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by Ndanki Kahiurika

Judge Dave Smuts

SUPREME Court justice Dave Smuts has been elected as a member of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences, along

with the likes of former United States first lady Michelle Obama and Nigerian business magnate Aliko Dangote.

Confirming this to The Namibian on Tuesday, Smuts said his election was an honour, and one he did not expect. 

 

“It was entirely unexpected, and very humbling to be elected a member in such illustrious company. Not only founded by

such historical figures, but more recent members include presidents Nelson Mandela, Barack Obama, John Kennedy and

Rev Martin Luther King Jr, and many other greatly distinguished people. 

 

“And a number of US Supreme Court justices whom I greatly admire, like Ruth Bader Ginsberg, Elena Kagan and Sonia

Sotomayor. And to be in the company of Michelle Obama, who will also be inducted as a member this year,” he beamed. 

 

Smuts, who said he had not known he was being considered, was notified of his election on 15 April 2019. 

 

He will be inducted with all other elected members at the House of the Academy in Cambridge, Massachusetts in October
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this year. 

 

“I had not known that I was in consideration. It not only honours the human rights work I did before independence, but it

also recognises the work in recent years in our courts, and it thus recognises our independent judiciary and its standing

internationally. 

 

“It means a great deal to receive recognition in this form from this extremely eminent institution,” added Smuts. 

 

He said the academy engages in projects and research designed to advance scholarships developing innovative solutions

to challenges facing the American society, and in the process focusing on all the constituent elements of government and

civil society. 

 

“At the induction of members in October, I'll be fully briefed on the academy's structures and activities, and have a better

sense of what I can contribute. I hope that there would be an opportunity to contribute in some way on issues relating to

human rights, the rule of law and governance, and bring to bear a Namibian perspective rooted in our experiences,” he

noted. 

 

Smuts expressed hope that his membership of the association would provide a special opportunity for a Namibian voice

to be heard, and for issues affecting Namibia such as inequality, and the need to conserve endangered species and

prevent their trafficking, to be brought to the fore. 

 

Smuts, according to the academy's website, was elected as an international honorary member with 41 other experts,

including prince Zeid bin Ra'ad Al Hussein (former Jordanian diplomat and former ambassador to the US), and Ngozi

Okonjo-Iweala, former Nigerian finance minister. 

 

The academy published a list of 214 recently elected members on its website on 17 April 2019. 

 

According to David Oxtoby, the president of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences, these members are elected

based on their outstanding achievements in areas of academia, arts, business, government and public affairs. 

 

He was also quoted in the academy's press release as saying he was pleased to recognise the excellence of their new

members, to celebrate their compelling accomplishments, and to invite them to join the academy and contribute to its

work. 

 

“One of the reasons to honour extraordinary achievements is because the pursuit of excellence is so often accompanied

by disappointment and self-doubt,” stated Oxtoby in the press release. 

 

Courtney McLean, the academy's communications associate, told The Namibian via email on Tuesday that Smuts will be

inducted with all other members who will attend the induction ceremony. 

 

She said due to schedule conflicts, some elected members may not attend the ceremony, and they are thus still welcome

to come next year. 

 

“While I sincerely hope Michelle Obama will join us for this year's induction ceremony, I cannot confirm that she will do

so,” she observed. 
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Smuts has been practising law since 1980. 

 

In 1983, he completed an LLM at Harvard Law School on a scholarship, and was later on elected an Orville Schell Jr fellow

at Yale Law School in 1990. 

 

As a founding director and chair of the Legal Assistance Centre, Smuts received an award in 1990 from Human Rights

Watch in recognition of his work at the centre. 

 

He was appointed judge of the High Court by former president Hifikepunye Pohamba in 2010, and was appointed judge o

appeal in the Supreme Court from 1 January 2015. 

 

Smuts also played a significant role in the media sector when he co-founded The Namibian newspaper with veteran

journalist Gwen Lister in 1985 during the apartheid South African regime's era. 

 

He not only helped her to write the proposal, but also travelled abroad in her place, when Lister's passport was

confiscated at the time, to look for donors to fund the newspaper's setting up. 

 

Their aim, according to the Namibia Media Trust's website, was to set up a trust that had no private shareholders to own

the newspaper, and by doing so, promote press freedom and independent journalism. 

 

The trust became active in 2011, and Lister handed the reins of The Namibian newspaper to Tangeni Amupadhi, and

moved to chair the trust. 

 

Lister told The Namibian yesterday that it is always gratifying for her to learn that exceptional Namibians are being

recognised by prestigious institutions abroad for their achievements. 

 

“The accolade bestowed on Smuts is a proud moment for our country too,” she said. 

 

Lister added that Smuts' work in the legal field in Namibia is well-known, since and even before the founding of both The

Namibian in 1985 and the Legal Assistance Centre in 1988 at the height of the apartheid era. 

 

“He has always stood on the side of human rights and justice. He joins other distinguished personalities from around the

world who have similarly been honoured for their contributions in various fields,” said Lister. 

 

Chief justice Peter Shivute stated that it is a great honour for the Namibian judiciary to have one of its luminaries elected

to the academy. 

 

“As far as I was able to ascertain, not many countries in the world have their citizens accorded that honour. It is thus also

an accolade to Namibia to have one of its citizens inducted into this prestigious body,” said Shivute. 

 

He added that Smuts is not only an outstanding scholar and jurist, but he is also a leader and passionate believer in the

promotion of human rights and the provision of justice to all. 

 

“He is thus deserving of this special recognition. I congratulate Justice Smuts on this achievement. He has made all of us
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proud. The judiciary will certainly organise a modest ceremony in honour of our luminary. He deserves nothing less,” said

Shivute.


