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Chief Jonathan . . . 

controversial career . 

Jonathan’s gamble 
# 

By PATRICK LAURENCE 
  

THE Lesotho Prime 

Minister, Chief Leabua 

Jonathan, has taken the 
most critical gamble in 
his long and controver- 
sial political career by 

inviting five communist 

countries, including the 

Soviet Union and Red 
China, to open embas- 
sies in Maseru. 

He has gambled that 

the pending arrival of 

communist diplomats 

will not remove one of 

the most important pil- 

lars of his government 

— the Roman Catholic 
Church in Lesotho, 

which has the alle- 

giance of about 40 per- 

cent of the Lesotho’s 

more than 1,2-million 

people. i 
Tl‘;e Roman Catholic 

hurch was a vital fac- 
tor in the surprise victo- 

ry of Chief Jonathan’s 

Basotho National Party 

(BNP) in the pre-inde- 

ndence elections of 
1965 which enabled 
Chief Jonathan to as- 

sume power when Leso- 
tho became 
independent in October 
1966. : 
The BNP was pre- 

ferred by the Church be- 
cause of its moderate 
conservatism and — 
more specifically — be- 
cause of its strong 
stance against not only 

communism per se, but 

also against the opening 
of communist embassies 
in Maseru. 1 
The Church remained 

largely supportive — or, 
at any rate, benevolent- 
ly neutral — after Chief 
Jonathan’s controversial 
decision to call off the   1 
avoid defeat at the polls 

by the then radically in- 
clined opposition Basu- 
toland Congress Party 

CP). 
From 1970 onwards 

Chief Jonathan, who 
had been favoured by 
Pretoria as well as the 
Roman Catholic Church 
in the 1960s for his 
“moderate pragmatism”, 
began to adopt an in- 

  

creasingly hostile atti- 
tude towards South 
Africa. 
Associated with that 

change was a gradual 

switch in foreign policy, 

which took Lesotho into 

the non-aligned bloc of 
nations and saw the evo- 
lution of ties of friend- 
ship with communist 

countries. 
The process led to vis- 

its by Lesotho students 

and officials to Moscow 
and, eventually, to the 
establishment of diplo- 
matic relations with the 
Soviet Union and Cuba. 
Although there were 

signs of concern in the 
Roman Catholic Church 
at this, and. at the in- 

creasingly bloody civil 
war in Lesotho between 
Chief Jonathan’s follow- 

ers and those of his 
arch-rival, Mr Ntsu Mok- 
hehle, the Church re- 
mained broadly 

  
supportive of the BNP - 

But the situation has 
changed  in recent 

weeks, with Chief Jona- 
than’s tour of five com- 
munist countries and 
his subsequent an- 
nouncement that he had 
invited the Soviet 
Union, China, North Ko- 
rea, Rumania and Yu- 

goslavia to open 
embassies in Maseru. 

Several factors com- 
bined to make this a 
new dimension in Le- 
sotho’s fereign policy. 
Although Lesatho had 
established diplomatic 
ties with. communist 
countries earlier, it was 
through accredited com- 
munist ampassadors 
based elsewhere. The 
Soviet ambassador, for 
example, was based in 
Maputo. } 
Now, however, they   

  

would open embassies 

| ral election to - 

.formation, Mr 
‘lapo. A former Minister 

in Maseru itself, a criti- 

cal factor in the view of 

some Basotho. The 
opening. of communist 

embassies would, more- 

over, not take place 
gradually but with 

seemingly dramatic sud- 
denness. The Soviet 
Union, China and North 
Korea are due to open 
embassies in the next 
six months, with Ruma- 
nia and Yugoslavia 
scheduled to follow suit 
next year. : 
Associated with the 

apparently reckless 
haste to consolidate and 
extend ties with commu- 
nist countries was the 
discernible swiftness 
with which ties with 
strongly anti-communist 
countries were severed, 
notably Taiwan and 
South Korea. { 

In what.seemed to be 
calculatedly insulting 
language to Taiwan, one 
of the first countries to 
establish an embassy in 
Lesotho, Chief Jonathan 
spoke scathingly about 
wanting diplomatic re- 

lations with “big boys” 
(China) and not “small 
boys” (Taiwan). 
The Roman Catholic 

Church has signalled its 
unease over these de- 
velopments in its jour- 
nal, ‘‘Moeletsi oa 
‘Rasotho.” The journal 
purposely highlighted 
statements by Chief 
Jonathan when he was 
still opposed to ties with 
communist countries. 

. Another repercussion 
of the imminent arrival 
of communist diplomats 
has been the resigna- 
tion from the Lesotho 
Cabinet of the Minister 
of Broadcasting and In- 

C D Mo- 

Foreign Affairs and a 
confidant of the power- 
ful ishop Paul 
Khoarai, of Leribe, Mr 
Molapo labelled com- 
munists ‘“apostles of 
atheism” and lamented 
that Chief Jonathan, * 
who he regards as a 
great man, had made a 
tragic mistake. 
There is another and 

equally important ele- 
ment to Chief Jona- 
than’s gamble. Since 
1970 Chief Jonathan has 
played a skilful game of 
brinkmanship  with 
South Africa, on which 
Lesotho is totally de- 
pendent economically. 
But he may now have 
misread the state of 
play. 

After he aborted the 
1970 election Chief 
Jonathan adopted an in- 
creasingly hostile atti- 
tude towards Pretoria, 
partly, his opponents 
maintain, to-give his 
“minority regime” a de- 
gree of legitimacy by 
hitching it to the anti- 
apartheid bandwagon. 
Chief Jonathan was 

careful, however, to 
maintain a delicate bal- 
ance: He was sufficient- 
ly hostile to win 
international sympathy 
and financial aid for his 
impoverished country — 
but not so hostile as to 
provoke his powerful 
neigbhour into action 
which could bring his 
regime down. 

is game of brink- 
manship involved cor- 
dial relations with the 
banned “African 
National Congress. It 
nearly ended disas- 
trously last December 
when South African 
commandos raided 
Maseru and again a 
month ago when the 
South African Police 
imposed a partial block- 
ade in retaliation for 
the suspected involve- 
ment of Lesotho-based 
ANC insurgents in a 
Bloemfontein bomb 
blast. 

Since then working re- 
lations have apparently 
been restored following 
a meeting between the 
South African and Leso- 
tho Foreign Ministers 
on June 3. iH : 
But Chief Jonathan 

cannot be sure that the 
actual arrival of commu- 
nist diplomats will not 
shift the balance in the 
South African cabinet 
in favour of fresh dras- 
tic action — in spite of 
any assurances South 
African Foreign Minis- 
ter Pik Botha may have 
given his counterpart, 
Mr Evaristus Sekhon- 
yana, on June 3. 
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