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THE RISE AND FALL OF 
AFRICAN INDIGENOUS 
ENTREPRENEURS’ 
ECONOMIC SOLIDARITY IN 
LESOTHO, 1966–1975

SEAN MALIEHE

ABSTRACT: This article examines the rise and fall of African indigenous entre-
preneurs’ economic solidarity in Lesotho between 1966 (independence) and 
1975. It rebuts the historical metanarrative that the black African indigenous 
entrepreneurs (the Basotho) lacked adequate entrepreneurial spirit, business 
acumen and economic solidarity. Using historical records and oral histories, this 
article demonstrates that there is sufficient historical evidence to argue oth-
erwise. Rather, Basotho traders became victims of sinister political and eco-
nomic interests of the first postcolonial government, which acted to protect 
interests of minority European traders—a common phenomenon in postcolonial 
Africa. Furthermore, the article makes two significant contributions—first to the 
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growing literature on the history of African business and entrepreneurship, and 
secondly, it uses the constructed economic history of Basotho entrepreneurs 
to critique the dominant nationalistic and geo-political view that Lesotho’s po-
sition as landlocked by South Africa is predominantly responsible for the coun-
try’s sluggish economic growth, poverty and lack of economic independence.

Introduction

Through European encounters and colonial design in the nineteenth cen-
tury, like other indigenous southern African communities, Lesotho’s1 pre-
colonial economic independence was undermined in order to turn it into 
a reservoir of cheap labor.2 After independence in 1966, its historical posi-
tion as the main supplier of labor to South African mines steadily declined. 
In the 1970s, there were approximately 130,000 Basotho employed in the 
mines. By the 1980s, this number had declined to 50,000. More Basotho 
were retrenched from the 1990s onwards, and by 2011, there were only 
about 40,000 employed in the mines.3 In 1966, the country’s population 
was estimated at 976,000.4 Around 70% of Basotho rural households de-
pended on migrant remittances.5 By the 2000s, the country’s demograph-
ics had changed rapidly and the population had reached about 2 million.6

In the local economy, commerce was the major pillar. When job oppor-
tunities dwindled in South African mines, commerce became an economic 
refuge for many ordinary Basotho—the black African indigenous people of 
Lesotho. Unlike other African countries, agriculture could not offer much 
beyond subsistence and sporadic small-scale cash production. Lesotho is a 
highly mountainous country and its small arable lands have experienced 
rapid human settlement and urbanization. In the nineteenth century, the 
country lost its vast territories to the Afrikaner settlers. This conquered 
territory forms South Africa’s modern Free State province.7 To create the 
territory into a “labour reserve,” colonial authorities effectively under-
mined Basotho’s agriculture.8 In the nineteenth century, Lesotho emerged 
as the major supplier of grain to South African mines after the discovery 
of minerals. However, industrial labor demands forced colonial authori-
ties to undermine Basotho’s agricultural pursuits and economic indepen-
dence. Colin Murray argues that by the 1920s, Lesotho could no longer 
be described as an agricultural society as it shifted from being a “granary” 
to a “labor reserve” by colonial design.9 No wonder postcolonial efforts to 
develop agriculture continuously failed. James Ferguson’s Anti-politics Ma-
chine explored this extensively.10
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Commerce, public transport business (buses and kombis) and the infor-
mal economy (street trading) became the people’s path to economic salva-
tion. However, commerce was monopolized by foreign traders: Europeans, 
Indians and East Asians—Taiwanese, Shanghainese and Fujianese who are 
indiscriminately referred to as the “Chinese.”11 This paper focuses mainly 
on formal business enterprises, which Basotho could not penetrate eas-
ily. The Basotho faced a myriad of challenges in local business. Predomi-
nantly, they experienced problems of access to credit, supply of stock and 
equipment, discriminatory laws,12 poor business infrastructure, lack of in-
formation and poor business opportunities.13 Women in business suffered 
more. In addition to these problems, women faced challenges of gender 
discriminatory laws, influence of socio-cultural issues, isolation from busi-
ness networks, as well as household responsibilities that culminated in the 
“home-work conflict” phenomenon.14

The government of Lesotho categorizes the majority of Basotho-
operated businesses as small-to-medium enterprises (SMEs). Small-sized 
businesses employ between one and three people while medium-sized 
businesses employ between ten and fifty people.15 Basotho’s businesses 
are in the following areas: retail (the largest), service, manufacturing, 
agro-processing, tourism, professional, financial and commercial farming 
sectors. These businesses comprise 85% of Lesotho’s local business. As of 
2008, there were an estimated 100,000 SMEs in Lesotho employing about 
300,000 Basotho. Out of the percentage that Basotho occupy in local busi-
ness, more prosperous Basotho constitutes only 15%. 16

To insert themselves in the economy, the majority of Basotho have 
historically formed associations, cooperatives and other voluntary self-
organized economic groups like rotating credit groups, popularly referred 
to as “stokvels.” There is renewed energy and interest in the role of busi-
ness associations in contemporary Africa, particularly due to the exclusive 
impact of neoliberalism. They offer support and advancement of common 
economic interests of the largely marginalized indigenous entrepreneurs.17 
However, Basotho’s entrepreneurship and business history is obscured. 
Little is known about their economic activities, particularly, the role of 
self-organized economic organization as strategies that they employ to 
insert themselves into and survive in the local business. This paper is sig-
nificant because (a) it attempts to fill this lacuna in literature by providing 
the history of the rise and fall of Basotho traders’ economic solidarity in 
the first decade after independence, and (b) it expands debates surround-
ing Lesotho’s geopolitical position in the region that the country cannot 
develop an independent local economy due to South Africa’s economic he-
gemony. Totally surrounded by South Africa, the country has a paradoxical 
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national economy; it also depends on revenues from the Southern African 
Customs Union (SACU), remittances from South African mines, foreign aid 
and foreign direct investment. The country virtually imports everything 
from South Africa. It is no surprise that the country has been labeled as 
the “shadow state,” a “dependent state” or a “labour reserve,” just to name 
a few.18

This nationalistic approach to economic independence as national self-
sufficiency is limited. While not being naïve about power and hierarchies 
between states, economies depend on each. “Ours is an age of money. If 
human society has any unity at this time it is as a world ‘market.’ There 
is nothing wrong with people exchanging goods and services as equals. 
Markets are indispensable to the extension of society,” argues Keith Hart.19 
Politics, on the other hand, are often trapped in locality; they are territo-
rial. The dominant form of political organization around nation-states in 
the modern world is typified by staunch notions of national consciousness 
that often contradict economic pragmatism—as metaphorically expressed 
in the adage: “money knows no bounds.” There is also nothing wrong with 
people having a form of identity, political organization and a sense of be-
longing—in all its forms and extensions. However, we need to recognize 
that some formations, in certain conjunctures, can become barriers but not 
means through which societies may organize and exchange effectively.

In their respective localities, people produce and exchange goods and 
services amongst themselves. Various geographical regions offer different 
commodities that make economic interdependence indispensable.20 The 
case of Basotho’s bulk-buying cooperative (“Thekommoho”) and the “Makro 
deal” chronicled in this paper will attest to that. Through these organiza-
tions, Basotho traders took advantage of South Africa’s economic position 
to cut the European intermediaries (middleman) and confront foreign 
traders’ monopoly of the local economy by importing goods directly from 
South African-based manufacturers and wholesalers. The history of these 
organizations examined in this paper demonstrates how the postcolonial 
state collaborated with European traders to undermine the majority of Ba-
sotho entrepreneurs. Therefore, these internal dynamics should be taken 
into consideration.

This paper is organized into four sections following the introduction. 
The first section reviews literature on African business and entrepreneur-
ship history while the second provides a summarized background of colo-
nial commerce in Lesotho from 1870 to 1966. The third section accounts 
for the rise of Basotho traders’ economic solidarity as encapsulated in 
the formation of the Basotho Traders Association and their bulk-buying 
cooperative, “Thekommoho.” The last section examines the collapse of 
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Basotho entrepreneurs’economic solidarity ten years after independence. 
The section is divided into two sub-sections; the first explores the collapse 
of “Thekommoho,” while the second examines the failure of the “Makro 
Deal,” which was Basotho traders’ attempt to partner with a South African 
wholesaler (Makro Cash and Carry) after the collapse of their cooperative.

Literature Review: African Entrepreneurship 
and Business History Debates

This paper makes a contribution to the growing literature on African busi-
ness and entrepreneurship by historians. Reviewing literature on business 
history in Africa, Robert Tignor observed: “In spite of the impact of busi-
ness firms on the African continent, relatively little work has been done on 
uncovering the history of these firms or of the people who founded and ran 
them.”22 Scholars that have worked on firms in Africa focused on European 
firms and less on indigenous African business.23 For decades now, debates 
on African entrepreneurship and business have been hotly contested. There 
have been scholars who argue that African entrepreneurship has demon-
strated poor performance due to a lack of adequate entrepreneurial spirit, 
business acumen and a spirit of solidarity (unity or mutual cooperation 
against common challenges). They argued that indigenous business owners 
lacked economic rationality; they did not perform well in business because 
they supported huge extended families and wanted to please family mem-
bers with business resources. They also advance that indigenous business 
owners pursued economically imprudent “hand-to-mouth” management 
practices, which hindered them from saving, reinvesting and expanding 
their businesses. Finally, these scholars also maintained that indigenous 
business owners participated in business for prestige and status inflation, 
rather than the aim of maximizing profits.24

Scholars who disagreed with these views have emphasized the difficult 
and complex political-economic environments in which indigenous busi-
ness owners had to operate under during the colonial and postcolonial pe-
riods.25 For example, in Zimbabwe, M. J. M. Sibanda used the case study of 
bus operators in the rural periphery of Salisbury (now Harare) to challenge 
colonial stereotypes and modernization perceptions of the development 
of African business. He demonstrates that in cases where colonial institu-
tional constraints were less developed, African business owners displayed 
better economic performance.26 In his study of the rise of the middle-class 
in Zimbabwe, Michael O. West demonstrated that African business own-
ers experienced difficulties because of the colonial economic setup and 
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hostility, which prevented them from emerging as a defined economic 
class.27 This binary comes as no surprise; Africanists and revisionist histo-
rians sought to rebut misconceptions of African entrepreneurs as well as 
the positioning, activities and impact of European firms as facilitators of 
exploitation of African economies and advancement of imperial interests.28

Interest in African entrepreneurship and business increased with de-
colonization and postcolonial ambitions to indigenize African economies. 
Various African governments approached the indigenization of economies 
differently at independence; some became very radical like Idi Amin of 
Uganda, who expelled more than 70,000 Indian traders from that country 
in the early 1970s.29 Lesotho and other governments adopted more stra-
tegic ways of ensuring that Africans would take a leadership role in their 
economies after independence. For example, the Nigerian government 
promulgated laws in 1972 and 1977 to restrict and manage foreign busi-
ness activities in the country in various sectors of the economy.30 Such eco-
nomic indigenization strategies were “motivated by the perception that ten 
years of independence had not lessened the economic dominance of both 
Western multinational corporations and the Middle Eastern (mostly Leb-
anese) family companies.” As a result, “Nigerian businessmen complained 
they were being discriminated against and could not access bank credit to 
finance their expansions,” while on the other hand, “state officials worried 
that foreign companies were not reinvesting their profits in the economy.”31 
As it turned out, such policies were a “little disguised grab by the political 
elite of profitable private companies, and the rhetoric of economic nation-
alism was perfunctory and superficial.”32

In Lesotho, literature on the history of business and entrepreneurship 
is still in its infancy. Two books have been published about the history of 
the European business activities in Lesotho.33 They trace the origins and 
success of Frasers Limited, which was established by two brothers—Don-
ald and Douglas Fraser—who first arrived in Lesotho in the late 1870s. 
However, the history provided is one-sided as it is about European entre-
preneurs. Another business group which has attracted more scholarly at-
tention in recent years has been the Chinese business migrants in Lesotho. 
Mothusi Turner and Terence McNamee carried out research on the activi-
ties of the Chinese in Lesotho. Turner focused his study on Lesotho itself,34 
while McNamee studied Chinese economic activities in the local economies 
in southern Africa which included Lesotho.35 Both scholars focused on 
how the Fujianese migrants dominated local economies in southern Africa 
through transnational economic networks based on kinship relations. They 
also explored complex dynamics, which their business activities have pro-
duced in the local economies.36
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Motlatsi Thabane’s chapter on “Aspects of the Colonial Economy and 
Society, 1868–1966” in Essays on Aspects of the Political Economy of Leso-
tho, 1500–2000 traces the broader economic history of colonial Lesotho. 
He argues that Lesotho’s commerce was dominated by European traders 
who, together with the colonial government, strategically excluded Baso-
tho from commerce by restricting their access to trading licenses. Those 
Basotho who finally broke into local business circles faced problems of ac-
cess to credit and supply of stock in their businesses. As a corollary to this, 
Thabane argues that Basotho traders established “Thekommoho” to buy 
stock in bulk from South African manufacturers and wholesalers together. 
However, it collapsed under complex political and economic factors, to-
gether with many of Basotho’s businesses.37 This paper unpacks the rise 
and collapse of this cooperative in greater depth.

In the International Handbook of Research on Indigenous Entrepreneur-
ship, published in 2007, Léo Paul Dana’s chapter on Basotho’s culture and 
entrepreneurship in Lesotho aimed to evaluate the impact of culture on 
entrepreneurship in the country. The author argued that culture plays a 
vital role in Basotho’s entrepreneurial initiative. In Lesotho, business and 
exchange of wealth are intricately interwoven with culture. As a result, eco-
nomic rationality and private property, which are prerequisites for capi-
talistic accumulation, are compromised. He argued that the Basotho have 
difficulties exchanging their property for profit because they attach more 
cultural values rather than exchange values to their property.38

The current paper makes a contribution to the emerging field of African 
entrepreneurship and business history. It focuses its attention on entre-
preneurship history of the black indigenous entrepreneurs in Lesotho. It 
explores how they attempted to insert themselves in the exclusive colonial 
and postcolonial local economy dominated by European firms. It also cri-
tiques the dominant misconceptions attributed to African entrepreneurs 
that they perform poorly in business because they lack economic rational 
ethic (that is, they are not homo economicus) and that they lack a spirit of 
solidarity required to mobilize and collectively advance their interests in 
the way Indians, Chinese and European traders do.

Background: Political Economy of Colonial Commerce

The rise and fall of Basotho traders’ economic solidarity after indepen-
dence has its roots in colonial commerce. As a background section, only 
salient aspects will be explored. By colonial design, Lesotho was the main 
supplier of labor to South African mines until the 1990s. Within this 
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twentieth century economic configuration as a “labor reserve,” led by Eu-
ropean traders of British descent, the Frasers group, commerce emerged 
as the main pillar of the local economy from the 1870s. Working closely 
with the colonial government through their business association, the Ba-
sutoland Chamber of Commerce, European traders monopolized trade and 
excluded indigenous groups and Indians, who had arrived in the territory 
towards the end of the nineteenth century and beginning of the twenti-
eth century. One method of exclusionary practice was the refusal to issue 
trading licenses. In few instances where these two groups were granted 
licences, it was in remote and mountainous areas where business was not 
lucrative, and infrastructure was less developed. The colonial government 
and European traders became so effective in their strategy of exclusion 
that there were only three Basotho and sixteen Indians with trading li-
censes by 1935.39

Relations between Basotho, Indian and European traders remained 
complex and multi-layered. They were characterized by everyday economic 
pragmatism (alliance) and collective confrontation (resistance). Indige-
nous African groups had no access to capital because commercial banks 
would not issue them business loans. Those that ventured into business 
used their gratuities and savings from formal employment as teachers, civil 
servants, and mine-workers in South Africa, or reinvested their agricul-
tural profits in business. Many Second World War veterans invested their 
gratuities in business.40 To address their problems of access to credit, the 
Basotho negotiated credit and stock supply arrangements of varying sorts 
with European and Indian traders payable within 14 to 30 days. In various 
instances, they also partnered with Europeans, or Indians.41

The beginning of the twentieth century was followed by the emergence 
of the popular nationalistic liberation movement, which was led by the 
Basutoland Progressive Association (1907), and Lekhotla la Bafo (League 
of Commoners, 1919). The Progressive Association consisted mainly of 
mission-educated indigenous people, indigenous traders, civil servants and 
teachers. The League of Commoners, as the name expresses, was dominated 
by ordinary masses. Unlike the former, the League was radical in approach; 
it was openly anti-European and anti-chieftainship.42 Despite their varying 
approaches, the two groups aggressively fought for the inclusion of indig-
enous people in local commerce. In 1940, indigenous traders established 
a traders’ association, Basuto Traders’ Association (BTA), to advance their 
specific interests in local commerce. In the 1950s, political parties became 
vehicles of the liberation struggle, and members of these early organiza-
tions joined the first two political parties that were formed: the Basutoland 
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Congress Party (1952) and Basutoland National Party (1957).43 A summary 
of the formation of these parties will follow.

The three political and business organizations confronted and put pres-
sure on colonial authorities and European traders to open up trading op-
portunities for the aspiring indigenous traders. As a result, in 1951, the 
colonial government was forced to pass the Native Trading Proclamation 
to allow more indigenous traders participation in local commerce.44 Also, it 
was only after the 1951 Proclamation that a wider number of women were 
able to open businesses of their own. Previously, they were predominantly 
operating as informal street traders selling traditional beer, food, vegeta-
bles, handicrafts, and other goods.45 According to colonial laws, traders’ 
license applicants had to be taxpayers and Basotho women were not rec-
ognized as such by Native Tax Proclamation No. 3 of 1911, which enforced 
and regulated the payment of tax.46 The new law exempted them from the 
tax prerequisite on the basis that their husbands or fathers were taxpay-
ers. From 1951, a number of Basotho women were issued with trading li-
censes. However, the 1951 law did not immediately change their economic 
fortunes. Even though the colonial laws permitted them to apply for such 
licenses, available information suggests that only a few Basotho women 
owned and ran such stores prior to independence. By far, the majority of 
Basotho traders were men. For example, in the Leribe district, there were 
75 trading licenses issued to Basotho in places outside the town center in 
1951. Of these, 11 trading licenses were owned by women. In April 1953, 
out of the 24  trading license applications in the same district, only five 
were issued to women.47

Nonetheless, for the largely marginal Basotho women, the passing of 
the 1951 law was a major breakthrough. However, due to lack of records, 
the direct political involvement of women is absent. This was because the 
leadership of Basotho’s political and business associations was dominated 
by men—a patriarchal heritage. Ultimately, 1951 was a significant year for 
Basotho in business, and even more so for women. In 1957, the Colonial 
Office commented that: “Although European and Indian Traders still pre-
dominate, African interest in trading is steadily increasing and Basuto-held 
trading licenses are likely soon to exceed those held by non-Basuto.”48 From 
three Basotho in 1935, there were about 2,700 businesses owned by Baso-
tho in 1958, at the eve of independence.49 While this section provided a 
historical background to Lesotho’s colonial commerce and Basotho’s indi-
vidual and collective struggle to gain access into local commerce that was 
dominated by European traders, the next section will examines the rise 
of Basotho traders’ economic solidarity after the country gained indepen-
dence from Britain.
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Self-organization and Economic Aspirations at 
Independence

After Lesotho gained independence on October 4, 1966, about ten Maseru-
based Basotho traders made an attempt to form a bulk-buying organiza-
tion to solve their problems of access to credit and supply of stock. In the 
context of Europeans’ monopoly of local trade, they founded this organi-
zation as a way to pool their resources in order to buy stock in bulk from 
South African manufacturers and wholesalers. These firms sold stock to 
them at lower prices than European wholesalers did in the country. How-
ever, such efforts failed because there was no one who could manage their 
bulk-buying arrangement on a full-time basis, since they were all running 
their own businesses. Also, they did not have storage for their bulk stock. 
Nonetheless, these traders persisted and sought support from other Ba-
sotho traders.50 Finally in 1968, they formed what was popularly known 
as the Basotho Traders’ Association (BTA), which was legally registered as 
Mokhatlo oa Bahoebi Lesotho, literally an association of traders in Lesotho.51

BTA was governed by an executive committee elected annually.52 The 
committee encouraged Basotho traders to join their association by, among 
other activities, holding training workshops for Basotho traders around 
the country in business skills and assisting them to acquire “best skills 
in fields of commerce” and to develop “.  .  .  proficiency in business tech-
niques” as well as helping Basotho traders to “. . . adopt advanced business 
methods.”53 They organized public lectures and seminars, provided skills-
training scholarships to Basotho traders and also published articles in the 
print media.54 The association worked in collaboration with the govern-
ment and international organizations to develop indigenous entrepreneur-
ship. The first program aimed at the development of local entrepreneurship 
was launched in 1968. This was the Business Extension Services under the 
Ministry of Finance, Commerce and Industry. Business Extension Services 
was a United Nations’ program administered by the International Labour 
Organisation (ILO). It was meant to cultivate the spirit of entrepreneur-
ship and business skills in “Third World” countries in order to nurture local 
economic development for newly independent and other developing coun-
tries.55 Business Extension Officers were employed to train Basotho traders 
around the country under supervision by Commercial Officers. Business 
Extension Offices were built in Maseru, which was the headquarters, and 
two other offices were built in the Leribe and Mohale’s Hoek districts.56 
Business Extension Services was monitored by ILO Business Extension Ad-
visors. One of the ILO representatives sent to Lesotho in this capacity was 
a German business consultant, B. T. Kock.57
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The government and the ILO assisted the association in training Baso-
tho traders through the UN‑sponsored “Business Extension Services.” B. T. 
Kock, together with some civil servants and some leaders of the traders’ 
association, traveled around the country training members of the traders’ 
association and other Basotho traders.58 For example, on July  13, 1968, 
the government of Lesotho and B. T. Kock, together with the traders’ as-
sociation, held a training workshop for Basotho traders in Leribe at which 
various courses were offered.59 Through their association, Basotho traders 
took over the initiative of forming a bulk-buying arrangement in 1969, 
which was popularly known as “Thekommoho”—literally buying together. 
When it was established, however, “Thekommoho” was more than just a 
bulk-buying arrangement. It was registered as a cooperative under the Co-
operative Societies Act of 1966, under the name: Basotho Traders’ Bulk 
Buying Syndicate Ltd.60 Marking Basotho business owners’ attempts to 
forge amicable relations with the government upon its formation in Oc-
tober 1969, Chief Peete Peete, the Minister of Finance, Commerce and In-
dustry at the time, was invited to deliver a speech during the meeting.61 
“Thekommoho” had around 400 members, of whom 220 were sharehold-
ers.62 Basotho traders had hoped to establish branches in all the modern-
day districts of Lesotho, and a bank. However, when the cooperative 
collapsed in 1970, only two branches had been established in the capital of 
Maseru and in the Leribe district.

Through the cooperative, Basotho traders bought stock from South Af-
rican manufacturers and wholesalers on credit. A company, such as Lever 
Brothers, gave them stock on credit. The consignment was payable within 
a period of 30 days.63 Pitso Mafantiri, a local Mosotho bookkeeper, was the 
appointed representative of South African wholesalers and manufacturers 
in Lesotho because of his business expertise and experience. Since Lesotho 
was now independent, Basotho traders felt that they could no longer buy 
stock from South African suppliers through European agencies, such as 
the Whitakers Agencies. The traders’ association wanted Basotho traders 
to fully represent their interests.64 From this, as well as from the efforts of 
Basotho traders, it can be deduced that Basotho traders held a strong sense 
of the need for economic independence fueled by an Afro-centric, or pan-
Africanist spirit to take a lead in their newly independent country.

The cooperative grew fast and became popular within a short period of 
time.65 In accounting for its successful take-off, G. G. Malahleha, one of its 
founding members, poetically stressed that “. . . it actually took off like a 
house on fire.”66 “Thekommoho” started with little capital but it was able 
to import a lot of stock for Basotho to sell goods in their stores at afford-
able prices. For example, in Maseru, it started with capital amounting to 
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R2,174. Its financial statements showed that, as at June 31, 1970, its pur-
chases had amounted to R192,085.67 In Leribe, Ramafokisi Mofokeng, one 
of the branch’s founding members pointed out that their branch started 
with little capital but it was able to deposit around R50,000 to the bank 
daily. Soon, business became more lucrative and the cooperative could de-
posit about R100,000 to the bank, daily, to repay its suppliers in South 
Africa.68

Not only did “Thekommoho” take off very successfully, but it also grew 
rapidly after its official inauguration. Its warehouses were always full with 
stock from South Africa. Upon its arrival in Lesotho, the stock was sold 
within a very short time.69 Mofokeng remembered that, in Leribe, their 
warehouses “used to be full to the top  .  .  . and [stock] got finished in a 
day.”70 The result was that the branch’s warehouse and office were moved 
from Shabalala’s premises in Hlotse, which could no longer accommodate 
the volume of its stock, to a bigger warehouse in Maputsoe, in the prem-
ises owned by Tom Mokete.71 Its rapidly growing popularity threatened to 
take business away from European traders inside Lesotho and in neigh-
boring South African towns like Ladybrand, Bloemfontein, Ficksburg and 
Fouresburg, where Basotho traders used to buy stock for their stores. In 
Ficksburg, Mofokeng pointed out that Europeans complained that Basotho 
traders and customers no longer bought goods from them.72 Joe Motsoa-
hae, also one of its founding members, pointed out that, in Maseru, the 
impact was similarly felt by European traders, especially Frasers, which had 
dominated local trade throughout the colonial period into the postcolonial 
period.73

Factors that contributed to its growth were as follows: firstly, “Thek-
ommoho” managed to compete effectively with the long-established Eu-
ropean traders because it sold stock to Basotho traders at low wholesale 
prices—made possible by bulk purchases of stock—and, therefore, re-
ceived discounts as well as extra stock, at times, for free by South African 
wholesalers and manufacturers.74 As a result, Basotho traders were able to 
sell at lower prices than European traders and still profit. Secondly, traders 
used to pay a “Maize Levy” to the South African government when they 
imported maize and maize products into Lesotho. All traders in Lesotho 
had to increase their prices on maize and maize products due to the levy. 
The South African government used the revenue collected from the Maize 
Levy to compensate farmers in South Africa in times of crop failures caused 
by natural disasters. By the end of 1969, South African farmers were told to 
take insurance instead and the Maize Levy was removed.

“Thekommoho” took advantage of the removal of the Maize Levy and 
dropped their prices on maize and maize products. However, European 



122	 African Economic History  •  45.1  •  2017

traders did not reduce their prices in order to make more money. As a re-
sult, Basotho traders were able to sell at lower prices than European traders. 
Maize and maize products are staple foods in Lesotho and their demand is 
relatively inelastic; people buy them even when their prices go up. How-
ever, a drop in their price is always good for business and profits.75 Lastly, 
“Thekommoho’s” affiliation with South African firms revolutionized adver-
tising in Lesotho. South African suppliers gave the cooperative brochures 
advertising “specials” and discounts. The cooperative then circulated these 
brochures to Basotho traders, who then distributed them among their cus-
tomers. According to Motsoahae, this was a new phenomenon in Lesotho’s 
local business. As a result, it captured Basotho customers’ attention and 
attracted more customers.76 Prior to this, advertising was done in newspa-
pers and only those who were financially established—European traders—
could afford such advertising.77

Economic, Moral and Political War against 
Basotho Traders

The previous section accounted for the rise of Basotho’s economic solidar-
ity in the first four years of independence. This section examines the col-
lapse of their economic solidarity and the factors behind it. This section 
is divided into two subsections. The first subsection examines the factors 
behind the collapse of their bulk-buying cooperative. As a major blow, it 
situates its collapse as the beginning of the downfall of Basotho traders’ 
economic solidarity in the immediate postcolonial period. The second sub-
section covers a five-year period from 1970. Within a civilian dictatorship, 
I demonstrate how the National Party-led government undermined Baso-
tho traders’ efforts to re-emerge.

Beginning of the Downfall: The Collapse of “Thekommoho”
Following the 1965 general elections, the Basutoland National Party (here-
after, National Party) formed Lesotho’s first independence government.78 
In the first four years after the country gained independence, relations be-
tween Basotho entrepreneurs and the government were, on the one hand, 
characterized by optimism and collaboration. On the other hand, tension 
between the two progressively brewed. Between 1969 and 1970, their re-
lations reached their lowest ebb. The major factor behind the waning of 
relations between them and the government was that the majority of Ba-
sotho traders, the leaders of the Basotho Traders’ Association and “Thek-
ommoho”, were also members of the Basutoland Congress Party (hereafter, 
Congress Party), the country’s major political opposition party.
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Though a minority, there were members who came from other polit-
ical parties—the ruling party, and the Marematlou Freedom Party.79 As 
Malahleha pointed out, “. . . most of the traders were people who supported 
the Congress [Party].”80 In an interview with Ntsukunyane Mphanya, Sec-
retary General of the Congress Party at the time, he pointed out that “The-
kommoho” was the Congress Party’s socio-economic initiative. Apart from 
confirming that its leaders and members were predominantly members 
of the Congress, he also pointed out that Ambrose Makhobalo, its Vice-
Chairman, was, in fact, not a trader but an influential member of the Con-
gress who had been deployed in “Thekommoho” to spread the Congress 
spirit among Basotho traders. In his words: “You will find that . . . Ambrose 
Makhobalo . . . did not have a business but he was too active in Thekom-
moho.” That was because “he was providing a spirit which was from BCP 
(Congress) . . . ”81

The new government of Lesotho and the European traders cooperated to 
protect each other’s interests. Collaboration between these two had a long 
history. The National Party was founded as a conservative political party 
by Leabua Jonathan and Gabriel Manyeli in 1957 following a conflict with 
leaders of the Congress Party. The party was friendly towards Europeans 
(missionaries, government officials and traders) and chieftainship in Leso-
tho. In fact, the Roman Catholic Church played a crucial, but covert, role in 
the formation and support of the National Party. Before its formation, the 
Church had proposed to form the Christian Democratic Party. The Catholic 
Church had grown increasingly irritated with the radical and Afro-centric 
liberation struggle approach of the Congress Party, which it regarded as 
communist in ideology. By initiating and supporting the formation of the 
National Party, the Church sought to fight “communism” in any form it 
could appear in Lesotho.82 For its part, the Congress Party saw Europeans 
in Lesotho as intruders that only monopolized the economy and marginal-
ized Basotho. Since its formation in 1952, as the country’s first ever polit-
ical party, the Congress Party “. . . waged an anti-Christian, anti-European 
traders and anti-Chieftainship battle.”83 Leabua Jonathan came from the 
chieftainship, and thus did not agree with the National Party’s approach. 
Suffice to say, these two dominant political parties had a longer history of 
hostility which continues to the present. The hostility is expressed in the 
popular Ma Congress‑Ma National dichotomy, literally, those belonging to 
the Congress Party and the National Party.

The National Party in Lesotho had support from European traders due 
to its conservative attitude. Khotso Santho, the son of Thabiso Santho, the 
Chairman of Basotho Traders’ Association, when it was formed in 1968, 
argues that Frasers Company financially supported the National Party’s 
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1965 election campaign leading to Lesotho’s independence.84 In return, 
the government promised European traders continued support into the 
newly independent Lesotho. For instance, on November 19, 1966, at the 
Europeans-only Basutoland Chamber of Commerce annual dinner, a gov-
ernment representative declared that the government’s aims and objectives 
were not only to provide basic conditions of law, order and security but also 
to develop Lesotho’s local business for all members of the business com-
munity, black or white. On the same occasion, the Deputy Prime Minister, 
Chief Sekhonyana ‘Maseribane, acknowledged the historical role played by 
European traders in the country’s economy and assured members of the 
Chamber that the government would continue to support them to ensure 
their success. He told members of the Chamber of Commerce that:

Historically, the trading community has played a most important part in 
the evolution of Lesotho, and it is particularly gratifying to my Government 
to see the old association between Lesotho and many well-known trading 
families continuing from one generation to another. There could be no bet-
ter assurance of confidence and stability. My Government looks forward 
with confidence to the long continuation of these old friendships in the new 
independent Lesotho.85

Relations between European traders and the government solidified more. 
Signs of the strengthening of these relations can be witnessed in the Euro-
pean traders’ philanthropic gestures towards the government’s economic 
development initiatives. Two examples are provided in support of this. 
First, in October 1968, the Chamber of Commerce gave the government 
money to buy seeds for Basotho farmers.86 Second, in March 1970, after 
the State of Emergency (full details of this are provided later in this arti-
cle) when the National Party regime was in financial crisis,87 Lesotho News 
reported a speech by Ian Fraser,88 Baron Fraser of Lonsdale (England), 
in which he assured European traders’ unwavering support to the gov-
ernment. Fraser said: “[A] friend at a time of difficulty is worth fifty fair-
weather friends.” He assured the government that European traders would 
continue to be on the National Party government’s side. He reminded the 
government of the philanthropic activities of European traders in Lesotho 
and pointed out that it should not be forgotten that European traders had 
“.  .  . contributed materially to road building and other essential services. 
Besides, it gives scholarships and support ‘many good causes.’”89

It is in this context of mutually cordial relations between the govern-
ment and European traders that the collapse of “Thekommoho” is located. 
The government and European traders saw the growth and popularity of 
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Basotho’s bulk-buying cooperative as a threat. On the one hand, the gov-
ernment saw it as a political threat because leaders and the membership 
majority of indigenous traders’ organizations came from the Congress 
Party. The government saw it as a threat, particularly because the coop-
erative was formed a few months before Lesotho’s general elections were 
to be held in January 1970. So, for the Congress Party, the organization 
boosted its campaign. Not surprisingly, the government accused Basotho 
business owners of using their businesses for political reasons. Of course, 
at another level, this was a political campaign strategy for the Congress. 
The Prime Minister, Leabua Jonathan, threatened that: “.  .  .  [B]usiness-
men who allowed their business premises to be used as political platforms 
[would] have their trading licences suspended.”90

On the other hand, European traders saw Basotho traders as an eco-
nomic threat because Basotho were threatening to shift business away 
from them through the cooperative. Initially, feeling the pressure from 
“Thekommoho”, European traders requested its leader to review their 
prices. According to Malahleha: “They even used to come to ntate Phalatsi 
and try and beg him not to eh, sell at such prices . .  . [But Phalatsi] was 
not interested.”91 Depicting the changed influence of European traders, 
Motsoahae pointed out that, in Maseru, the impact was similarly felt by 
European traders, especially Frasers. He asserted that: “. . . [W]e became 
so powerful in such a short space of time that it made people like Frasers 
cry . . .” Before the establishment of the cooperative, “we used to flock at 
Frasers’, pushing each other, going in the morning. Frasers was busy right 
through to four o’clock [in the afternoon].” However, when cooperative 
“picked up, at Frasers’, it was so quiet that you could hear a mosquito 
fly.”92

European traders and the government collaborated to undermine Ba-
sotho traders’ collective entrepreneurial efforts.93 Lesotho held its second 
general elections on January 27, 1970. Observers agreed that the elections 
had proceeded well. On the contrary, on January 30,, as the results of the 
elections were being announced, the state-run Radio Lesotho stopped 
broadcasting results and, instead, announced that Leabua Jonathan, the 
Prime Minister, would be addressing the nation later that day. When the 
time for Leabua Jonathan’s speech came, he announced that there had been 
widespread intimidation during the elections. To ensure law and order, he 
declared a State of Emergency and suspended the constitution.94 Conse-
quently, constitutional rule collapsed and opposition parties’ members, 
all over the country, were brutally and violently harassed and tortured. As 
the major opposition, the Congress Party members were selectively and 
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brutally harassed. The shops of those who were traders were burned.95 
Malahleha pointed out that:

During the emergency in 1970 . . . we were suspected to be . . . belonging to 
opposition which had won the elections at the time . . . But . . . what hap-
pened was this; [in] Thekommoho . . . most of the traders were people who 
supported the Congress, you see! And they were harassed very badly, very, 
very badly! Now, this, now I may—I might even become emotional about 
it. My own brother was beaten there at Ha ‘Maseribane for two nights in 
succession, non-stop! From ten o’clock to four o’clock in the morning. You 
get it? That was terrible because he was a businessman in Mafeteng and he 
naturally . . . did support eh the—the [Congress].96

Malahleha also recalled how government burned down the property of 
one rich Mosotho businessman in Mafeteng, called Dabambe. He had 
shops, animals and property, which included automobiles. Malahleha re-
membered that the government burned down his businesses, trucks and 
chickens. He said that Dabambe’s property “. .  . burnt for something like 
two weeks, still burning! That man left that place on a bicycle, a man who 
had cars . . .”97 Additionally, members of the Basotho Traders’ Association 
and leaders of the bulk-buying cooperative were imprisoned, together with 
various opposition members. The cooperative was forcefully closed down. 
Basotho traders’ stock was raided by the Police Mobile Unit.98 The govern-
ment alleged that they had uncovered a Congress Party plan of violence 
across the country. The police claimed that they had found 21 inflammable 
bombs, a rifle and ammunition, swords, axes and knives in some leaders of 
the Traders’ Association and other Basotho traders’ shops.99

In the aftermath of the State of Emergency, its members, who were not 
imprisoned, resuscitated the cooperative. One of the steps that they took 
toward this end was to move its warehouse from Thabiso Santho’s premises 
to Buta Phalatsi’s store (another founding member), since they could not 
afford rent. Just as “Thekommoho” was starting to take shape again, the 
government of Lesotho sued it for not paying the “Maize Levy.” “Thekom-
moho” operated from October 1969 to about June 1970. As shown, toward 
the end of 1969, the South African government removed the Maize Levy 
and South African farmers were told to take insurance on their crops. That 
made it possible for the cooperative to reduce its prices on maize and maize 
products imported into Lesotho. As an attempt to undermine the coopera-
tive, European traders approached the government of Lesotho to introduce 
tax on maize and maize products imported into Lesotho.

Chief Leabua Jonathan’s regime agreed because it was in financial crisis 
due to the State of Emergency.100 “Thekommoho” did not comply with that 
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law and continued trading without collecting the Maize Levy. However, 
European traders collected the Maize Levy. Motsoahae confirmed that 
the High Court found the cooperative guilty of not collecting the Maize 
Levy. As a result, it was instructed to pay the government approximately 
R90,000. However, it could not pay such an amount of money at the time. 
The result was that the cooperative’s stock and property were auctioned by 
the High Court to repay the tax. According to Motsoahae, trucks belonging 
to the Deputy Prime Minister, Sekhonyana ‘Maseribane, took all its stock 
to his businesses. Motsoahae recalled that after the court case “Thekom-
moho was closed. Our properties . . . everything was sold. The High Court 
sold them there—our properties, which were still new . . . you understand 
that was an organisation of about six months . . .” He lamented: “My heart 
was so painful . . . everything was still new. People bought them and I was 
watching.”101 Thus, the verdict of the High Court put an end to “Thekom-
moho”. Though Motsoahae had forgotten the details of the court case, he 
could still remember that “. . . truly that case was worked in such a way that 
we would be defeated.”102

The Last Nail in the Coffin: The Collapse of the “Makro Deal”
The collapse of “Thekommoho” left many Basotho in local business dis-
gruntled. Meanwhile, commerce continued to be dominated by European 
traders. It also continued to be one of the major pillars of the local economy 
after independence. In terms of GDP contribution, it came third after ag-
riculture and government services. In the 1974–75 financial year, agricul-
ture contributed 32% to GDP. Government services accounted for 13.6%. 
Commerce contributed 9.7%. The government of Lesotho observed that: 
“Of this trade, by far the greater part is in the hands of a few expatriate 
firms . . . expatriate businesses were on average substantially larger than lo-
cal businesses.” Furthermore, “their share of the trade was far greater than 
these figures would suggest. Of the Basotho retailers recorded, over 80% 
had a monthly turnover of under R1, 200” while that of European trad-
ers was “estimated to range between R10,000 and R15,000 per month.” 
The government noted further that the “disparities are even greater in the 
wholesale trade, which is virtually entirely in expatriate hands. The forego-
ing figures cover only Maseru, but the general picture applies to the coun-
try as a whole.”103 Martyn A. R. Ngwenya, an Economist and Lecturer at the 
National University of Lesotho in the late 1970s, supported that:

. . . [W]holesale and retail trade in Lesotho is dominated by Frasers a for-
eign company which has branches in South Africa and that this is a serious 
obstacle to the establishment of indigenous enterprises  .  .  . [As a result, 
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Basotho] felt that the government should pass a law that prohibits any 
wholesaler from owning retail trade outlets . . . [since] retail shops belong-
ing to Frasers sold some goods at wholesale prices.104

Having declared the State of Emergency, suspended the constitution and 
violently harassed members of the opposition, the National Party govern-
ment maintained a tight grip on Lesotho’s economy and ruled by decree. 
In 1973, the government of Lesotho passed the Trade Ordinance (Order 
No. 20 of 1973) designed to expand the powers of the Minister of Com-
merce in business licensing matters, by giving him authority to “. . . amend 
or make additions to the [law, arbitrarily,] by notice to be published in 
the Gazette.”105 Additionally, the law gave the Minister control over the 
appointment of the Appeal Board.106 The function of the Board was to 
“.  .  . consider appeals under this Order and thereafter make such recom-
mendations to the Minister as it may deem just.”107 The Minister was given 
authority to prescribe forms to be used and fees to be paid, provide condi-
tions under which licenses were to be issued, and prescribe hours and days 
of business as well as various other issues. The Minister was even given the 
power to “prescribe standards of morality  .  .  . to be served by holders of 
trading licenses.”108 In short, the Ordinance centralized power around the 
Minister of Commerce and made it possible for him to exercise arbitrary 
control and discretion.

After the collapse of “Thekommoho”, however, some Basotho did not 
give up on their efforts to take control of the local economy; they persisted 
though it was more difficult within a civilian dictatorship context. Most 
notably, two groups of Basotho traders successfully opened wholesale busi-
nesses of their own. These were ‘Metla-khola Cash and Carry, in the Maseru 
District and Bana-ba-Khoele Cash and Carry in the Mafeteng District. To 
expand their business activities and efficiency in Lesotho, these two groups 
of Basotho wholesalers successfully negotiated with Makro Cash and Carry, 
South African-based wholesaler, to open a branch in Lesotho. Central to 
their agreements was that Basotho traders would be the major sharehold-
ers.109 1975 was a significant year in Lesotho’s business history in the im-
mediate postcolonial period; the government became actively involved in 
efforts to set up a wholesale business for Basotho retailers. However, this 
was a strategy to counter Basotho traders’ entrepreneurial efforts and sub-
ordinate them. Accordingly, the government negotiated with Metro Cash 
and Carry, another South African-based wholesaler, to establish a branch 
in Maseru.110 As they had not approved the earlier Basotho traders’ bulk-
buying cooperative, both European traders and the government were also 
not satisfied with the latest Basotho’s pursuits to merge with Makro Cash 
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and Carry since the deal could ensure the success of Basotho traders. In re-
turn, that would threaten economic interests of the European traders and 
political interests of the ruling party.

Consequently, European traders attempted to sabotage the Makro deal 
but failed. A local newspaper, Lehlaahlela, carried an interview with G. A. 
Wiehamn, representative of Makro Cash and Carry, M. T. Ramakatane, 
chairman of ‘Metla-Khola Cash & Carry and also S. B. Monyake, chairman 
of Bana-ba-Khoale Cash and Carry in November 1975. The interview pro-
vided indications of European traders’ attempts to sabotage the Makro 
deal. In that interview, Ramakatane stated that European traders had un-
successfully tried to divide the two Basotho wholesalers in their joint pur-
suit to invest in Lesotho with Makro Cash and Carry.111 Nonetheless, the 
joint Basotho wholesalers’ attempts to open a wholesale in collaboration 
with Makro Cash and Carry came to an abrupt end when the government 
gave Metro Cash and Carry a building that was promised to Basotho traders 
and Makro Cash and Carry for their joint operation.112 This undermined Ba-
sotho traders’ initiative since they did not have an alternative site to carry 
out their joint business venture.

The Minister of Commerce and Industry at the time, Joel Moitse, sup-
ported indigenously-owned business. He encouraged Basotho to take con-
trol of the local economy in the postcolonial period. Moitse had been a 
Pro-Vice Chancellor at the National University of Lesotho and a poultry 
businessman.113 Amongst others, these two former activities were import-
ant in his approach to Lesotho’s economic development and empowerment 
of indigenous traders in the postcolonial period. Not only was he a Mo-
sotho businessman but he was also a highly educated visionary at the time 
of Africa’s independence. In January 1975, Moitse held a training work-
shop for 107 Basotho traders in the district of Mafeteng. At the end of the 
workshop, he delivered a controversial closing speech informing traders 
that it was the government’s policy to make sure that business in Lesotho 
was finally put into the hands of Basotho traders and that foreign business 
owners should only operate in big firms in the country. The Minister added: 
“Our enemies [European traders and the government] are scared of what 
we stand for and who we are.”114 The Lehlaahlela, a local newspaper at the 
time, described the mood of the workshop’s participants and Minister as 
revolutionary.115

Consistent with Moitse’s view that Basotho traders should take a lead 
in the country’s economy, he gave an interview on Radio Lesotho and also 
spoke to a local newspaper, Mochochonono, in January 1975 demonstrating 
his staunch Afro-centrism. First, he publicly accused the European Vice-
Chancellor of the National University of Lesotho, Cyril Rogers, of being an 
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agent of neo-colonialism. He stated, “When you have a white Vice-Chancellor 
who is also white in heart, and is not pro-Africans, he will try to preserve 
the University for the employment of his fellow neo-colonialists all over.”116 
Second, on his return from a United Nations Industrial Development Orga-
nization (UNIDO) conference in Senegal in March 1975, Moitse is quoted 
by Mochochonono newspaper as having said, “. . . [T]he Conference is of great 
significance for the developing countries, as it will decide on the prevailing 
imbalance in industries’ domination by the developed countries.”117

Many Basotho business owners appreciated Moitse for his Afro-centric 
vision and radical economic approach. They hailed him for his efforts to 
cultivate conditions conducive to their emergence as a significant busi-
ness group in Lesotho’s economy. For instance, on May  30, 1975, Baso-
tho business owners in the Mohale’s Hoek District met with Moitse and 
were reportedly satisfied with his devotion to encouraging Basotho traders’ 
development, and welcomed his statement at that meeting that “political 
independence was useless if the country could not be economically inde-
pendent.”118 These developments heightened tensions between Basotho 
traders, who were supported by Moitse, the Minister of Commerce and In-
dustry, and the Prime Minister who supported European traders. Moitse’s 
Afro-centric vision and radical economic approach directly conflicted with 
the Prime Minister’s cordial relationship with European traders.

Consequently, the Prime Minister unceremoniously removed Moitse 
from his position as the Minister of Commerce and Industry in June 1975, 
without the courtesy of informing him why he was being expelled.119 Com-
menting on Moitse’s dismissal, Lehlaahlela suggested that he had been 
sacked because of his Afro-centric views, adding, “. . . [W]e should not for-
get how much he was devoted to making sure that business in Lesotho 
was finally put into the hands of Basotho.”120 According to David Ambrose, 
“Not everyone was certain of cause and effect [of Moitse’s dismissal]. It was 
pointed out that at the time the Prime Minister had suffered . . . other em-
barrassments from his Minister of Commerce and Industry.” Among those 
had been a speech that had implied that General Dealers owned by Euro-
pean traders in Lesotho were “about to be nationalized . . .” while the “sec-
ond problem had arisen when the liquor licence of the Maseru Club,” with 
a European-majority membership, “had not been renewed because Moitse 
had considered it to be a racist institution . . .”121

Conclusion

This article chronicled the economic history of African indigenous entre-
preneurs in Lesotho in the first ten years after independence. It accounted 
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for the rise and fall of their economic solidarity between 1966 and 1975. 
It demonstrated how Basotho used self-organized economic organizations 
to insert themselves into the economy. Throughout this period, they united 
against the postcolonial government, which persistently acted only to pro-
tect the economic interests of the white minority traders instead of prop-
agating favorable conditions for the black majority to change their own 
economic fortunes in the local economy. Using state institutions, legal appa-
ratus, political influence and violence, the National Party government of Le-
sotho successfully suppressed and marginalized Basotho in business. It was 
not the perceived lacked of unity and capacity that hindered Basotho’s entre-
preneurial success but the government that acted to protect the interests of 
European traders. This is by no means particular to Lesotho; it is applicable 
to many countries in postcolonial Africa. In the case of Lesotho, the activi-
ties and success of Basotho also demonstrated that although geographically 
dependent on South Africa, indigenous entrepreneurs were able to take ad-
vantage of this geo-political and economic positionality for their advance-
ment. As a result, the idea that Lesotho could ever develop independently 
of South Africa is utopian; how Lesotho positions itself strategically matters 
and Basotho’s economic activities open up possibilities for realizing this.

Sean Maliehe
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