
Molatelo Malowa is a member of the Pretoria Bar Council and
has a growing practice in land claims, evictions and in general
civil and motion work. So far, so normal, one might say. Yet,
Molatelo is also a writer and a mentor for writers. And an adherent
of that most stereotyped of religions, Rastafarianism.

‘I was the first-born of a labourer and a housewife in the
village of Botlokwa, north of Polokwane in Limpopo Province.’

From the age of five, he was a herd boy tending to his family’s
goats, after school and on weekends and holidays. Molatelo
matriculated in 1990.

‘I commenced my studies at the University of the North (now
the University of Limpopo), where I completed both the BProc and
LLB degrees.’

Yet, university life was difficult.
‘I struggled because of my poor family background. However,

at that time, I discovered the Rastafarian faith in all its fullness. It
became my walking stick and my pillar of strength. It gave me joy.

‘An association of Rastafarians was set up under the SRC, in
which I became involved. We organised reggae music bashes
and travelled to places where Rastafarians from the diaspora came
to perform.

‘After university, I wanted to do a Master’s degree through
UNISA, but my father said that if a calf has grown horns and still
wants to suck milk from its mother, it will hurt its mother.’

At the start of 1997, Molatelo started looking for employment,
but to no avail.

‘In the second semester of 1997, I attended a Practical Legal
Training course in Pretoria and, in 1998, I again started looking
for work and also applied to become a prosecutor. I was put at
the bottom of a waiting list of more than 1000 candidates.’

Then, in 1999, Molatelo decided to do pupillage at the Pretoria
Bar.

‘In April 1999, I decided to cut off my dreadlocks because I
feared victimisation by examiners – especially if I got an oral. I
passed, but I had no money to set up practice or even to stay in
Pretoria. I returned to Limpopo and spread the teachings of the
Rastafarian faith, especially among children.

‘In August 1999, I again contacted the office of the Directorate
of Public Prosecution to enquire about the waiting list for a
prosecuting position. I was called for an interview and I got a job.

‘I worked mainly in the Traffic Offence Court of the Magistrates’
Court. It was not a rewarding experience. Cases involving fraud
and specialised crimes were given to white colleagues, even when
I surpassed them in experience.’

While he had intended to use his berth as a prosecutor to gain
experience and contacts and to put away some money, Molatelo
soon realised this probably wasn’t the best route back to the Bar.

‘In January 2000, I left and returned to the Bar. In many
respects, it was an easy move, but to keep my head above water
was difficult. After being used to a monthly salary, I spent long
periods without paying briefs, or briefs whatsoever. And this while
my family was looking to me to assist them.’

And being a Rastafarian sporting dreadlocks could surely not
have made it easier?

‘People have mixed reactions. Some show me respect, while
others are frightened or confused because they don’t associate
dreadlocks with a suit and tie and the law. Some clients think I’m
worth a try if another, better advocate can’t be found. Some
attorneys doubt whether I take my profession seriously.

‘Others, though, respect me for having the inner quality to
wear dreadlocks in a conservative profession.’

Wryly, Molatelo adds: ‘Sometimes people, from street sweepers
to policemen, greet me from a distance despite the fact that they
don’t know me. Because of how I look, they expect me to give
them assistance of whatever type, including giving them dagga
on the spot.’

And further to confound stereotypes, Molatelo has become a
member of the Pretoria Bar Council, until quite recently a pale-
male preserve.

‘I’m a member though Advocates for Transformation. I see
my role as guarding jealously the interests of advocates, and,
more so, black advocates. Also, advancing the profession’s ability
to reach the poor and transforming the Bar and its administration.’

Yet, Molatelo acknowledges progress has already being made.
‘The Pretoria Bar has adopted a programme to honour top

student achievers at the Universities of Limpopo and Venda, like it
has for long done with the University of Pretoria and UNISA.

‘Also, next year, we intend admitting a majority of black pupils
– or at least as many as white pupils.’

But it’s not only the dry bones of Bar politics and pleadings
for Molatelo. In 1988, he started putting pen to paper creatively.

‘I then became aware of racial discrimination and injustice,
amongst others through the print media, specifically a now-defunct
weekly newspaper called New Nation.

‘I write about love, romantic or otherwise, and about life without
hate, about birds in cages kept as toys, about the leaves that have
fallen down from a tree and decayed to feed the roots of the tree.

‘I write about racism, hypocrisy, greed and selflessness, about
social injustice, faith and peace.

‘I write novellas, and documentaries and short films.’
While he hasn’t published yet, it’s an aspiration of his.
‘But sooner rather than later, I will publish. As soon as I get

funding.’
In the preface to his poetry anthology Drums of Hope, a young

poet, Matome Seima, writes: ‘Lastly, I wish to thank Adv Molatelo
Malowa, an amazing poet and writer, who is always available to
assist and talk to me in his tight schedule.’

The sooner rather than later sentiment is surely shared by those,
like Seima, whose writing he’s mentored – and many others.

Molatelo defies
stereotypes
By Jean Meiring, Johannesburg Bar
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