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Hearing of the passing away of Ron (as I affectionately called 
him) was the most devastating news I had received in a 

while. That was in the early morning of Tuesday 15th May 2018. 

It was indeed very difficult to believe and accept as a fact. Even 
at his funeral, where I had to say a few words of comfort to his 
dear wife and children, it was unbelievable to speak of him in 
the past tense. Their loss is shared by the judiciary and the pub-
lic at large. 

He spent the last 18 years of his life in the judiciary - as an 
acting judge in 2000, as a permanent judge of the Gauteng Divi-
sion from 2001 to 2009, when he was elevated to the Supreme 
Court of Appeal (SCA) bench. He also spent time acting at the 
ConCourt, acting JP in the Northern Cape and as an acting 
judge at the Namibian High Court. (Akuhlanga Lungehlanga) 

In the corridors of the SCA he was affectionately known as 
Bosi (from Bosielo), a uniquely energetic person – a teacher – 
an outstanding jurist. He was equanimity personified and an 
indomitable giant, with a firm moral compass as to what was 
right or wrong. He believed that if right was on your side – you 
would succeed. A scholar and a gentleman – assiduous when 
it came to his work – he was always ready to help and offer his 
knowledge to empower others. And a natty dresser of note. 

I became convinced, after meeting him in the late 80’s and 
early 90’s, that indeed dynamite comes in small packages. He 
was small in stature but humongous in spirit and knowledge.

Isizulu sithi Umuntu ubongwa esefile – fortunately I do not 
subscribe to this saying (literally meaning one is praised after 
death). I believe people should be praised while still alive to let 
them know how we feel and think about them. His abbreviated 
curriculum vitae reads thus:

After matriculating in 1977, Judge Bosielo went to Turfloop 

University, in Limpopo where he registered for a law degree 
in 1978. He acquired his B-Iuris degree in 1981, followed by an 
LLB–Degree in 1983. He then practised as an attorney from 1986 
– 1998. During 1992 he acquired his LLM-Degree and Diploma 
in Advanced Corporate Law from (Rand Afrikaanse Universiteit) 
(RAU) in 1996.

He was appointed a permanent Judge at the North-Gauteng 
Division in January 2001. In 2006-2008 he was appointed acting 
Judge President of the Northern Cape High Court. During 2006 
and 2007, he was appointed an acting Judge of the Namibia 
High Court. In October 2009, he was appointed a permanent 
Judge of Appeal at the SCA where he was currently serving. 
During May-June 2013, he was appointed an acting Judge of the 
Constitutional Court.

Judge Bosielo was a strong advocate of continuing judicial 
education. He believed that, simply because law is not static but 
dynamic and it changes with societal norms and values as they 
change, judges have to keep abreast with all such developments 
so that the law remains in synch with what is happening in the 
broader society. Quite importantly he believed that law without 
justice cannot be law. There has to be a connection between law, 
justice and morality for law to have real meaning for the people. 
The Black Lawyers Association (BLA), Law Society of the North-
ern Province and South African Judicial Education Institute 
(SAJEI) will bear witness to the role he played in the training of 
aspirant judges and newly appointed judges, magistrates and 
law students in general.

It was at the Gauteng Division, Pretoria – formerly known as 
the Transvaal Provincial Division (TPD) that the bond between 
Ronnie, Motata J; Poswa J; Ledwaba DJP; Webster J and myself 
under the leadership of the retired Ngoepe JP, developed and 
grew from strength to strength. 
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We would use our lunch break to discuss cases we were busy 
with in the day, including topical legal problems. We would 
assist each other in all forms to equip ourselves, we had to work 
harder to dispel the myth that standards were going to drop 
now that a new crop of African (Black) judges was emerging. 

The atmosphere was hostile for our reception in Pretoria, 
however because of our determination to succeed with distinc-
tion, Ronnie was a pillar to lean on. From the unity and hard 
work we formed a lunch club, which culminated into what is 
known as the club 2010. That was in 2005 in anticipation of the 
FIFA world cup 2010. 

So ambitious were we, we agreed to contribute money 
monthly to fund whatever project we could think of. We were 
of the view that our careers should not end up in South Africa 
but were determined to extend our horizon to the SADC region 
and the African diaspora. We privately and single-handedly 
arranged a trip to Zimbabwe, visiting colleagues at the High 
Court. We were well-received and also visited their Supreme 
Court of Appeal. 

We were invited to place wreaths at the Heroes Acres in 
Harare in honour of their fallen heroes – we even sat on the 
bench during their proceedings of the day at the High Court – 
Ronnie was one of the pioneers of this project.    

Even as we grieve, we would be remiss not to afford our-
selves some time and space to reflect upon the kind of lasting 
contributions Ronnie has had on our judiciary and how we can 
draw on them as we continue to better our jurisprudence. 

Ronnie’s vocation as a judge will go down as a prime exam-
ple of courageous adjudication, judicial activism and innovative 
judging. His body of judgments showcases his large vision for 
the judiciary and his unrelenting efforts to propelling our jus-
tice system to its next horizons. His love of plain language, the 
ethical texture of his judicial findings as well as his hesitance to 
absolutely punish and condemn stand him in excellent stead.  

His judgments and indeed his expertise are broad and un-

confined to a singular discipline of law.  Judge Bosielo was a 
pluralistic jurist. As is explicitly clear from his judgments, Judge 
Bosielo possessed full proficiency in multiple areas of law such 
that any of the areas of law might as well have been his specialty.

He made noticeable strides in a plethora of legal fields – I’m 
reminded of Ruduvha v Minister of Safety & Security 2016 (10) 
BCLR 1326 (CC). The case dealt with the rights of minor chil-
dren and arbitrary detention. He commented that the Constitu-
tion seeks to insulate children from the trauma of an arrest by 
demanding in peremptory terms that a child’s best interest must 
be accorded paramount importance and that the arrest and de-
tention of children must be exercised as a measure of last resort.

His work always resembled justice – empathy where due – 
and decisiveness. One such case is S v Shilubane 2008 (1) SACR 
295 (T). In it, he explored the different structures of punishment 
in our criminal justice system. 

Although he was an advocate of restorative justice as an 
alternative form of punishment, in NDPP v Thabethe 2011 (2) 
SACR 567 (SCA) he stated that courts have an obligation to 
impose a fitting sentences for crimes like rape. A failure to do 
so would regrettably have an effect of eroding the public con-
fidence in the criminal justice system, he said. He therefore set 
aside the restorative justice type of sentence imposed by the 
high court and imposed a sentence of imprisonment.

His contribution is so immense, it will not be possible in the 
circumstances to exhaust the list. 

He will be sorely missed by his family and the legal frater-
nity as a whole. Many of his friends, colleagues and others in the 
legal community sent their condolences to the family during this 
time of bereavement.  A

Justice JBZ Shongwe is the acting Deputy President of The Supreme 
Court of Appeal. 
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