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Stuart Wilson, a 2009 addition 
to the Johannesburg Bar, was 
recently reckoned by the Mail 

& Guardian newspaper among the 
Top 200 Young South Africans. Not 
bad for a Brit who reached these 
shores only about a decade ago.

Stuart came to South Africa for the first 
time while he was an undergraduate at 
Oxford University, studying PPE.

‘I started out as an intern at the Centre 
for Applied Legal Studies (CALS). After I 
graduated, a new project was being set up 
at CALS – the Education Rights Project. I 
was lucky enough to be offered a job on it 
as a researcher.

‘I was always very clear that I wanted to 
return to South Africa after I had done my 
first internship, because I was excited by 
the social and legal transformation taking 
place. That process – and the huge demand 
for quality legal representation, research 
and high-impact litigation – seemed to 

offer far more opportunities to do profes-
sionally interesting and stimulating work 
early in my career.

‘The hardest thing about relocating to 
South Africa was getting a work permit. But 
eventually it came through.’

Stuart makes light of the other challeng-
es attendant upon 
moving to a foreign 
country.

‘I relocated when 
I was 22, when it’s 
actually very easy to 
move. You have rela-
tively few ties and 
you’re eager to ex-
perience something 
completely new. I was 
actually quite turned 
off at the prospect 
of the professional 
grind in the United 
Kingdom, which is 
extremely hierarchi-
cal and not entirely 
merit-based. Coming 
to South Africa was a 

very easy decision to 
make.’ Having earned 
an LLB degree at Wits, 

having made friends and met his partner in 
South Africa, Stuart declares that he cannot 
foresee circumstances in which he would 
move back to the UK.

‘South Africa is my home.’

And his new home has benefitted 
much from Stuart’s commitment to em-
powerment and justice. While joining the 
Johannesburg Bar as a door member at the 
end of 2009, recently together with Jackie 
Dugard, he set up the Socio-Economic 

Rights Institute (SERI) in Braamfontein. It 
is a public-interest law clinic and Stuart is 
its director of litigation.

Accordingly, Stuart is an ideal candidate 
to ask how thoroughly an awareness of the 
implications of the Constitution has filtered 
through to members of the Bar.

‘My practice is dominated by matters 
on behalf of homeless people, people who 
have had their water and electricity unlaw-
fully disconnected, refugees, unaffiliated 
unions, residential tenants and criminal de-
fendants. Overwhelmingly, they are people 
on the receiving end of gross injustice and 
are desperately in need of constitutional 
protection.

‘Yet I sometimes appear opposite prac-
titioners who are either unaware of the 
impact the Constitution has had on, for 
example, evictions of very poor unlawful 
occupiers or who are dimly aware of it, but 
deeply hostile towards it. Often, this oper-
ates to the detriment of their clients in the 
form of wasted costs, points taken that have 
no merit and so on.

‘This deficit is less pronounced in areas 
such as defamation, criminal defence and 
administrative law. But it is still there.

‘I believe as advocates we have a duty 
– on behalf of whoever we’re appearing – 
to come to grips with the impact that the 
Constitution in particular and law reform in 
general is having on practice.

‘It would also be good to see more ad-
vocates using their pro bono time to take 
creative and progressive points on behalf of 
poor and dispossessed people. Ultimately, 
the vast majority of judgments are delivered 
on the arguments that counsel place before 
the courts.

‘If we fail to make arguments which seek 
to align the law more closely with constitu-
tional and social justice, then the decisions 
of our courts are less likely to reflect consti-
tutional and social justice.’

Both emotionally and physically, Stuart’s 
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Adv Stuart Wilson in his natural habitat. 
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primary home is SERI, despite his affiliation 
to the Bar.

‘Not having an office in chambers has 
its drawbacks, but it just means you have to 
make more of an effort to participate. I try 
to get up to chambers once a week for the 
lunch at the Bridge Group, of which I’m a 
door member.

‘The bottom line is that I run a law clinic. 
I love doing this and I couldn’t do so from 
chambers. I wouldn’t change it.

‘The Johannesburg Bar has some of 

the finest – socially engaged – legal minds 
anywhere in the world. I feel genuinely for-
tunate to be part of a Society which is ex-
tremely well-led.

‘As the director of SERI, it is extremely 
useful and very encouraging to be able to 
draw on this pool of talent.

‘Yet, by its nature, the Bar is a rarefied 
place. It is also still struggling to throw off 
some of the vestiges of our apartheid and 
colonial past. In that, it is merely a reflec-
tion of broader society, but I think we can 

and should do more to lead by example. It’s 

no secret that being black or being a woman 

at the Bar can be alienating. Much more can 

and should be done to ensure that black 

and women practitioners get a regular flow 

of briefs and the opportunity to display 

their skills while at the same time encour-

aging a truly integrated profession.’

Never shy to speak his mind, Stuart sums 

up his view of the South African Bar: ‘It is 

moving in the right direction, but I think the 

pace could quicken.’

Dis deur ‘n voorste rolprent-
kenner as een van die be -
ste Afrikaanse flieks in járe 

bestem pel. Sedert dit op 20 Mei van-
jaar begin draai het, stroom mense 
om dit te sien. In kort: Roepman, die 
breinkind van Piet de Jager, ‘n voor-
ste sy by die Pretoria Balie, het die 
fliekwêreld aan’t gons.

‘Om ‘n fliek te maak,’ vertel Piet, ‘is ‘n 

lewens ideaal sedert ek om en by 8 jaar oud 

was. Dit het my 50 jaar gevat om daarby uit 

te kom.’

En Roepman, ‘n verwerking van die 

gelyk  namige roman deur Jan van Tonder, is 

iets waarby etlike lede van die skeppende 

De Jager-gesin betrokke is. Piet is uitvoer-

ende vervaardiger en medeskrywer van die 

draaiboek. Sy seun Sallas is die vervaar-

diger en sy ander seun Dawie het die oor-

spronklike klankbaan gekomponeer.

Boonop ken Piet en Van Tonder me-

kaar al van doerietyd toe die jong hof-

verslaggewertjie van die indertydse 

Transvaler-koerant ‘n verhoor waarin Piet 

opgetree het dag-in, dag-uit gedek het.

Maar waar kry ‘n besige senior advokaat 

die tyd om iets so groot en tydrowends soos 

‘n lokettreffer aan te pak? Die meeste het 

skaars die tyd om kolletjies op hul i’e te sit.

‘Wanneer ‘n mens iets doen wat die ver-

wesenliking is van ‘n ideaal – in teenstelling 

met ‘n beroep – is dit verstommend hoe 

maklik jy tyd maak om dit inderdaad uit te 

voer.

‘Ek is die pa van ‘n hegte gesin en die 

moontlikheid om ‘n kunsprent in Afrikaans 

te vervaardig het in my huis onstaan.

‘Die grootste uitdaging was om, soos dit 

‘n juris betaam, die feite, grondslag en teo-

retiese voorwaardes vir die vervaar diging 

van ‘n ordent-

like film te 

bemeester. Dít het 

baie tyd geverg.’

Maar advokaat-
wees het dalk gehelp: 
‘By die Balie leer ‘n mens 
dissi pline, kollegialiteit 
en etiek. Dit is net so 
belang rik in die vervaar-
diging van ‘n film.’

‘Die vreugde was om 
te sien dat dít waaraan 
ons gewerk het, ‘n werk-
likheid word en dat my 
vriende, my kollegas 
en die gemeenskap dit 
waardeer.’

Dat die prent – oor 
die wel en wee van ‘n 
a r m b l a n k e - s p o o r w e g -
gemeenskap in die jaar 1966, soos gesien 
deur die oë van die elfjarige Timus – waar-
deer word is nie altemit nie.

Dit spog met groot name uit die 
Afrikaanse toneelpanteon, waaronder 
Rika Sennett en Lida Botha, asook met et-
like nuwe gesigte soos dié van John-Henry 
Opperman – wat saam met Sallas en Dawie 
lid is van die rockgroep Klopjag.

Barry Ronge, die opperpriester van 
Suid-Afrikaanse rolprentkritici, het die 
sentiment van baie fliekgangers vasgevat 
toe hy die volgende kwytraak: ‘I am quiet-
ly raving about an Afrikaans movie called 
Roepman because it offers an honest in-
sight into apartheid culture of the 1960s in 
South Africa, as it was experienced by poor, 
working-class Afrikaners.’

En verder: ‘If I were able to see just two or 

three more films of that quality every year, 

instead of squirming in my seat as I watch 

another load of political crap or Afrikaans 

slapstick, I would be a happier movie-goer.’

Goue woorde. As daar ooit ‘n uitdaging 

was wat iemand van die stoffasie van Piet 

de Jager sou opneem is dit hierdie ene.

‘Ek en dieselfde span mense werk aan ‘n 

nuwe filmproduksie wat hopelik volgende 

jaar vervaardig sal word.’

Maar Piet se betrokkenheid by die  

kuns te is allermins tot die silwerdoek 

beperk. ‘n Klompie jare gelede het Protea 

Boekhuis sy digbundel Ouhout uitgegee, en 

hulle is tans besig met die versorging van 

Piet se ver taling van die Franse wysgeer 

Albert Camus se klassieke roman Die Pes.

Maar dat die voete van Piet de Jager 
– sy skielike sterstatus ten spyt – ferm 
op die aarde geplant is is duidelik: ‘Ek is 
nie ‘n celebrity nie. Ek is Piet de Jager van 
Bronkhorstspruit wat by die Pretoria Balie 
praktiseer. Ek geniet dit om kuns te maak 
en dit met ander mense te deel.’

Sou dié mense dalk Charlize Theron in-

Piet skiet ‘n fliek

Adv Piet de Jager SC (regs) by Jan van Tonder,  
die skrywer van Roepman.
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