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The Law

What’s in a name?
The formality of address in any court room in South Africa has always amazed me. In the Magistrates Courts, the 
magistrates are addressed as "Your Worship". In the high courts, male judges are addressed as "My Lord", and female 
judges are addressed as "My Lady".

This practice becomes second nature to those of us within the Legal Profession and has a deep rooted history in our 
complex non-codified legal system. The English law influence on our law is particularly responsible for this practice. 
However, today, many years after the decolonisation of South Africa, one must really ask oneself "What is in a name?" 
What is the significance or insignificance of us addressing presiding officers the way we do?

This question has the potential to open up and inflame old wounds as a country; a country still struggling to come to 
terms with its fundamentally dysfunctional past. But it is also one that has the ability to add a few chuckles and 
constructive debates around the corridors of legal offices; depending how you look at it, of course.

Of the many things that have changed in our legal system, the way we address presiding officers remains a constant in a 
profession justifiably obsessed with hierarchy. The old adage of maturing like fine wine applies more to lawyers than any 
other persons in any other profession, and perhaps being called "My Lady" or "My Lord" is also a term of endearment, a 
pat on the shoulder of our judges for reading through hundreds of notoriously thick law textbooks, journals and basically 
everything there is to read out there, rigorous board exams, remaining as clean as a whistle and finally conquering the 
gruelling interviews with the Judicial Services Commission – no easy task.

I often ask myself whether the way we address our presiding officers is all that significant. After all, presiding officers are 
notorious for their strict adherence to protocol, any lawyer will tell of the hundred stories of how judges refused to 
"recognise" certain lawyers who are in contravention of any non-codified court culture practice. Interestingly, judges in 
the labour courts have always been addressed as "Judge A" or "Judge B". However in the new practice manual 
promulgated in April 2013, they have now insisted on the address being "My Lord" or "My Lady" – a sign of some 
significance?

Conversely, presiding officers in the superior courts have adopted a more simplistic approach. In the Supreme Court of 
Appeal, the presiding officer is correctly addressed as "Judge X" and the bench as "the Court". In the Constitutional 
Court, presiding officers are addressed as "Justice X".

These contrasting approaches are as confusing as they are interesting, and result in frequently confused men and 
women who address commissioners in the small claims courts as "Your Majesty", which usually elicits a forgiving 
chuckle.



Over the grapevine, one hears politicians demanding that this practise of "My Lord" and "Your Worship" be abolished in 
its entirety for being too "elitist and patriarchal". 

The Privy Council of the 1600s called for lawyers to dress in accordance with their role and status in society, and thus the 
hallways of courtrooms changed forever; the association of lawyers with elitism began. In came silk robes, garments with 
velvet panels and fur-cuffed satin.

This practice struggles to find relevance in the 21st century anywhere in the world, never mind in South Africa. But, while 
our legal system continues to throw out other formalistic practices, "My Lord", "My Lady" and, of course "Your Majesty" 
have stuck around, holding their ground firmly. After all, the question remains, "what's in a name?".
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