PROFESSOR RENFREW CHRISTIE, D. PHIL. Oxford, FRSSAf

PROFESSOR RENFREW CHRISTIE, D. PHIL. Oxford, FRSSAf

Professor Renfrew Christie writes on politics and economics; military and naval affairs; the history of science and technology and nuclear history.  He was elected a Fellow of the Royal Society of South Africa in 2003 for “conspicuous and distinguished contributions to the cause of science”.  He was the Society's General Secretary from 2004 to 2006 and elected a Member of the Academy of Science of South Africa in 2005.

He has published Electricity, Industry and Class in South Africa 1905 – 1975, (London, Macmillan, 1984) and a range of chapters, journal articles and popular items.  He often gives radio and other media interviews, both on education and on nuclear non-proliferation questions.

He married the novelist Menan du Plessis in 1990.  They have two daughters, Camilla and Aurora.  For five years Professor Christie was guardian to an orphaned cousin, Cornelius Graafland, until Cornelius reached the age of twenty one.

For sixteen years since 1990 Professor Christie has been Dean of Research and a Senior Professor at the University of the Western Cape (UWC), which is a historically black institution of 15 000 students, in Cape Town, South Africa.  He has reported in that time directly to six Vice Chancellors of UWC.  The university's research and doctoral programmes have dramatically improved in quality and quantity during his tenure so far, especially in the natural sciences, which were previously denied to black South Africans as a matter of the Apartheid government's policy.

As a civilian he involved himself in civic contribution by helping with the transformation of the South African Navy after President Nelson Mandela's democratic election in 1994.  He was awarded the Certificate of Commendation of the Chief of the South African Navy in 2005, for his work "which helped to ensure that the South African Navy is the navy the people need."

Professor Christie was one of two co-founders of the Macro Economic Research Group (MERG) which prepared the way for the economic success of the new South Africa by publishing a book called Making Democracy Work: A Framework for Macroeconomic Policy in South Africa.  The MERG later became the National Institute for Economic Policy whose Board of Directors was chaired by Professor Christie.

He has been a member of the Board of Trustees of the UWC Community Law Centre (CLC) for fifteen years and Chairperson of the Board for ten years.  The CLC specialises in Human Rights Law, especially with regard to women, children and prisoners.  The patron of the CLC is Archbishop Emeritus Desmond Mpilo Tutu.

The CLC was seminal in the drafting of the Bill of Rights in the new South African Constitution. The CLC's founding director became the country's first democratic minister of justice while several others of its employees also became cabinet ministers.

Since then, under Professor Christie's leadership, the CLC has monitored the implementation of the Bill of Rights.  His signature has been on the Court Papers submitted in several landmark constitutional cases in which the CLC was privileged to act as a Friend of the Court, such as the Nevirapine mother-to-child HIV-AIDS transmission case, the crossing the floor of Parliament case and the Grootboom and Modderklip socio-economic rights cases.

Professor Christie chaired the Board of Directors of the Cape Town anti-apartheid struggle newspaper, South.  He helped to create the UWC School of Public Health and the UWC Centre for Higher Education Studies.  He chaired the South African Commonwealth Scholarships Selection Committee for ten years.

Professor Christie has held prestigious visiting fellowships in the Woodrow Wilson International Centre for Scholars, Washington DC; the Stiftung für Wissenschaft und Politik (which at the time was Chancellor Helmut Kohl's strategic think-tank in Ebenhausen, Germany) and the Indian Ocean Centre for Peace Studies, Perth, Western Australia.  

He has delivered guest lectures at the United States Naval College at Annapolis; the Pentagon and the Institut d' France in Cardinal Mazarin's Palace on the Quai de Conti, Paris.  He has also delivered lectures on Nuclear Weapons to the Executive National Security Management Programme of the South African National Defence College.

Professor Christie was born in Johannesburg, South Africa on 11 September 1949.  His mother brought him up as a single parent on a telephonist’s salary when her husband died two years after the birth.  Her brother, his uncle, Flight Lieutenant David Taylor, was killed in Korea flying for Cheetah Squadron of the South African Air Force at about the same time. Professor Christie was educated at King Edward VII School and the University of the Witwatersrand.  He was a conscript in the South African Army in 1967.

While an undergraduate he was arrested four times for anti-apartheid activities.  One arrest was for being a white person in Soweto without a permit, while taking a guard dog to Mrs Winnie Mandela whose home was being attacked at night; another was for marching on John Vorster Police Station while Mrs Mandela was being detained and tortured there. The other two arrests were for being a white person illegally visiting the black students of the University of the North in what is now the Province of Limpopo.

In 1972 he was elected Deputy President of the National Union of South African Students (NUSAS).  With the President of NUSAS he launched the nationwide "Free Education Now!" campaign which led to the police riots in St George's Cathedral, Cape Town and in four other cities.  NUSAS made him an Honorary Life Member.

He took his BA Honours in 1974 at the University of Cape Town, which awarded him an MA in Comparative African Government and Law with distinction in 1975.  This was for a thesis entitled "The Political Economy of the Kunene River Schemes" in Angola and Namibia.

He won a Field Marshal Smuts scholarship to St Antony's College, Oxford University (1975 – 1979) where he took his DPhil in Politics for a study of The Electrification of South Africa, 1905 to 1975.  During this time he also helped to make a full-length television documentary about Apartheid for Channel Nine Television, Australia.

Arrested on return to South Africa on 23 October 1979, he was a political prisoner under the Terrorism Act for over seven years, found guilty of spying on the Apartheid Nuclear Weapons Programme for Mr Nelson Mandela's African National Congress.

He was held in solitary confinement for over seven months before his trial.  In a landmark judgement, upheld on appeal, the court decided to admit his "confession" despite accepting the evidence that it had been obtained by torture.

He was kept in the Pretoria Maximum Security Prison for two and a half years on the Death Row closest to the gallows.  He was not to be hanged but he was forced to listen to the hanging of some three hundred people.  Transferred to the Pretoria Security Prison, he was one of six political prisoners guarded by sixty warders.

He was released on parole on 30 November 1986 and the parole expired without event in 1990.  Asked if he would repeat what he did, given the decision all over again, Professor Christie said yes, because he simply did not trust Apartheid President P.W. Botha with nuclear weapons.
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