
56 Advocate April 2012

Metonymy entails referring to a concept by
reference, not to the concept itself, but to
something associated with the concept. Fly’s
friends may say ‘Braamfontein won’t accept
that, if Bloemfontein will’, when they mean
‘the Supreme Court of Appeal may be sym-
pathetic, but not the Constitutional Court.’
‘The Bar’ and ‘the Side-bar’ are prime ex-
amples where the metonym becomes the
concept itself, leaving the association to
dissolve in the distant mists of time. It is
even debated whether these really referred
to the metal bar in court from behind which
the barrister would speak, or the position
relative to this bar that would be occupied
by the solicitor.

Synecdoche is a variant of metonymy.
Here, one refers to a thing by referring to
a part of it, or an implement used by it.
‘The sword’ may refer to the infantry, ‘silks’
to those the President believed he had the
power to honour in a particular way, and
so on.

In the Anglo-American tradition, the
judge’s gavel (little wooden hammer) tends
to do this, like the scales, or the figure of
lady justice outside the Old Bailey, for the
whole legal system, or for things to do with
law and the courts.

So, when it comes to talk (and parti-
cularly images) about courts, and court
cases, and trials, and action in court, and
drama to do with judges, and verdicts, and

sentences, all one sees are gavels.
Gavels, gavels, gavels. Banging away

merrily, often in the focused fore-
ground, with a blurry figure of

the Ancient Mariner and his
Glittering Eye in the back-
ground, doing the banging.

This is as true in Britain
as it is in America. And in
South Africa. Only, neither
Britain nor South Africa
has ever actually seen a
gavel in court. Ever. That
does not deter the pro-
ducers of fi lms and of

television series, the jour-
nalists and the authors, who

depict court cases in Britain
and in South Africa, from

according to The Gavel a starring
role. It has not done so for deca-

des, and it will never, it seems, do
so.

on the wall

It is as if this little hammer has assumed
such powerful force as a presence in our
legal system that even those who report on
proceedings they have witnessed with their
own eyes honestly come to believe that they
saw and heard it being wielded with dra-
matic effect, and feel themselves duty bound
to report this accurately.

The Department of Justice is embarking
on a project. The project appears to be
spawned by the worrying and potentially
counter-revolutionary phenomenon of
disagreement among judges about the law.
And a concomitant tendency among some
courts to lack appropriate enthusiasm in
their implementation of the Will of the
People. The project promises a scientific
study of what the courts are up to, and
how they manage to fall victim to such
heresies. A document was produced by the
department to allay the fears of those
misguided enough to think the project had
any sinister implications for the indepen-
dence of the judiciary. The allaying power
of the document is diminished by the fact
that it appears to have been produced in
a hurry. Or under the influence of a power-
ful hallucinogenic. Or both.

But that’s an issue for a different time.
Independence schmindependence. What’s
more important for present purposes is the
fact that the glossy document depicts the
object of its scrutiny as a Gavel.

It’s time for the Bar to respond to this
affront. Evil flourishes when good men
employ chauvinist metonyms for people,
and so on. The GCB must issue a press
release: ‘TO THE PEOPLE OF SOUTH
AFRICA. ONCE AND FOR ALL. THERE IS
NO FLIPPING GAVEL.’

Answers
Across
1Trite proposition (PLATITUDE)
2Pleading far down the to-and-fro (SURREBUTTER)
3Showing what you have (DISCOVERY)
4In rixa (2, 5) (IN ANGER)
5Increased in size (GREATER)
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Down
1Those who report (PUNDITS)
2Enforcing your security (PERFECTING)
3Often wise to do to argument (ABBREVIATE)
4Descend into the arena (INTERROGATE)
5What the Americans call chief (DIRECT)
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