the 2012 Lesotho 

National Assembly Elections Outcome 

 

 

 

By 

 

 

 

Mrs. Libakiso Matlho 
 

 

 

Mrs. Libakiso Matlho is the National Coordinator at Women and 

Law in Southern Africa Research and Education Trust – Lesotho 

(WLSA). She is an Advocate, a former Lecturer at NUL and a 

renowned human rights and women’s rights scholar and gender 

activist. 

 
  



 
 

Introduction 
 

“Throughout Africa, women are preparing themselves for 

greater and better political participation. They are inviting 

the men folk to seize the opportunity and embrace true 

democracy and good governance by opening up political 

systems to women minorities. There can be no turning back… 

this is the call of history…The question is: on which side will 

you be caught, for change, or for resisting change?” 

(Byanyima, W., 1996) 

 

This paper examines the gender dimension of the Lesotho National Assembly Elections 

Outcome of May 26th 2012. It critically looks into the impact of “zebra” listing used in 

the Proportional Representation (PR) seats allocation as an attempt to achieve gender 

parity in politics. In doing so, the paper provides an analysis of whether the objective has 

been achieved reading from the picture of the 2012 Lesotho Parliament and Cabinet. The 

paper concludes by examining challenges and opportunities for women entering politics 

and provides strategies for change. 

 

The context and background to commitment and activism in favour of gendered 

democracy in Lesotho draws its mandate from global, continental, regional and national 

frameworks. All of these provide a basis for a linkage between good governance and 

embracing of gender equality as a means of achieving sustainable democracy.  The 

worldwide frameworks include but are not limited to; the Universal Charter of Human 

Rights (UDHR,1948), the Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination 

against Women (CEDAW, 1995), the Vienna Human Rights Declaration, Beijing 

Platform for Action and the most recently adopted Beijing +10 Framework.  The 

continental framework includes the Protocol to the African Charter on Human and 

People’s Rights on the Rights of Women, New Partnership for Africa’s Development 

(NEPAD).  Regionally, there is the Southern African Development Cooperation (SADC) 



 
 

is o Protocol on Gender and Development (2008). By signing and ratifying this 

document1, Lesotho re- affirmed gender equality as a fundamental human right.  

 

At national level, there is constitutional, institutional, policy and legal frameworks that 

embrace gender equality.  Suffice to say, there are still challenges facing Lesotho in 

entrenching gender equality principles fully in democratic and developmental processes. 

United Nations (UN) (OSAGI, 2001) defines Gender Equality as; a state of women and 

men, girls and boys having equal rights, responsibilities and status.  It denotes equal 

access and control over resources and opportunities, equal participation in politics and 

decision-making positions as well as welfare.  Further, the Beijing Platform for Action 

(BPFA) - (1995) provides that equality between men and women is a matter of human 

rights, a condition for social justice, development and peace.  It goes further to show that 

a transformed partnership based on equality is a condition for people-centred sustainable 

development.   

 

BPFA calls on states to take measures to ensure women’s equal access to, and full 

participation in decision-making processes by creating a gender balance in government 

and administration; integrating women into political parties, increasing women’s capacity 

to participate in decision-making and leadership as well as increasing women’s 

participation in the electoral processes and political activities.   

 

Similarly, effectiveness of women in politics is defined as the capacity of women 

politicians to mobilize support in their parties for their power (IPS, 2008). The question 

to raise is; Who are the majority? Women often do form a “critical mass” in the 

membership of political parties and as voters. But the power of their numbers is often 

leveraged by men to maintain power. Some arguments point out that the involvement of 

women in all aspects of political life produces more equitable societies and delivers a 

stronger and more representative democracy (Inter Press Service Africa, 2007).  

 

 

                                                
1 Lesotho signed the SADC Protocol on Gender and Development in 2008 and ratified it in 2010 



 
 

Section 30 of the National Assembly Act of 2011 mandates political parties registered 

with Independent Electoral Commission (IEC) to ‘facilitate the full participation by 

women… in all political activities on the basis of equality’. Perhaps pursuant to this legal 

provision Lesotho has shown considerable degree of effort to promote women 

representation and participation in all spheres of political game.  

 

The 2012 National Assembly Elections Outcome 

The National Assembly Electoral Act, 2011 requires that all political parties contesting 

Proportional Representation (PR) elections had to submit ‘zebra’ party lists to IEC; 

Section 47 (2) (b) states that political parties shall “arrange the candidates in order of 

preference from top to bottom, with a female or male candidate immediately followed by 

a candidate of the opposite sex; and (c) include equal numbers of women and men”.  

 

On May 26th 2012, Lesotho held the 7th National Assembly Elections since her 

independence in 1966. There are 80 constituencies upon which candidates contested 

elections on the First- Past –the- Post (FPTP) Model. On the other hand, there are 40 

seats allocated under the PR Model. In the 2012 elections, at least 18 political parties 

participated.  A total of 237 women against 807 men contested the elections. This 

translates into 22.7 percent of female candidates against 72.2 percent of male candidates.  

 

Of those 237 women candidates, only 13 (16.3 percent) won in the FPTP.  Another 18 

(women-45 percent) got into Parliament through the PR. The two top political parties 

with the largest number of women in parliament are Democratic Congress (DC) and 

Lesotho Congress for Democracy (LCD) with 11 each, followed by All Basotho 

Convention (ABC) with 5 women. These are followed by Basotho National Party (BNP) 

with 2. Lastly are the National Independent Party (NIP) and Popular Front for Democracy 

(PFD) with 1 woman each.  This is indicated by Table 1. 

 
 

 

 

 



 
 

Table 1: Number of women and men in the 2012 National Assembly by party 
Party Women Men Total 

LCD 11 15 26 

DC 11 37 48 

ABC 5 25 30 

BNP 2 3 5 

NIP 1 1 2 

PFD 1 2 3 

OTHERS 0 6 6 

Total  31 89 120 

 

What becomes clear from Table 1 is the fact that there has been a slight increase of 

women in the 2012 Parliament compared to the number of women after the 2007 

National Assembly elections (that is 27.5 percent and 25 percent respectively). It is also 

worth noting to indicate that in all the political parties that contested the 2012 National 

Assembly Elections, they are all led by men. Again, looking at the PR “zebra” party lists 

submitted to IEC, the top candidates were all men. This shows that if the leader of a 

political party had lost in the FPTP Model, definitely he was still going to get a 

parliamentary seat through the PR on the basis of being strategically placed at the top of 

party list (PR). This is true looking at the leader of BNP.  

 

 

  



 
 

Table 2 FPTP Model vs. the PR gender the outcome of 2012 election results  

Proportional 

Representation 

(PR) 

% First Past The Post 

(FPTP) 

% Total MPs % 

Men  22 55% Men 65 81.2% Men  87 72.5% 

Women 18 45% Women  15 18.7% Women  33 27.5% 

Total 40 100% Total 80 100% Total  120 100% 

 

Table 2 probes debates such as; what is keeping women out? Are women equally capable 

of leadership? The answer is yes, women do have capacity to lead. A number of studies 

have shown that once women enter spheres of power, they act as ‘exemplars’ (Lowe-

Morna, 2004). Unfortunately, in Lesotho, like in many countries of the world, women are 

still denied opportunities to occupy leadership positions.  

 

On a positive note, Yes, the “zebra” listing of candidates in PR has proven that 

affirmative action can assist the country to attain gender equality. The 45 percent of 

women in PR against the 18.7 percent of women in FPTP models bears evidence to that.  

 

Cabinet is another sphere of decision –making in which it is theoretically relatively easy 

to say “ring up the changes” since heads of government have the opportunity to ‘leeway’ 

their inner team (Gender Links, 2010). 
 

Table 3: Lesotho 2012 Cabinet Ministers and Assistance Ministers 

Cabinet Ministers Assistant Ministers 

 No. Percentage  No.  Percentage 

Men  18 78.2% Men 4 57.1% 

Women 5 21.7% Women 3 42.8% 

Total 23 100% Total 7 100% 

 

Yet, it is reiterated that lack of political will is another impediment towards achieving a 

balanced gender equality especially at the highest level of governance to transform 

decision-making at all levels such as in governance and cabinet. As of writing this paper, 

the 2012 Lesotho Cabinet stands as follows; women ministers count to 21.7 percent while 



 
 

men ministers count to 78.2 percent. It is a ‘worrying’ picture if at this level, it is still 

difficult for Lesotho to have at least 50 percent women in high levels of decision making 

despite the Country topping the ranking of all African States and being position nine 

globally of countries that have closed gender inequality between men and women (Global 

Gender Gap Index 2011 Scores).   

 

Another challenge presented by the outcome of this Cabinet is that, at the moment one 

can safely argue that Lesotho will not be able to meet the target set out in the SADC 

Protocol on Gender and Development (Article.12). This is because the Protocol requires 

all States Parties to have attained 50 percent representation of women in decision-making 

positions by 20152.    

 

The BPFA argues; 

‘Women’s equal participation in decision –making is not only a demand for 

simple justice or democracy but can also be seen as a necessary condition for 

women’s interests to be taken into account. Achieving the goal of equal 

participation of women and men in decision-making will provide a balance 

that more accurately reflects the composition of society and is needed in order 

to strengthen democracy and promote its proper functioning’.(BPFA, 1995) 

 

Looking critically at the ministries allocated to women, the question often raised is 

whether women have capacity to lead the so-called ‘tough’ and ‘powerful’ ministries as 

opposed to the so- called ‘soft’ and ‘easy’ ministries? After appointment of ministers and 

assistant ministers, curiosity then shifted onto the portfolios allocated to women. 

Interestingly, two women lead the traditionally male dominated ministries. These are the 

Minister for Works and Transport and Assistant Minister for Finance. Women are said to 

be sympathetic and caring, is this the reason why they are in the Ministries of Tourism 

and Environment; Social Development and Cooperation; Health and Home Affairs? Or 

was this allocation based on merit of each individual Minister/Assistant Minister?  

                                                
2 Next national assembly elections for Lesotho (under normal circumstances and hopefully so) can only be 
held in 2017 



 
 

 

Indeed, while that choice may have advantages because everyone will have that ‘homely 

environment’ in those ministries led by women, it is argued that, that should not be the 

only basic reason why women do not go to other ministries. It is time to change 

perceptions and mind-sets in terms of assigning roles and responsibilities by gender. Men 

and women should be given equal opportunities to lead any ministry as long as a person 

commits to operate with a vision and mission that will bring expected results for 

advancement of democracy and human development.  

 
Table 4: Proportion of men and women Senators, 2012 

Principal Chiefs Nominated Members TOTAL SENATORS 

 No. Percentage  No.  Percentage  No. % 

Men  18 18.8% Men 6 54.5% Men 24 72.7% 

Women 4 18.1% Women 5 45.4% Women  9 27.2% 

Total 22 100% Total 11 100% Total 33 100% 

 

Table 4 shows the number of men and women Senators after the May 26th 2012 

Elections. These comprise of 22 Principal Chiefs and 11 members nominated by the King 

on the advice of the Prime Minister. Of the total number (33) of Senators, women make 

up 27.2 percent while men make 72.7 percent.  Though not bigger enough, the number of 

women Senators has relatively grown from 18 percent in 2007 to 27.2 percent in 2012.  

 

Considering the fact that women in Lesotho make up over half of the populations 

(Census, 2006), one would have expected that figure to be mirrored in the political 

leadership representation.  This is despite the fact that the current government is led by 

coalition of 3 political parties (ABC, LCD and BNP)  and most importantly, literacy rates 

for women are comparatively higher than that of men (Lesotho CEDAW Report, 2010) – 

it shows that this fact does not necessarily translate into empowerment  

 

 

 

 



 
 

Challenges and Opportunities:  

Resources play an important role in ensuring the presence of women in leadership 

positions.  This is particularly true for political leadership positions. This is an area where 

a candidate would have to make investments in financial and time resources. Yet for most 

women, even in instances where they earn higher income, they are often dependent on 

their husbands on financial matters. This makes it difficult therefore for women to freely 

invest their resources in politics.  

 

In addition to financial resources limitation, there is the issue of time required for women 

to adequately prepare for public office.  Women shy away from leadership positions 

because of the demands that are usually made on a leader’s time.  This is especially 

problematic as women are the ones who are settled almost exclusively with the 

reproductive role and care of their families.    In this role they have, on a daily basis, to 

perform many chores that are time consuming.  Many women play multiple functions of 

being mothers, wives, career women and sometimes bread-winners in the family.  This 

leaves them with little time to effectively perform these roles and still leave enough time 

to be able to participate in public activities such as campaigning for elections. For a 

woman to make strategic choices between running for a public office and taking care of 

her family may become a major challenge. If there was equitable distribution of 

reproductive roles, this would ease off the burden from women and hence leave them 

some free time to invest in activities that will enhance their chances of attaining political 

recognition. 

 

Similarly, women do not usually get support from other women and men, but instead 

attract criticism and hostility.  In this environment the expectation is that women would 

fail as they are regarded as lacking in managerial and decision making qualities which 

would result in lowering of standards.  This is compounded by bringing in of 

stereotypical character traits which portray women as emotional, sensitive and weak. 

These arguments against inclusion of women are said to safeguard the decision making 

standards.  The effect of this perception of women is that they are judged much harsher 

than men on what they can deliver in these positions.   



 
 

 

Another factor which presents a challenge for women to participate in politics and 

decision making is that of security.  This could be viewed at two levels, namely safety 

and job security.  Safety and security for women emerge especially during campaigns for 

elections.  Job security determines the calibre of women candidates who will compete for 

leadership.  Lack of safety for women in Lesotho, for instance against gender based 

violence, is an issue as evidenced by the high numbers of court cases of violence against 

women.  This has negative implications on women’s ability to freely move about and 

make preparations for processes such as election campaigning.  This is unfortunate as 

political candidates require a lot of travel which at times may entail travel on foot in their 

constituencies.  Because of the endemic problem of violence against women, women 

candidates by virtue of being women; are vulnerable to sexual and other forms of 

violence.  This fact might limit a woman candidate’s chances of popularizing herself and 

her political party.   

 

The other problematic area is that of security of tenure for those women who are 

employed.  The requirement in Lesotho is that people who stand for elections have to 

resign from their job positions, and this fact makes it difficult for women especially to 

give up their jobs in order to stand for elections. This is evidenced through the High 

Court Case (CIV/APN/ 281/2012 – ABC, LCD, BNP vs. Clerk of National Assembly and 3 

Others) which ultimately ruled in favour of the Applicants. This has the effect of 

excluding some of the professional women who might want to participate in politics but 

at the same time be unwilling to jeopardize their job security.  

 

It is clear that challenges and issues affecting women’s effective participation are many 

and complex.  The fact that they cut across the social, cultural, economic, political and 

legal system makes it difficult to speedily address all of them at once. However, action 

can be taken to address some of these changes immediately such as provision of 

resources, education and awareness. Admittedly, some issues like attitudes will take some 

time to change but with political will and continuous education a lot more can be 

achieved.  



 
 

 

Strategies for Change 

To address the challenges of women’s participation in decision-making short and long 

term strategies have to be adopted.  For the long term, an investment has to be made to 

target girl children with political empowerment programmes. This will ensure that 

Lesotho will in the future have more women who fully understand and appreciate 

dynamics involved in politics and can readily go into decision making positions.  This 

investment should be coupled with mentoring of girl-children to prepare them for 

leadership and arm them with the necessary skills.  In this regard one strategy could be 

setting up of children’s parliament such as World Vision- Lesotho children’s programme 

where children hold sessions on issues that affect them emulating what happens in real 

parliament.  Efforts such as this one should specifically target girl-children. 

 

Another strategy could be setting up institutions or transforming existing ones to offer 

leadership and mentoring courses to girl-children building up on their confidence and 

communications skills.   

  

Further, the level of transformation is in the socially constructed culture of politics in 

Lesotho.  Politics need a transformation to be appropriately perceived as a mechanism for 

allocation and distribution of resources rather than the current picture of a struggle for 

power for the sake of it.  Transformation has to extend to the language of peace and 

reconciliation which does not presently characterize the nature of party politics.    

 

In addition, it is crucial to build, encourage and support women who venture into public 

decision making and politics.  The public scrutiny women have to withstand for having 

the courage to break into a domain that is regarded as male can make women refuse to 

take over leadership roles or positions in public offices.  It is therefore important to 

change the mindset of the public and instead portray such women into heroes or build a 

positive image of women who are in power.  Here the media can play an important role. 

For things to change, there must be a political will to put in place at all levels, policies 



 
 

and guidelines to support and include marginal groups such as women to take up 

positions of leadership and decision making. 

 

Capacity building is a key component of empowerment of women in leadership and 

decision-making.  This can be in the form of training on gender issues and how they can 

best be articulated. Again capacity building is needed in confidence building and 

communication skills for women aspiring to enter into decision making positions and 

those who are already in.  While women do have these skills, as they are necessary on 

their day to day interaction in the arena where they are located, they do need to be 

sharpened for appropriateness in the public arena.  Capacity building would benefit 

women who are already in power as well as those who are being encouraged to take up 

positions of leadership.  This training is necessary so that women can perform well and 

hence dispel the myth that including women will result in the dropping of standards.  To 

be effective, this training has to be continuous rather than a once off event.  

 

Another driver to enhancing women’s participation in decision-making is the need for 

concerted efforts of community based organization (CBOs), Non- Governmental 

Organizations (NGOs), government, donor community, civil society and the public.  

Each of these stakeholders has an important contribution to make in improving the status 

of women in the political space. 

 

It goes without saying to salute NGOs for their important role in increasing women’s 

capacity to take leadership positions such as Women and Law in Southern Africa- WLSA 

through lobbying and advocacy programmes for prospective women parliamentarians 

where they are equipped with leadership, advocacy, lobbying and campaign management 

skills. The same goes for the Federation of Women Lawyers (FIDA) which conducts 

programmes on voter education and political empowerment for women.                                

 

 

 

 



 
 

Conclusion  

The SADC Gender and Development Protocol 2008, provides a good basis for women’s 

gender activists who are feeding into the mainstream and therefore contributing to 

transformation of the gender agenda  in the political sphere. Serious attempts need to be 

taken in order to invigorate the women’s movement so that support to women’s entry into 

political decision-making and also for providing checks and balances.  Mentoring of 

young women to take up leadership challenges is another pillar upon which increased 

participation and representation of women in high levels of political decision making 

could be strengthened. Empowerment programs are key at early stages of women’s lives, 

and there is need to raise consciousness on reproductive responsibility - sharing between 

men and women.  

 

In is concluded that there are still challenges regarding women’s participation and 

representation in high levels of political decision -making. My contention is that women 

can and do make a difference in the public spaces. They need to be given equal 

opportunities as men to occupy leadership positions. The “zebra” listing of party 

candidates in PR has resulted in the higher number of women getting into the National 

Assembly. 
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