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In some ways, freedom is like the air: people struggle for it only when they are deprived 
of it; when it is there, they take it for granted. But in another way, freedom is very 
different: if you don’t care for it and protect it, it has a tendency to disappear.

— George Soros, Inaugural Open Society Lecture, Johannesburg, 1994

There can be no argument that South Africa has the legal foundations of an open 
society. Its Constitution in fact includes a specific reference to it being a ‘democratic 
and open society’. An essential ingredient of that kind of democratic and open society 
to which our Constitution refers, is a constant vigilance on the part of all to ensure 
that practice does not erode good intentions. We ourselves, while still in government, 
often made the point that public organs like the media are essential for the defence 
and consolidation of our democracy as they hold out the mirror in which those elected 
to rule on behalf of the people can see themselves. The practice of criticism is not only 
functionally necessary for the maintenance of an open society, but is an expression of 
an open society.

— President Nelson Mandela, Open Society Lecture, Cape Town, 1999
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Arrival and light supper from 18h00

MC — Fatima Hassan, Executive Director, OSF-SA

Performances 
South African Youth Choir based at the University of the 
Western Cape

 Not Another Diva 
Faustin Linyekula (Democratic Republic of Congo) 
Hlengiwe Lushaba (South Africa) 
Johanna Tshabalala and Aphiwe Mpahleni (dancers)

Welcome 
Prof. Mary Metcalfe, OSF-SA

Announcement of the Commemorative Scholarship  
and Fellowship Awards

 Mary-Jane Morifi, Deputy Chairperson, OSF-SA,  
and Alexander Soros, Deputy Chairperson, OSF

Open Society Commemorative Lecture 2018

Guest speaker: Samia Nkrumah
Respondent: Patrick Gaspard, President, OSF
Moderator: Mandla Langa, OSF-SA

Closing remarks 
Yasmin Carrim, Chairperson, OSF-SA

ORDER OF 
PROCEEDINGS
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Welcome to Cape Town! 
Wamkelekile!

On behalf of the Board of the Open Society Foundation for South Africa and our staff, I welcome you to this 
wonderful occasion tonight. I want to extend a special welcome to the Open Society Foundations’ founder 
and Chairperson George Soros, Alexander Soros, Patrick Gaspard, Leonard Benardo, Global Board members, 
and the staff of the Open Society Foundations from all over the world. I would also like to extend a special 
welcome to representatives of our other geographic foundations and thematic programs, and, of course, our 
formidable staff team, our grantees, network partners, and our fellow donors.

It is fitting that a quarter of a century of the Open Society Foundations’ presence in South Africa is to be 
celebrated by the Turning 25 Commemorative Open Society Lecture in the city of Cape Town. In 1979, at the 
height of apartheid, George Soros made the decision to award scholarships to black students for the pursuit 
of studies at the University of Cape Town. That decision played a significant role in the launch of the Open 
Society Foundations globally. In 1993, the Open Society Foundation for South Africa was established as a 
donor organisation in order to promote the building of a vibrant civil society. Our work is based on the 
philanthropic vision of George Soros, shaped by Karl Popper, which is to foster a truly open society, one 
which holds all power to account and allows for pluralism rooted in democratic traditions. It is a philanthropy 
that was born in South Africa and one of which we are especially proud.

Yasmin Carrim
Chairperson, OSF-SA

25 YEARS  
OF GRANT MAKING  
IN SOUTH AFRICA

celebrating
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The fact that we are hosting this incredible event at the Cape Town City Hall is no accident. It was at this venue 
that our beloved Madiba first addressed the nation upon his release from prison in February 1990. That 
moment on the balcony of the City Hall, when he was facing the Grand Parade, was a historic moment for this 
country. It was a moment that filled us all with hope and held out the promise that South Africa could become 
an open and democratic country based on the pillars of dignity and equality for all our people. Today in South 
Africa we have a beautiful Constitution based on the principles of equality and dignity. We enjoy rights that 
have become the envy of many nations. However, we have come to realise that, while such beautiful laws 
may provide us with the framework for an open and democratic society, that ideal cannot be achieved 
without the active participation of citizens and all people who live here.

When we opened our office in 1993, it was months away from the historic 1994 elections. In late 1994, 
George Soros delivered the inaugural Open Society Lecture at the Carlton Centre in Johannesburg. The text 
of that first lecture is included in this booklet, and still rings true today, providing prescient reminders that an 
open society requires constant vigilance, and that complacency is not an option for those of us committed to 
the vision of an open and democratic society.

The Open Society Lecture became somewhat of a tradition after 1994 and included eminent speakers such 
as Dr Frene Ginwala, Justice Dikgang Moseneke, Justice Richard Goldstone, and Dr Navi Pillay, some of whom 
have joined us here tonight as well, and who have supported the Foundation and its work in South Africa 
over the years.

Because of George’s long-standing friendship and partnership with President Mandela, Madiba delivered the 
5th Open Society Lecture in 1999. Already then, Madiba reminded us that ‘a truly open society requires a 
substantive improvement in the material conditions of the poor, and not the progress of a few at the expense 
of the many’.

I especially want to thank Mme Graça Machel for being here with us tonight to pay homage to the friendship 
that Madiba shared with George Soros, and to the Nelson Mandela Foundation for its continued partnership 
and support of our work in South Africa.

Tonight, we will have the honour of hosting Samia Nkrumah. Samia is a Ghanaian politician, activist, and 
member of the West African post-colonial liberation movements, and the daughter of the late Fathia and 
Kwame Nkrumah. Samia, our guest speaker, will be in conversation with Patrick Gaspard, with Mandla Langa 
moderating.

The friendship between Madiba and George was an abiding one, as was the friendship and solidarity 
extended to us by our fellow African leaders during the dark days of apartheid. Samia will be here tonight to 
honour both that friendship and the Open Society Foundations’ tradition of dialogue in pursuit of an open, 
just and progressive society.
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Tonight, we will also with great pride and joy announce the winners of our Turning 25 Commemorative 
Scholarship and Fellowship Awards, which are awards made to young, previously disadvantaged individuals 
who will pursue a field of study that aligns with the work of the Foundation. These awards are a special 
tribute to the first set of scholarships awarded by George Soros to black students in 1979.

The 25 Scholarships and Fellowships are being awarded by us in partnership with the Office of the OSF 
President and several thematic and regional partners in the Open Society Foundations that we are fortunate 
to collaborate with in all of our grant-making work in South Africa.

As we welcome you here tonight, let me especially thank George Soros for travelling to South Africa to be with 
us this week. His philanthropic vision is the reason why we have been able to support a strong set of civil 
society partners and institutions that tirelessly lead the work of building our democracy, which, in recent 
history, has come under severe threat.

I also want to pay tribute to the over 700 grantee organisations that we have supported during the past  
25 years in South Africa. Your work remains the reason for our continued investment in South Africa. You 
continue to inspire us in our work by the passion and commitment that you show in making our country work 
better for those most in need.

Finally, thank you also to all former and current Board members and staff of the Foundation, without whom 
none of our work in South Africa would have been possible.
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My heart fills with joy every time I return to this country; and it is 
with great pride that I join in celebrating the first 25 years of the 
Open Society Foundation for South Africa. The Foundation opened 
its doors in Cape Town in 1993, but George Soros had started 
offering black South African students’ scholarships in 1979 – his 
first ever venture in philanthropy. That’s why South Africa is doubly 
important in Open Society’s history, and the continuing work we 
commemorate today is a tribute to George’s vision and steadfast belief  
in the possibilities for a free, democratic South Africa.

I was born in Africa, to Haitian parents living in the Democratic Republic of the Congo and grew up in the 
United States at the time of the civil rights movement. I was an activist at university when I learned of the links 
between our civil rights struggle and the fight against apartheid. One of my most treasured memories is 
traveling as a young man to South Africa, where I joined so many incredible anti-apartheid activists risking 
their lives to fight for freedom and an end to oppression. This international solidarity in the pursuit of 
equality, freedom of movement, and justice was so vital at that time, and such solidarity remains vital today. 

I wasn’t aware then, but George was pursuing similar work on the ground in South Africa at that time, using 
his wealth to fund anti-apartheid organisations working against race-based pass laws and, supporting the 
next generation of black journalists, black doctors and medical specialists, and significantly, starting his 
global philanthropy. 

As the OSF-SA offices opened in 1993, the country was preparing for that unforgettable moment – its first 
democratic elections in 1994. George played a role in paving the way for the elections by supporting pivotal 
1987 talks in Senegal between the banned ANC and white politicians and business leaders. Since the adoption 
of the Constitution in 1996, OSF-SA has worked tirelessly to help civil society promote the ideals of dignity 
and equality enshrined in that document.

MESSAGE FROM  
PATRICK

President, Open Society Foundations

Gaspard
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When I had the opportunity to serve my country as the US Ambassador to South Africa between 2013 and 
2016, I had the pleasure of witnessing the invaluable work that OSF-SA was doing in supporting civil society 
groups, promoting transformation, and holding all forms of power to account. It was here that my appreciation 
and respect for the work of the Open Society Foundations grew deeper, and it is an honor to be back in South 
Africa today as president.

Now, we sit a stone’s throw from South Africa’s democratic parliament, the idea of which was a fantasy in 
1979, and still a dream in 1993. But dangers to open society are increasing. We cannot be complacent.  
We must commit to investing in human rights work around the world, and our presence here as we celebrate 
25 years in South Africa demonstrates that resolve to this great nation. 

The 25th Commemorative Open Society Lecture is an opportunity to advance international solidarity. George 
himself gave the first of these lectures in 1994; President Nelson Mandela spoke in 1999. Tonight, we are 
excited that this edition will be delivered by Samia Nkrumah, a sister in the global liberation struggle with a 
heritage of political leadership. Samia comes from a legacy of political leaders who have promoted radical 
positive change in Ghana and elsewhere, and her lecture is taking place at a time when it’s particularly 
important to promote pan-African dialogue.

This lecture, and the work of OSF-SA, remind us that much progress has been made, and so many seemingly 
insurmountable obstacles to establishing an open society have been overcome. But these are early days. 
Twenty-five years passes in the blink of an eye. We must not take anything for granted, vigilantly working with 
OSF-SA and its grantees to provide a beacon for everything we do together in Africa and the world. 

Patrick Gaspard
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It has been an immense privilege to be associated with the work of 
the Open Society Foundations in South Africa. Even before I joined 
the Board in 2013, which I served until the end of 2017, I had long 
been familiar with the work of the Foundation through the support 
it provided to the many social justice movements, groups and 
other organisations whose work I have long admired, supported, 
and been a part of, because it advances the needs of poor people in 
the communities and regions that I serve as Archbishop.

Through the grantees the Foundation has supported over  
the last 25 years, coupled with partnerships the Foundation 
established with the government, and others, we are fortunate to 
have a strong civil society sector that can advance the  
work and vision that we had, when all our people first voted in 
1994, to build our beautiful country and resilient democracy, 
and, in so doing, assist the region with its own important work of 
building democratic practices. Our repositioning in the last five 
years, especially, has been critical in this effort.

George Soros’ work in South Africa and his visionary thinking in 
supporting philanthropy are rooted in race and gender 
transformation, partnership, trust, innovation, and support of 
the next generation of black leaders to prepare for the post-
apartheid, democratic South Africa. For example, in the 1980s 
he focused on training and supporting black academics, black 
medical professionals, black journalists, and anti-apartheid 
groups working to resist the notorious apartheid pass laws.

So, if ever there was a case for 
increasing philanthropic support for 
social justice causes, in partnership 
with democratically elected 
governments, over a sustained period, 
then South Africa is that case. It has 
truly been remarkable what the 
Foundation has been able to support 
and promote over the last 25 years. 
It must continue, now more than ever,  
and I wish the Foundation well over 
its next 25-year journey!

MESSAGE FROM  
ARCHBISHOP THABO

Anglican Archbishop of Southern Africa

Makgoba
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George Soros’ visionary support prior to the democratic transition also included support for the peace talks 
now famously known as the Dakar Conference. In the early years of democracy, his support continued, 
including for the building of houses for poor communities in partnership with the South African government. 
Through the establishment of the Open Society Foundation for South Africa in 1993, with a local governing 
Board, and a local staff team, his philanthropic funding has supported over 700 very different but all equally 
important organisations from 1993 to 2018.

The Open Society Foundation for South Africa began its work just before our glorious 1994 elections, when I, 
as a young black person, voted for the very first time in my life. My own family was a victim of the cruel 
apartheid laws, resulting in losing our land, identity, and dignity. Our new democracy and the work of the 
groups that hold it to account, which the Foundation has helped to support in line with our Constitution, have 
allowed us to reassert our rights.

This would not have been possible without the stellar work of groups and organisations that bravely started 
working in 1994 as ‘civil society’, with limited resources. Collectively, through donor funding and support, 
they have advanced rights protections, and new ways of working, including promoting rights for some of 
South Africa’s most marginalised communities.
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THE 2018 OPEN SOCIETY LECTURE 
ABOUT THE
GUEST SPEAKER 

Samia Nkrumah /GHANA 
Samia Yaba Nkrumah is the only daughter of Ghana’s first President, the 
legendary Osagyefo Dr Kwame Nkrumah, and his Egyptian wife, Madam 
Fathia Halim Rizk. Samia’s unique circumstance of pan-African birth and 
cultural inclinations underpin her belief in African unity – a belief and a 
political conviction that rely as much on the many texts of her father as 
they do on her own studies, interactions with academics, professionals, 
artists, students and everyday people across Africa, and interactions with 
Africans outside the continent.

Born in 1960, the year Ghana declared its status as a Republic, she and her siblings left Ghana in 1966 
after the overthrow of the government of Kwame Nkrumah. For about a decade, the family lived in Egypt, 
returning to Ghana in the 1970s and then leaving again in the 1980s.

Samia, who is fluent in Arabic, Italian and English, has worked for many years as a journalist and  
media consultant. She was educated in Ghana, Egypt and the United Kingdom. She is married and has  
a son, Kwame. Returning to Ghana permanently in 2008 after many years of living abroad, Samia signalled 
her intention to ‘rekindle the vision of Kwame Nkrumah’. She joined the Convention People’s Party (CPP) 
and contested the 2008 parliamentary elections in the Western Region of Ghana, and won. In 2011, she 
became Chairperson of the CPP, the only female leader of a political party in Ghana, and also the youngest 
person to take on this prominent role.

Samia is also the founder and President of the Kwame Nkrumah Pan African Centre, an organisation  
set up to promote Kwame Nkrumah’s vision, philosophy and political culture within the context of a 
united Africa. Samia is a firm believer in the application of local culture and knowledge in solving local 
problems, and has inspired many young people in the areas of pan-Africanism, politics, and the protection 
of the environment.

We must unite politically and integrate our economies for the benefit of African people.
– Samia Nkrumah

Panel
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RESPONDER

Patrick Gaspard /USA

Patrick Gaspard is President of the Open Society Foundations. Previously, as Vice-President, he 
oversaw daily operations, directed advocacy work in Washington DC and Brussels, and 
provided strategic direction to, and oversight of, the Foundations’ programmatic work. 
Prior to joining the Open Society Foundations, Patrick served as United States Ambassador 
to South Africa from 2013 to 2016. He has extensive experience in presidential and 
congressional campaigns. Most recently, he served as a senior aide to President Barack 
Obama, as the Executive Director of the Democratic National Committee, and as an 
assistant to the President and Director of the White House Office of Political Affairs. 
Patrick began his career as a union organiser in New York City and was the Executive Vice-
President and Political Director for the Service Employees International Union. He also 
served as a senior aide to then New York City Mayor David Dinkins. Patrick attended Columbia 
University in New York City.

MODERATOR

Mandla Langa /SOUTH AFRICA 

Mandla Langa is a poet, author, writer and activist. In 2018, he received an honorary PhD from the 
University of Fort Hare in South Africa. He has a long and distinguished writing career, 
publishing acclaimed works such as Tenderness of Blood (1987), A Rainbow on a Paper Sky 
(1989), The Naked Song and Other Stories (1997), The Memory of Stones (2000), The Lost Colours 
of the Chameleon (2008), The Texture of Shadows (2014), and Dare Not Linger (2017).

Mandla has participated in various arts programmes and conferences throughout Africa 
and elsewhere. A scriptwriter and journalist, he has held various posts abroad, including 
that of Cultural Representative in the United Kingdom. He was the Convener of the South 
Africa Task Group on Government Communications from 1996 to 2000, and was previously 
a weekly columnist for the Sunday Independent, Programme Director for Television at the 
South African Broadcasting Corporation, and Chairperson of the Independent Communications 
Authority of South Africa.

Mandla is the 2007 recipient of the National Order of Ikhamanga (Silver) in recognition of his literary and journalistic 
service to the country. In 2009, he received a Living Legends Award from the eThekwini Municipality.



PAGE  11

THE OPEN SOCIETY

George Soros delivered the Inaugural Open Society Lecture on 14 December 1994 at the Carlton 
Centre in Johannesburg. The original booklet containing the lecture is on display at the Open Society 
Foundation for South Africa offices, and the text of his lecture is included in this booklet.

Previous speakers from 1994 to 2000 embodied the values of tolerance, justice, openness and equality. 
They were leaders, trailblazers and public intellectuals whose work contributed to the development 
and promotion of democracy and an open society within South Africa, in Africa, and globally.

Between 1994 and 2000, speakers included:

• George Soros, founder and Chairperson of the Open Society Foundations (1994);
• Mme Frene Ginwala, the first black woman Speaker of Parliament in a democratic South Africa 

(1995);
• Justice Richard Goldstone, later Justice of the Constitutional Court and Prosecutor for the 

International Criminal Tribunals for the former Yugoslavia and for Rwanda (1996);
• Justice Dikgang Moseneke, later Deputy Chief Justice of South Africa (1997);
• President Nelson Mandela, the first black President in a democratic South Africa, and global 

anti-apartheid struggle icon and former political prisoner (1999); and
• Justice Navi Pillay, later the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (2000).

Previous lectures explored: the challenges and opportunities of the transition towards an open society 
in South Africa, and in countries that have experienced extreme ethnic and nationalist pressures; the 
challenges of information technology for an open society; the role of the Constitution and law in an 
open society; and the importance of international criminal justice in an open and global society.

1994–2000
Lecture Series
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PREVIOUS LECTURES / 1

George Soros /  FOUNDER AND CHAIRPERSON, 
 OPEN SOCIETY FOUNDATIONS

The Concept of Open Society
Johannesburg, 14 December 1994

Since I am inaugurating the Open Society lecture series, I thought it would be most appropriate if  
I told you the saga of my own long-lasting involvement with the concept of an open society.

It started very early in my life. I was 14 years old when the Germans occupied Hungary and started 
deporting Jews to extermination camps. I was very fortunate because my father understood the 
nature of the Nazi regime. He told me at the time that it was an unlawful regime, therefore the right 
response was not to obey the unlawful laws. He arranged false identity papers and hiding places for 
all the members of his family and for a number of our friends as well. Most of us survived the War.

Soviet occupation

Then I had a taste of the Soviet occupation of Hungary and the formation of the communist regime.  
I didn’t like it. I found it stifling, especially after the adventures of the Nazi occupation. I decamped for 
England at age 17, with my father’s encouragement. So I learned at an early age how vitally important 
it is what kind of regime prevails. It may be a matter of life and death.

In England, as a student, I read Karl Popper’s book The Open Society and Its Enemies. It made a deep 
impression on me because it showed that fascism and communism are similar in character: they both 
lay claim to the ultimate truth and they both proclaim that the end justifies the means. Doctrines of 
that kind lead to a closed society in which the individual is subjugated to the collective, society is 
dominated by the state, and the state is in the service of a dogma which embodies the ultimate truth. 
In such a society there is no freedom.

Rigid systems

Popper juxtaposed the communist and the Nazi doctrines with another principle of social organisation, 
which he called ‘open society’. Popper as a philosopher did not like to give concepts exact definitions 
because he was afraid that rigid definitions may give rise to rigid philosophical systems that cannot 
be altered by experience. He preferred to proceed from right to left, to describe the concept and then 
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give it a label, rather than from left to right, to take a term and then give it a definition. I have not re-
read Popper lately, but I don’t believe he ever defined what he meant by ‘open society’. Open society 
is not governed by any doctrine but is based on the recognition that no one possesses the ultimate 
truth. Such a society needs institutions which allow people with different views and interest to live 
together in peace. It needs a democratic form of government which allows for the orderly transfer of 
power. It needs a market economy which allows the different tastes and preferences of the people to 
find expression. And, above all, it needs the rule of law.

Perfect knowledge

I read other books by Karl Popper which made an even deeper impression on me. I remember one in 
particular, Conjectures and Refutations, which had the force of revelation. Karl Popper was primarily a 
philosopher of science. His main contribution was to show that, even in science, perfect knowledge is 
unattainable. We cannot go from singular statements to generalisations of universal validity by a 
process of logic. There is no such thing as inductive logic. Scientific generalisations can be stabilised 
only by an intuitive, inventive process. The generalisations have to be put forward as hypotheses, 
which are subjected to testing.

What sets scientific generalisations apart from other kinds of rules is that they can, in fact, be tested 
in a public manner. This makes the generalisations much more reliable than they would be otherwise. 
They are not necessarily valid until they have been falsified. Many theories have, in fact, been falsified 
and replaced by better ones in a process which is, in theory, never-ending.

Provisional conclusions

Popper’s greatest contribution was to show that there is an asymmetry between verification and 
falsification. Scientific theories cannot be verified, only falsified. They are not embodiments of the 
ultimate truth but provisional conclusions in a process based on the recognition that we don’t have 
the ultimate truth. This is a point of affinity between scientific method and the concept of open society 
because open society is also based on the recognition that nobody has access to the ultimate truth. 
This is not the only point of affinity. Scientific method has produced wonderful results; so has open 
society, because it allows people freedom to exercise their innovative and inventive talents.

Open society is not governed by any doctrine but is based on the recognition that no one 
possesses the ultimate truth. Such a society needs institutions which allow people with 
different views and interest to live together in peace. It needs a democratic form of 
government which allows for the orderly transfer of power. It needs a market economy 
which allows the different tastes and preferences of the people to find expression. And, 
above all, it needs the rule of law.
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But that is where the affinity stops. The principles of scientific method are well understood, partially 
thanks to the work of Karl Popper; but the principles of open society are not equally well recognised. 
I had an interesting experience recently, speaking to a group of intelligent people in England. One of 
them commented: ‘I had never realised I live in an open society.’ Most people living in open societies 
are not even aware they live in an open society and, even if they are, they don’t necessarily subscribe 
to its principles; and, even if they do subscribe to the principles, they are unlikely to acknowledge that 
those principles can be derived from the recognition that our understanding of the world in which we 
live is inherently imperfect.

This is one of the major defects of open societies. To some extent, it might be overcome. It may be 
possible to explain the principles more clearly and to build consensus around it, but I don’t think the 
consensus would last indefinitely. Open society, even if it prevails, is bound to be a provisional 
arrangement which needs to be constantly re-affirmed through testing. Unfortunately, it is less likely 
to survive such testing than the generalisations established by scientific method. This is a point to 
which I shall return later.

Disequilibrium

The main insight I carried away from my reading of Popper and of my student days altogether is that 
our understanding of the world in which we live is inherently imperfect. Wherever I looked, I could 
find defects. My main subject was economics, and I had considerable trouble with the theory of 
perfect competition which is based on the assumption of perfect knowledge. I also had some trouble 
with mathematics, which is used extensively in economic theory. So, I found it more attractive to 
question the foundations of the theory than to excel in its applications. It didn’t make me a good 
student, but it induced me to develop my own theory which is based not on the concept of equilibrium 
but on the possibility of disequilibrium. The disequilibrium is brought about by a discrepancy between 
the participants’ perceptions and the actual state of affairs. In many cases, the discrepancy can be 
ignored as mere noise and the equilibrium theory applies. But there are other cases where the 
disequilibrium becomes dynamic and the participants’ misconceptions can change the actual state of 
affairs. Such dynamic processes are initially self-reinforcing but eventually they are likely to become 
self-defeating.

Self-defeating processes

Such initially self-reinforcing but eventually self-defeating processes can be observed from time to 
time in financial markets, where they go under the name of ‘boom and bust’. They don’t occur very 
frequently, but when they do, they change the landscape; they affect not only the fortunes of investors 
but also the companies in which they have invested, or the entire economy. They are historic events 
as opposed to the humdrum, everyday activity of the financial markets.
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After I finished my studies, I became a participant in the financial markets, by accident rather than 
design, but once I became a participant, this theory of mine came in rather useful. I became a specialist 
in boom/bust sequences and, on balance, I seem to have had a better understanding of those 
sequences than most other participants. I won’t bore you with the details of my career; suffice it to say 
that I became rather successful as the manager of a hedge fund. Hedge funds differ from ordinary 
funds in that the manager is rewarded by a percentage of the profits rather than a percentage of the 
amount of money he has under management.

Critical thinking

When I had made more money than I needed for my personal needs, I started thinking about how I 
wanted to use that money. That was in 1979, when my hedge fund reached $100 million in size and 
my personal wealth must have been around $20 million or $30 million. I thought long and hard about 
what I really cared about and I decided on the concept of open society because people like me can live 
and flourish only in an open society. I set up a foundation called the Open Society Fund. Its mission 
was to help open up closed societies, make open societies more viable, and foster critical thinking 
which recognises that nobody has a monopoly on truth.

First undertaking

My first major undertaking was in South Africa. I happened to have a Zulu friend who was teaching at 
a college in New York and then decided to move back to South Africa and got a job at the University 
of Transkei. I came to visit him and it gave me an opportunity to get to know South Africa from a 
vantage point which is not normally open to a white man.

South Africa was the perfect example of a closed society, badly in need of opening up. How to go 
about it? The obvious route was education, to empower disenfranchised black people to confront 
their oppressors on the basis of intellectual equality. The two great universities, Wits (University of  
the Witwatersrand) and the University of Cape Town (UCT), professed their devotion to the concept  
of open society. I was impressed by Stuart Saunders, who was Vice Chancellor of UCT, and I decided 
to set up a number of scholarships for black students at that university. My scheme did not quite  
work out the way I had planned it; when I returned the next year to ‘inspect’ the scheme, I was 
surprised and disappointed to find how alienated the black students felt at UCT and how hostile  
their attitude was.

My first major undertaking was in South Africa. …South Africa was the perfect 
example of a closed society, badly in need of opening up. How to go about it?  
The obvious route was education, to empower disenfranchised black people to 
confront their oppressors on the basis of intellectual equality.
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My second trip was much less successful than my first because I had blown my own cover and the 
genuine human contact which I had enjoyed on my first trip was no longer attainable. At my request, 
Nadine Gordimer arranged a meeting with some leading personalities who were opposed to 
apartheid. But the meeting was less than a roaring success. There was an imaginary pot of gold in the 
middle of the room and the participants were discussing ways in which it could be divided; that was 
not what I had in mind.

I looked at a number of projects, but I decided to support few. I recall John Samuel at Sashed, the 
Black Sash, the committee of dependents of political prisoners, some internships for black journalists, 
MESAB (Medical Education for South African Blacks) and that’s about all. I must admit that I gave up 
on South Africa. I felt that the apartheid system was so strong that it would be difficult to break it and, 
whatever one tried to do, there was greater danger that one became part of the system one wanted 
to destroy. That applied to the scholarship scheme at UCT. I had hoped to use the system to subvert 
it; by paying for their living expenses, I would get the government to pay for the education of black 
students. But it didn’t work out that way: I gave 80 scholarships, but the number of black students 
increased by a small number and, as I mentioned before, they didn’t feel very welcome. I decided to 
see through the students to whom I had given scholarships, but not to extend the scheme. I switched 
my attention to Eastern Europe.

More successful

Here I was much more successful, probably because I knew the terrain much better. My main effort 
went into giving scholarships at Western universities for dissident intellectuals in Eastern Europe. 
That was the time when Hungary was applying for membership of the IMF and the World Bank and 
they couldn’t very well refuse giving passports to dissidents. The scheme was so successful that the 
dissidents themselves started to worry that they were beginning to form a privileged class and would 
lose the moral high ground which they occupied. They were afraid that being a dissident would 
become a career rather than a vocation.

Alternative activity

I approached a representative of the Hungarian government and asked them whether it would be 
possible to set up a foundation which would engage in an open selection process rather than confine 
itself to dissidents. To my surprise I got a positive response and, after some rather strenuous but 
amusing negotiations, I set up a joint venture with the Hungarian Academy of Sciences. This was in 
1984. The joint venture effectively operated as an independent foundation inside Hungary, the first 
such venture anywhere in the communist world. This was a wonderful game in which each side tried 
to use the other for its own purposes. It was a game we won, because we believed in what we were 
doing while the other side did not.
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Our goal was to foster any alternative activity which was outside the purview of the official party-state 
apparatus. We believed that the prevailing dogma was false for the simple reason that it was a dogma 
and it would become apparent that it was false as soon as there were alternatives available. Therefore, 
we were concerned with providing an alternative, not with deciding what kind of alternative it should 
be. We were deliberately indiscriminate in supporting unofficial activities. We became an institution 
of civil society with all its diversity.

It was a wonderful experiment. We were exempt from all the pitfalls that normally beset foundations. 
We didn’t need to control how the money was spent; civil society did it for us, alerting us when people 
were not living up to their obligations. All the applicants were, in effect, volunteers, giving freely of 
their own time and energy and only asking for small amounts of money that would empower them to 
do what they wanted to do anyhow.

Highest accolade

They were using the facilities provided by the state to engage in unofficial activities. The Ministry of 
Culture came to accuse us of being an alternate ministry of culture; we considered this the highest 
accolade because I was spending $3 million a year in Hungary while the ministry was probably 
spending a thousand times that amount. I myself am now spending a hundred times more than the 
$3 million I spent then, but I don’t have the same sense of success.

Emboldened by my success in Hungary, I tried my hand in China, starting in 1986. There I was the 
loser. The story would take too long to tell, but I ended up with a Chinese co-chairman who, unbeknown 
to me, was a high official in the secret police. I closed the foundation as soon as I found out, just at the 
beginning of the student revolt which led to the Tiananmen Square massacre.

I also set up a foundation in Poland and then, when Sakharov was released from his confinement  
in Gorky and allowed to return to Moscow, I went to the Soviet Union and set up a foundation there. 
As the disintegration of the Soviet empire accelerated, so did my involvement.

Network of foundations

By the beginning of 1989 I was so active in the foundations that I had to give up my active involvement 
in running my hedge fund. I handed over the day-to-day responsibility to a team of younger men  
and the result was that the performance of the fund improved because they rose to the opportunity 
I provided. So I was rewarded for my philanthropy by the performance of my business. I don’t have  
to tell you the whole story; suffice it to say that I now have a network of 23 foundations, including one 
in South Africa, and running these foundations takes more time and energy than I have got. We are 
now in the midst of transforming this amateur effort into a professional organisation and that is my 
punishment for my early success in Hungary.
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Since 1989, when I gave up the active management of my investment fund, I have become deeply 
involved in history. The collapse of communism – first the disintegration of the Soviet empire, then 
the disintegration of the Soviet Union – was a revolutionary process, the seminal event of our times. I 
was both an observer and a participant in this process.

Theory of history

This has enabled me to take my theory of history, which I started developing in the financial markets, 
a step or two further. As in the case of the financial markets, I focused on far-from-equilibrium 
situations and processes of dynamic disequilibrium. I don’t have time to go into details, but, broadly 
speaking, I applied my analysis of boom/bust sequences to the framework of open and closed 
societies. This produced some rather encouraging results; I seemed to be able to anticipate the course 
of events more effectively than other participants.

But it also turned out to be a somewhat frustrating experience because it is much harder to influence 
the course of history than to make a profit on a boom/bust sequence in the financial markets. 
According to my theory of history, there is nothing inevitable about the course of events because the 
events are shaped by the participants’ decisions. This is all very well in theory but, in practice, the 
participants’ intentions are superseded by the unintended consequences of their actions, which is 
also part of my theory. In my case, it was not so much the unintended consequences but the lack of 
consequences, the lack of impact, that was so frustrating.

Universal open society

As I saw it, the collapse of a very comprehensive and oppressive closed society offered an opportunity 
to establish a universal open society in its place. Since open society is a more complex, more 
sophisticated and more advanced form of social organisation than closed society, the transition could 
not be accomplished in one revolutionary leap without a firm helping hand from the outside, 
something along the lines of the Marshall Plan after the Second World War. But the open societies of 
the free world did not share my vision. I rushed in, hoping to blaze the trail but, as I looked back, I 
couldn’t see too many people following. In any case, our impact was not sufficient to change the 
course of events.

I could observe only one occasion where outside intervention was determined enough to cause a 
reversal of the prevailing trend, and that is happening in Ukraine right now. I take great pride in being 
an active participant and I keep my fingers crossed that the radical reform which is currently being put 
together will not run off the rails. For the rest, I see a pattern emerging which is far from assuring. 
What used to be a universal closed society has broken down into its constituent parts. The breakdown 
has brought about an economic depression which exceeds in its severity anything that the world 
experienced in the Great Depression of the 1930s. People are preoccupied with the daunting task of 
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sheer survival. Universal ideas are discredited and, insofar as people can be mobilised behind a 
common cause, it is likely to be a threat to their national or ethnic survival. This creates a very 
dangerous situation because it means that ethnic or national grievances are exploited in order to 
mobilise society behind the state. This is what happened in Yugoslavia, with grievous results.

Matching disintegration

What is even more disturbing is the attitude of the open societies of the Atlantic Alliance. They didn’t 
rise to the occasion when the Soviet system collapsed and they don’t want to get involved now, when 
the prospects are much less alluring. They fail to realise that the revolution which swept away the 
Soviet system is also affecting their future, because it has destroyed the stable world order which 
prevailed during the Cold War. I foresee a very real prospect that the disintegration of the Soviet 
empire will be matched by the disintegration of the Atlantic Alliance, and the disintegration of the 
Soviet Union will be matched by the disintegration of the European Union.

I mentioned earlier that open societies suffer from a fatal flaw: the lack of a belief in open society  
as a desirable form of social organisation. In some ways, freedom is like the air: people struggle for it 
only when they are deprived of it; when it is there, they take it for granted. But in another way, 
freedom is very different: if you don’t care for it and protect it, it has a tendency to disappear.

Great advantage

I should like to end on a more optimistic note. I believe South Africa has a good chance to make the 
transition to an open society, a better chance than most countries in Eastern Europe. South Africa has 
a great advantage: most of the institutions necessary for an open society are already in existence: a 
judiciary and the rule of law; a central bank and a market economy; and so on. They were under the 
control of the white minority, but it should be easier to integrate them than to set them up afresh. The 
closest parallel to the transition process in South Africa is found in Poland. A ruling elite recognised 
that it had lost its legitimacy, which does not imply that it had ever possessed it, only that it used to 
believe that it did. It engaged in an orderly transfer of power. Five years later, Poland is the healthiest 
country in Eastern Europe, indeed, by my standards, perhaps in the whole of Europe. I look forward 
to similar results in South Africa and I am glad that I can contribute, in a modest way, through the 
Open Society Foundation for South Africa.

In some ways, freedom is like the air: people struggle for it only when they are 
deprived of it; when it is there, they take it for granted. But in another way, 
freedom is very different: if you don’t care for it and protect it, it has a tendency  
to disappear.
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PREVIOUS LECTURES / 2

President  Nelson Mandela
Addressing the Enemies of an Open Society
Cape Town, 1999

If I survey the road travelled in this one 
individual life – from the first decade of the 
century to this point at the closing of the 
millennium – I cannot but marvel at the 
almost indescribable progress logged by 
humankind. There could be found enough 
cause for despair if we note the misery and 
suffering which human beings continue  
to bear and to inflict one upon the other. 
Yet I cannot find it in me to succumb to a 
pessimism which denies the essential 
capacity of the human spirit for greatness 
and generosity.

We in this country should need no reminders of the indestructability of the human 
spirit and of the capacity of good to triumph over evil. The struggle waged for the better 
part of this century against racial discrimination and oppression should be a constant 
reminder thereof. Sometimes in the South African public lexicon the phrase ‘the struggle’ is 
employed with a dismissive banality as if referring to a passing political fashion to which some 
subscribed. This denies the fact that our fight to end apartheid was universally acknowledged as one 
of the great moral struggles of our times.

The enemies of the open society, we have been taught by famous writers and thinkers, are manifold 
and their manifestations often quite sophisticated.

Nothing could have been more crudely closed than a political and social order based simply on colour 
and race. Apartheid was a crime against humanity not only because of the physical violence and 
brutality it dealt in. Its intrinsic racism demeaned and debased all of humanity. The primitive biological 
basis upon which it coercively organised human society was fundamentally antithetical to the idea of 
human freedom; to the concept of human beings as subjects with the capacity to exercise choices.

PH
O

TO
 ©

 G
re

g 
M

ar
in

ov
ic

h



PAGE  21

We overcame all of that through a long struggle which demanded great sacrifices from many, as well 
as simple affirmations of decency and a refusal to bow to baser instincts on the part of many more. 
Ultimately the struggle against apartheid triumphed through the cumulative effects of a profound 
partnership of forces and people. The liberation movement that led the resistance against apartheid 
typified this coalition of energies in the imagery of the four pillars of struggle. It brought together the 
energies of armed struggle, underground resistance, mass mobilisation and international solidarity. 
The mass democratic movement tapped into and drew on the resources of all sectors of society. The 
struggle brought together the efforts of the good men and women that were to be found in all 
communities and persuasions of our society.

Was such an all-embracing partnership, such a closing of ranks, in any way an offence to the idea of 
openness and the open society? Could the disciplined and single-minded dedication to the combat of 
a crime against humanity, and the mobilisation of all of society in that cause, be faulted in this regard?
We pose these questions because in the first five years of democratic rule in our country, government 
continued to stress the importance of an all-embracing partnership, this time in the cause of the 
reconstruction of society. This remains an equally strong emphasis of the second democratic 
government.

We now live in a constitutional state based on the rule of law. The Constitution, with its entrenched 
Bill of Rights, is the supreme law of the land, a status constantly confirmed by the judgments and 
pronouncements of the Constitutional Court. Diversity and difference are recognised and protected 
by the Constitution, which furthermore guarantees a range of civil freedoms in the Bill of Rights. 
There can be no argument that South Africa has the legal foundations of an open society. Its 
Constitution in fact includes a specific reference to it being a ‘democratic and open society’.

An essential ingredient of that kind of democratic and open society to which our Constitution refers, 
is a constant vigilance on the part of all to ensure that practice does not erode good intentions. We 
ourselves, while still in government, often made the point that public organs like the media are 
essential for the defence and consolidation of our democracy as they hold out the mirror in which 
those elected to rule on behalf of the people can see themselves. The practice of criticism is not only 
functionally necessary for the maintenance of an open society, but is an expression of an open 
society. What we are saying is that even in the improbable event of there being nothing wrong to be 
criticised, an open society would as an essential element of that openness continue to experience 
criticism.

There can be no argument that South Africa has the legal foundations of an open society. 
Its Constitution in fact includes a specific reference to it being a ‘democratic and open 
society’. An essential ingredient of that kind of democratic and open society to which our 
Constitution refers, is a constant vigilance on the part of all to ensure that practice does 
not erode good intentions.
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The rule of law, as I (admittedly a long-retired old lawyer) understand it, refers to a structural exercise 
of rule as opposed to the idiosyncratic will of kings and princes. Even where the latter may express 
itself benevolently the former is morally and politically superior. Where the rule of law does not  
apply, rulers assume entitlement to rule; the rule of law, on the other hand, places the emphasis  
upon structured responsibility and obligation.

This distinction cannot in a simple fashion be transferred as an analogy to non-governmental sectors 
of society. Different dimensions of freedom apply in those sectors, just as the societal obligations and 
responsibilities are entered into in a different manner. One does, however, sometimes think of this 
distinction between structured responsibility and idiosyncratic exercise as a certain entitled freedom 
in the performance of vigilance to ensure the maintenance of an open society.

The Preamble of the South African Constitution speaks in a single phrase of a democratic and open 
society. I understand the linking of ‘democratic’ with ‘open’ to also mean that there shall be structural 
mechanisms of democracy to keep vigilance over the openness of society. Those organs of vigilance, 
like the Constitutional and High Courts, the Human Rights Commission, the Public Protector, the 
Auditor-General and others, cannot be whimsical or idiosyncratic, but are held structurally accountable 
for their exercise of vigilance.

This matter is raised here as an invitation and exhortation to those agencies and organs outside 
government with the societal function of guarding critically over the freedoms of our society, to never 
undermine the seriousness with which they are listened to through cavalier exercise of the freedom 
to criticise. Where powerful agencies for public criticism and vigilance are regularly perceived to  
act frivolously or only in sectional interests, the tendency may set in for the structural organs to 
increasingly be seen as the only dependable protectors of the interests of the majority of the 
population. Were this attitude to take root amongst large sectors of the population as well as with 
those in government, the partnerships necessarily required also for these vigilance functions can be 
seriously undermined and damaged.

The manner in which South Africans have managed their transition is often hailed as a miracle. The 
world stands astounded and admiring at the way in which the people of our country have come 
together across historical divides to first resolve our political conflicts, and then to start rebuilding 
society. Yet, we remain a divided society; not necessarily in racial terms, but more crucially between 
the rich and the poor. We are still one of the countries with the highest coefficients indicating the 
difference between rich and poor. And systemic and massive poverty is one of the most dangerous 
enemies of democracy and the open society.

One of the major challenges we face, in this context of discussion on the nature of an 
open society, is to balance and marry the insistence on and foregrounding of liberal 
freedoms with an equally insistent campaigning for substantive social justice.
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One of the major challenges we face, in this context of discussion on the nature of an open society, is 
to balance and marry the insistence on and foregrounding of liberal freedoms with an equally insistent 
campaigning for substantive social justice. The chapter on the founding provisions in our Constitution 
opens with a reference to the values of human dignity, the achievement of equality, and the 
advancement of human rights and freedoms. If our Constitution is in fact the embodiment of what  
we wish for our society, then we are enjoined by this phrase to attend equally to the realisation of 
each of those values and goals.

It is in this context that we wish to return to the concept of an all-embracing partnership. We have 
arrived at where we are as people and a nation, because of a partnership expressed in a historic 
compromise between forces that were locked in a combat that could only have led to the destruction 
of our common country. We were able to mobilise a national partnership of forces against apartheid. 
We started off our democracy in a government of national unity, combining in partnership political 
parties that had been sworn enemies, thus ensuring stability in those founding years. We are once 
more calling upon such national partnerships to develop and rebuild our country.

In a country that has in its recent history experienced the so-called total strategy, a deep-seated 
suspicion against national mobilisation is understandable. It is easy to portray the call for partnership 
– and for a new patriotism, as we have often articulated – as a move towards a closure of spaces of 
difference and dissent, as illiberal centralisation, as a thrust towards homogenisation. In human 
affairs one can never absolutely predict outcomes and the danger of unintended consequences  
lurks in even the simplest of human actions. It can certainly not be ruled out in this case either. We  
do need, however, to free ourselves from the imprisonment of continuing to equate the national 
conditions under our present Constitution with those of apartheid. Patriotic partnerships must surely 
mean something substantively different under the changed circumstances.

There are many perspectives from which to describe and typify South African society. What I wish to 
highlight in this context is the coexistence, the spatial and social juxtaposing, of two contradictory 
phenomena. On the one hand, there is this massive poverty to which we have already referred. 
Adjacent to it is a relatively sophisticated and advanced intellectual infrastructure and culture. Our 
university system and scientific community have a solid base to them; the vibrancy of our non-
governmental and civic society was a key element in sustaining progressive and modern-minded 
resistance to apartheid; the artistic and literary community has maintained its creativity and vitality; 
our press is aggressively independent and free.

The eradication of poverty must be the overall national priority. A democratic government has been 
voted into office with the mandate to deliver a better life for all. That simply and unequivocally means 
the mobilisation of all possible energies for poverty alleviation and eradication.

At the same time and on a different level, South Africa needs to nurture that intellectual infrastructure. 
Not only is the nurturing and improvement thereof imperative for the provision of the human 
resources to address our developmental needs; that intellectual infrastructure provides the basis for 
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sustaining ourselves as a modern democracy, as an open society where civil liberties are cherished, 
protected, and promoted.

This again emphasises the need for constructive and creative partnerships. The submersion of all 
intellectual activity in the unmediated utilitarian task of poverty alleviation will impoverish and 
ultimately destroy that infrastructure and culture. The conduct of a high-minded intellectual life 
without reference to or concern for the massive sea of poverty surrounding it, would be a form of 
decadence that will also eventually cripple and destroy meaningful intellectual life.

It is often remarked that social sectors such as university-based intellectuals, the churches, the NGO 
world and others have become noticeable for their relative absence and silence on the large national 
debates. Much of the media has made a fetish of sounding critical so that their voices become 
predictable and won’t be ignored. This is in marked contrast to the situation under apartheid when 
democracy and resistance found its voice most resonantly in these sectors.

Is part of the explanation of that not again to be found in the difficulty of making that fundamental 
mind-shift about the nature of government? It is also sometimes suggested that some of the 
historically Afrikaans universities have made faster and more progress in adapting to the changed 
political circumstances. If this were to be true, does it not point to the fact that they have greater 
experience – negative as it might have been in the past – of constructively cooperating with 
government? We can certainly not be calling for that uncritical acquiescence that characterised the 
relationship between the former regime and some sectors of society; but the instinctive withdrawal 
from, or reticence about, partnership with government in our present circumstances is to the benefit 
of no-one.

Chairperson, I must conclude. My basic argument has been for a broad national partnership for the 
reconstruction and development of our society. This process must lead to substantive improvement 
in the material conditions of the poor. It must ensure that we live in a society where fundamental 
freedoms and rights are respected and protected. That is what we struggled for as a nation and 
people – not the one at the expense of the other. We should take great care that we do not conduct 
ourselves in such a manner that any of these rubrics come to be seen as the terrain of only certain 
sectors of society. If, for example, civil liberties are to be perceived or projected as the concern of only 
the historically advantaged, and issues of substantive social justice are seen as the concern of only the 
previously disadvantaged, then this divides our society once more.

Let us join forces once more to ensure that the democratic and open society our Constitution speaks 
of is solidly built and sustained.

I thank you.

Acknowledgements: The Open Society Foundations would like to thank the Nelson Mandela Foundation and Mme Graça 
Machel for allowing us to reproduce this copy here.
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THE EARLY YEARS

1. George Soros’ first philanthropic endeavour took place in South Africa. From 1979 through the early 
1980s, George provided financial support to approximately 80 black students to study at the University of 
Cape Town (UCT) through the Karl Popper Bursaries/Open Society Fund, with the support of the then 
Vice Chancellor, Dr Stuart Saunders.

2. Between 1983 and 1993, George Soros supported the Black Sash Trust. Funds were made available 
through the Human Rights Watch (HRW) Fund for Free Expression, headed at the time by Aryeh Neier 
(now Emeritus President of the Open Society Foundations or OSF), which supported work that challenged 
the oppressive apartheid era pass laws in South Africa that precluded black people from entering areas 
classified as ’white only’. Support for the Black Sash continued after the end of apartheid through the 
local foundation. Most recently, our long-standing support for the Black Sash has helped direct public 
and legal attention towards the South African Social Security Agency (SASSA) crisis, and the rights of at 
least 17 million poor people who depend on monthly social grants in South Africa.

Overview
The following reflections are drawn from a review conducted by Halima 
Mahomed and Allan Moolman, independent evaluation consultants, as part 
of the Open Society Foundation for South Africa’s (OSF-SA) Turning 25 
Commemorative Activities. The complete evaluation report will be released 
in stand-alone sections from January 2019 and reflects on OSF-SA’s critical 
contribution to the strengthening of South Africa’s democracy over the past 
25 years.
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3. In the 1980s, Herb and Joy Kaiser founded Medical Education for South African Blacks (MESAB).
The Kaisers recognised the need to support the development of a cadre of black medical professionals 
to serve the majority of people who were denied access to quality health care because of their race. Dr 
Nthato Mothlana, a prominent South African physician, assisted in taking the initiative forward. At that 
time, George Soros contributed US$250 000 to MESAB after meeting Dr Mothlana. Support continued 
until 2002. George Soros remains one of MESAB’s largest donors. By the time MESAB concluded its work 
in 2007, it had helped to train more than 10 000 black health professionals in South Africa.

4. In 1987, Dr Frederik van Zyl Slabbert and Dr Alex Boraine approached George Soros with a request 
to fund one of several talks between the African National Congress (ANC) and business and 
political leaders from South Africa. The ANC at the time was banned in South Africa, and many of its 
leaders were imprisoned or in exile. Held in Gorée, Senegal, and now known as the Dakar Conference, 
this was a vital set of talks that contributed to the unbanning of the ANC and other political parties in 
South Africa, to the release of all political prisoners, and, eventually, to the negotiated political settlement 
in South Africa. These events then led to the first national democratic elections in 1994, months after OSF 
opened its first African office in Cape Town, South Africa. Dr Van Zyl Slabbert was the first Chairperson 
of the OSF-SA Board. Subsequent Chairpersons include Dr Brigalia Bam, Justice Azhar Cachalia, Ms Nhlanhla 
Mjoli-Mncube, Ms Zyda Rylands, Mr Isaac Shongwe, and the current Chairperson, Ms Yasmin Carrim.

 
George Soros also provided support for the establishment, and later for the running, of the Gorée Institute for 
Democracy, Development and Culture in Senegal, West Africa.

5. In the early 1990s, George Soros provided financial support for the training of young black journalists 
at the then Weekly Mail newspaper.

An independent newspaper committed to covering the reality of the apartheid regime, the Weekly Mail 
received an initial US$50 000 donation from George Soros. Today, the Weekly Mail is known as the  
Mail & Guardian newspaper, which has received support from OSF over several years, including founding 
grant support for the establishment of amaBhungane, an investigative journalism unit, in 2010.

6. Dr Alex Boraine was one of OSF-SA’s first Board members and worked at the Institute for Democratic 
Alternatives in South Africa. At the suggestion of Aryeh Neier, then President of the OSF, he visited 
other countries that were undertaking post-conflict reconciliation processes at the time. This support 
and learning exchange was instrumental in developing the idea of a national reconciliation commission 
through the work of Justice in Transition (JIT), funded by the OSF. The JIT hosted an international conference 
that resulted in the decision to establish the South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC). 
The TRC was set up in 1995 and began formal hearings in April 1996. It was headed by Archbishop 
Desmond Tutu, with Alex Boraine being appointed as Deputy Commissioner.



28   25 YEARS | Open Society Foundation for South Africa

BUILDING AN OPEN SOCIETY THROUGH  
GOVERNMENT PARTNERSHIP

7. In 1995, George Soros, with the support of Herb Sturz, Dr Van Zyl Slabbert, Cedric de Beer, Khehla 
Shubane, and others, and through discussions with President Nelson Mandela, started the National 
Urban Reconstruction and Housing Agency (NURCHA). For 20 years, OSF’s support and equity 
partnership with government addressed the critical housing backlog in South Africa that emanated from 
spatial inequalities and the race-based housing policy of the apartheid government. Between 1995 and 
2015, NURCHA financed the construction of at least 350 000 houses in neglected and poor communities. 
NURCHA also significantly contributed to the transformation of the housing sector, promoting a new 
generation of black, female, construction company owners.

8. OSF, together with the Vera Institute, helped to establish the Bureau of Justice Assistance (BJA). 
In 1997, OSF and the Ministry of Justice had discussions on introducing a criminal justice programme 
in South Africa. The project was located in the Ministry of Justice and provided direct and technical 
support to officials, including South Africa’s first set of post-1994 prosecutors and litigators.

9. In 2000, OSF-SA made a grant to the BJA which, with the South African government, supported the 
establishment of the very first Thuthuzela Care Centre, located in Manenberg, Cape Town.
The Thuthuzela Care Centres (TCCs) were a world first, providing a specialised single centre supporting 
survivors of gender-based violence in South Africa, including providing post-sexual violence medical 
treatment, psychosocial care and legal support. OSF-SA partnered with the National Prosecuting 
Authority (NPA) to roll out the TCCs throughout South Africa. The TCCs are a critical part of South Africa’s 
anti-rape strategy, aiming to reduce secondary victimisation and to build a case ready for successful 
prosecution. Fifty-one centres have been established since 2006. The Thuthuzela Programme is now led 
by the Sexual Offences and Community Affairs (SOCA) Unit of the NPA.

10. In partnership with the Department of Correctional Services and the Department of Justice  
and Constitutional Development, OSF-SA worked on a range of partnerships to protect the  
human rights of all survivors of crime and of accused persons, to monitor the implementation of  
the Correctional Services Act, and to support offender rehabilitation and community reintegration 
programmes.
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PROMOTING EXPRESSION AND ACCOUNTABILITY

11. OSF-SA provided extensive support to expand the Community Radio sector in South Africa, by 
supporting over 60 community radio stations between the period 1994 and 2003 to expand 
information access to millions of households across the country. In 2001, OSF-SA was instrumental 
in setting up the Southern African Community Media Funders Forum with OSISA in order to bring about 
greater donor collaboration and so contribute to a more coherent, less competitive, community media 
training environment.

12. When the South African government proposed introducing the Protection of Information Bill 
(commonly called the Secrecy Bill) in 2011, OSF-SA, in partnership with the Open Society Justice 
Initiative, supported the launch of the Right2Know Campaign – now a coalition of thousands of 
individuals and at least 400 civil society organisations and movements committed to addressing state 
secrecy and improving communication rights and access to information.

13. In 2013, OSF-SA partnered with the Mail & Guardian newspaper to set up a new in-house Centre for 
Investigative Journalism (amaBhungane) in order to develop investigative journalism work rooted in 
the public interest. amaBhungane is a multi-award-winning media unit, now independently located. 
Support for investigative journalism in South Africa has increased over the years, with OSF-SA now 
supporting at least ten independent media and monitoring units, including the units that exposed the 
stories behind a massive email leak in 2017, related to what is commonly referred to as ‘state capture’  
in South Africa.

14. In 2014, OSF with Atlantic Philanthropies and the Ford Foundation set up a special ten-year fund 
to advance constitutionalism in South Africa. The Constitutionalism Fund focuses on providing  
multi-year core and specialist support to organisations in civil society, through selection by a Local Panel, 
headed by Justice Yvonne Mokgoro. It also provides additional resources to successful applicants to 
begin work on organisational transformation.

15. Since 2014, OSF-SA has supported organisations that aim to uncover injustices committed by  
the apartheid government and the private sector in South Africa in order to hold all forms of power  
to account.

16. In 2017, OSF in partnership with Omidyar Network and the Media Development Investment Fund 
(MDIF) established the South African Media Innovation Program (SAMIP). SAMIP was launched in 
2017 to both strengthen and diversify the media space through a focus on innovation and transformation 
in four core areas: languages, new revenue opportunities, distribution, and the transition to digital 
technology. It is administered by the MDIF in South Africa with a local Advisory Panel. SAMIP permits 
business risk taking.
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17. OSF-SA has long supported the use of film to communicate public information and to promote 
openness and accountability. This includes screening documentaries banned by the state broadcaster 
about Presidents, Marikana and other events in post-apartheid South Africa in local communities.

FOSTERING PARTICIPATORY DEMOCRACY  
AS A TOOL FOR ACCOUNTABILITY

18. In 2013, through OSF-SA support, social audits commenced in earnest in South Africa – adapting 
methodologies developed by organisations and governments in places such as India, Kenya and the 
Philippines. After nearly three years, the first South African Social Auditing Network (SAN) was formed  
in 2015.

19. Since 2015, OSF-SA has supported work around extractive sector transparency and accountability 
through high-agency work and has provided support for community-led organisations in mine-affected 
communities, working to uphold their land and environmental rights, including for advocacy campaigns 
on the ‘right to say no’ to mining in their communities.

20. OSF-SA has promoted voter education and voter participation since 1998. In the early 2000s, OSF-SA 
allocated funds for specialised, non-partisan-based, general voter education programmes, 
including support for coalitions of non-governmental organisations (NGOs), community radio 
coverage of elections, and producing voter education guides and handbooks.

• In 2000, the Independent Electoral Commission (IEC) allocated a portion of its media budget to 
support the work of community radio stations, in partnership with OSF-SA.

• During 2004, OSF-SA provided support to civil society organisations (CSOs) in order to increase 
participation in the 2004 elections. This included support for farm worker and rural organisations.

• In 2010, grants made to the Election Monitoring Network helped mitigate the risk of violence during 
South Africa’s fourth municipal elections.

• OSF-SA has previously partnered with the Media Development and Diversity Agency (MDDA), the 
Department of Communications, and the Independent Communications Authority of South Africa 
(ICASA) to train community radio journalists on reporting on the elections. In 2018, this partnership 
will be revived.

21. In 2014, OSF-SA provided funding for two experimental, free Wi-Fi zones at the Gugulethu and 
Khayelitsha taxi ranks through Project Isizwe as a pilot campaign for the state to roll out free and 
universal broadband Internet services across the country, particularly in poor and neglected communities.
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DEEPENING RIGHTS AND ACCESS TO COMMUNITY JUSTICE 
SERVICES, PARTICULARLY FOR MARGINALISED GROUPS

22. OSF-SA has, over the years, provided support to, and continues to support, organisations promoting 
human rights, especially for LGBTI+ persons, women, sex workers, migrants, refugees and asylum 
seekers, and children living in South Africa.

23. OSF has supported the campaign for the decriminalisation of sex work in South Africa since 1999. 
This has resulted in the setting up of the country’s first national sex worker movement.

24. In line with Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 16, which recognises access to justice as a 
component of development, OSF developed new work to expand political and legal empowerment. 
This work focuses on advancing an institutionalised system of basic legal services and state recognition 
and funding of community justice services, with a special focus on community advice office support for 
marginalised groups, including sex workers, LGBTI+ persons, refugees, and casual or precarious workers.

25. With a global backlash against the right to expression and the right to protest in all marginalised, poor 
and neglected communities, and the growing criminalisation of ordinary forms of protest and assembly, 
OSF-SA has in the last few years supported grantees and a new national coalition that provides free 
advice and legal support for persons arrested as a result of protest action, and which campaigns for 
the reform of South Africa’s assembly laws.

Since 1993, OSF-SA has contributed over R1 billion to more than 750 different organisations and projects in 
South Africa. In 2018, we celebrate 25 years of grant making with the award of a commemorative set of 
Scholarships and Fellowships, made to 25 young, black, outstanding individuals who will be part of South 
Africa’s impressive set of next-generation leaders.
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MESSAGES FROM THE OSF NETWORK 
ON 25 YEARS OF GRANT MAKING IN 
SOUTH AFRICA

PUBLIC HEALTH PROGRAM 

Twenty years ago, the language of human rights used in the context of South Africa’s AIDS crisis 
resonated across the Global South, resulting in a powerful social movement for access to medicines. 
This social movement and related activism set the stage for what global human rights and health 
advocacy, including beyond HIV, has looked like ever since. Since those early days, OSF-SA, along with 
the Public Health Program, has supported organisations at the centre of this global medicine access 
movement to bring a human rights framing, grounded in the South African Constitution, on health 
rights. By changing what was possible in AIDS treatment in South Africa, activists changed what was 
thought impossible in many other countries. They were key advisors to the establishment of the Global 
Fund to Fight AIDS, TB and Malaria (GFATM) and played a vital role in setting up international 
organisations focused on treatment equity across borders. Today, South African health rights activists 
continue this tradition by leading the call for increased political and financial commitments globally 
for tuberculosis and cancer medicines and treatment.
 
South Africa’s powerful blend of health and human rights advocacy is also evident in the field of 
protecting sex worker rights. Efforts to protect sex workers from violence through a dedicated 
national campaign to decriminalise sex work have elevated demands for sex worker rights in South 
Africa, and across the rest of the African continent. In South Africa, sex workers are increasingly 
present in the legal, labour and health policy discussions that affect them. Organisations in South 
Africa have led creative campaigns, targeted parliamentary advocacy, strategic litigation, and a 
community-based paralegal programme that have inspired similar projects around the globe. South 
African activists were also at the forefront of establishing the regional African Sex Worker Alliance.
 
During these last years of troubled politics in South Africa, civil society in South Africa played an 
increasing role in highlighting the harm of state capture, and demanding accountability for public and 
private corruption and its impact on access to healthcare and medicines for the poor and working 
class. These efforts include demanding greater regulation of the private health industry given the 
country’s constitutional framework. 
 
Finally, and very importantly to all of us working at the Public Health Program, five South Africans who 
cut their teeth on the actions and activism outlined above are now staff members, bringing their 
experience and knowledge of health, rights and the richness of the South African experience to our 
global work and efforts daily. These contributions are invaluable.
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FISCAL GOVERNANCE PROGRAM  

Our Foundation in South Africa has truly been at the forefront of the global social accountability 
movement over the past 25 years, helping to build the political power of some of South Africa’s poorest 
and most marginalised communities to fight for social and economic justice. 

The support they have provided to many social movements, including the Social Justice Coalition and 
Equal Education, have helped residents of informal settlements across the Western Cape and in other 
provinces to build community capacity to analyse budgets, audit the delivery of essential basic state 
services, identify where government and other providers are not fulfilling their legal obligations, and 
use the streets and the courts to demand justice and accountability. For example, organisations 
funded and supported by donors including OSF-SA are working on cases related to access to water 
and sanitation, services historically denied to the majority black population, as well as for better 
policing resources in poor communities most affected by crime in South Africa. OSF-SA has seed-
funded the first Social Audit Network in South Africa, which will now expand this citizen-based budget 
and service delivery monitoring work across the country. 

We are proud to work with our colleagues at OSF-SA to improve community participation in local 
government affairs, and to confront the continued challenges that race, class and poverty continue to 
present for our local foundations and all people who live in South Africa.
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STRATEGY UNIT AND THE YOUTH EXCHANGE PROGRAM
 
The Strategy development and work of our Foundation in South Africa in recent years has resulted in 
a clear, focused plan that helped them see, set and steer progress toward the vision of an open 
society for South Africa. Their efforts in planning and assessment helped them make tough decisions 
on what to prioritise within their fixed budget, and provided a disciplined framework for evaluating 
partnership requests against their fierce loyalty to the needs of local partners, ensuring that their 
work and Strategy was grounded in the local context. 

OSF-SA’s disciplined attention to their field has spurred a remarkable recognition of the country’s 
‘youth dividend’ which has also led this year to the Foundation issuing a commemorative set of 
Scholarships and Fellowship Awards, with the support of the Youth Exchange and the rest of the Open 
Society Foundations Network. The winners are remarkable young people who will be issued with an 
Award for the next academic year, and who will be the next-generation of open society advocates, 
shaping South Africa and the region. These Commemorative Scholarships and Fellowship Awards are 
a tribute to the first set of Scholarships issued by George Soros in 1979 to black students studying at 
the University of Cape Town, and which launched the Foundation globally. 

Additionally, the South African office’s efforts over the last few years – to creatively document particular 
portfolio strategies such as social accountability audit work – has made the work of South Africa’s 
grantees more visible and shareable, thereby inspiring other actors both inside and outside the 
Foundations to experiment with similar work. 
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OPEN SOCIETY INSTITUTE FOR WEST AFRICA (OSIWA)
 
The Board and staff of OSIWA send warmest felicitations to our sister foundation, OSF-SA, for 25 years 
of grant making! Congratulations! 

We are especially proud that, during the dark days of apartheid, our region played an integral role in 
providing refuge to those politically exiled by the apartheid government, and in facilitating the peace 
talks that led to the political settlement in South Africa. Gorée Island, in Dakar, Senegal, where our head 
office is based, is where slaves from Africa were transported to North America; but it is also the place 
where white South Africans met with black liberation movement political leaders in exile, to develop a 
political roadmap for South Africa that would result in the election of a new and democratic government 
in 1994, and the adoption of a beautiful Constitution a few years later. 

OSF-SA’s own ethos is investment in people and ideas in order to drive change that will enable all of 
our communities to survive and thrive. The very commitment to promoting the values, institutions, 
and practices of an open, non-racial and non-sexist, democratic South Africa is deeply rooted in the 
history of the struggle for equality and social justice by the majority of people in South Africa, 
supported by all of us in the rest of Africa. Of course, South Africa is much more integrated and inter-
connected than it was 25 years ago, but the Foundations’ noble purpose remains relevant, perhaps 
now more than ever. South Africa, like most of the countries on our beloved continent, has serious 
socio-economic and political challenges, but it also has some of the leading and robust accountability 
systems and several rugged institutions, with strong civil society partners and independent media 
houses, giving us periodic bursts of pride that sustain our vision for equity and equality. 

OSF-SA’s humble funding contribution to this nation-building project, through the significant efforts of 
your grantee partners, cannot be underestimated. We at OSIWA have learnt a great deal from you. Yes, 
you have gone through many phases, but your steadfastness, perseverance and dynamism in grant 
making and advocacy on critical governance issues is a source of both inspiration and aspiration. Keep 
your sights fixed firmly on the future and the pursuit of the important vision of a truly open society ... 
let us live with optimism and hope. Here is to the next 25 years. 

A Luta Continua!
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OPEN SOCIETY JUSTICE INITIATIVE   

For those of us who believe – as we do at the Open Society Justice Initiative – that 
the courts can play a role in creating a more just society, South Africa’s 
experience over the past 25 years has been an inspiration.

The Constitution has been rightly praised as a landmark achievement, pointing 
the way to a democratic society rooted in a rule of law inclusive of all South 
Africa’s people. The decision to include economic and social rights, including 
rights to education, health and housing, made clear the promise that the law 
would serve not merely to hold government to account – as it must – but also 
as a foundation for government action to rectify some of apartheid’s most 
pernicious and enduring legacies.

For supporters from afar, South Africa’s powerful example lay, not just in the 
constitutional document, but also in the breadth and vibrancy of civil society 
movements determined to realise the Constitution’s aspirations in practice. 
Over the past quarter century, the energy and creativity of community groups, 
working closely with capable legal advocates, and strongly supported by our 
colleagues at the Open Society Foundation for South Africa, have produced 
historic decisions that have helped shape global jurisprudence even as they 
have brought real results for South Africans.

To name a few: in Treatment Action Campaign v Minister of Health in 2002, the 
Constitutional Court ordered the government to end restrictions on the 
provision of anti-retroviral drugs in the fight against the HIV/AIDS epidemic, 
resulting in action that saved tens of thousands of lives; in 2000, in Government 
of South Africa v Grootboom, the court ordered the provision of alternative 
housing for evicted squatter families; in Madzododzo v Minister of Basic Education, 
the Court ordered the government to provide proper desks and other  
school furniture for historically underfunded schools serving children in the 
Eastern Cape.

More recently, Open Society Foundation for South Africa grantees have 
successfully used judicial victories to propel wider campaigns for quality 

Over the past quarter century, the energy and creativity of community groups, 
working closely with capable legal advocates, and strongly supported by our 
colleagues at the Open Society Foundation for South Africa, have produced 
historic decisions that have helped shape global jurisprudence even as they 
have brought real results for South Africans.
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schooling, better policing and spatial justice. Time and again, their efforts have shown that litigation, 
a vital tool for change, cannot exist in a vacuum but must be married with social mobilisation, media 
outreach and political struggle.

The impact of these and other individual cases has been magnified by South Africa’s progress more 
generally in broadening legal access and the provision of legal aid for all, principally through a 
nationwide network of Community Advice Offices. As part of the Open Society Foundations’ broader 
ambition to promote access to justice within the framework of the UN’s 2030 Development Agenda, 
Justice Initiative staff have worked closely with, and learned from, many of the leaders of South Africa’s 
access to justice movement, taking their experiences to the rest of the world, while the Open Society 
Foundation for South Africa supports the continued development of a robust national legal aid 
system.

We at the Open Society Justice Initiative have drawn insight and encouragement from these extraordinary 
achievements, and from the remarkable individuals who have helped build a more just South Africa. 
We look forward to further shared learning and collaboration in years to come.
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PROGRAM ON INDEPENDENT JOURNALISM 

Investigative journalism worldwide plays a vital role in exposing crime and corruption, more so when 
journalists collaborate across borders. In South Africa, investigative journalists have not only produced 
vital investigations that have dug up vast amounts of ‘fertiliser’ for the country’s democracy, they also 
continue to nurture a network of investigative journalism in the region, dedicated to holding national 
governments to account and able to track crime and corruption across borders.

In November 2017, the Wits University Journalism School hosted the bi-annual Global Investigative 
Journalism Conference with the support of the Open Society Foundations, the first time ever in Africa, 
bringing together our global partners with those in the region. The event included more than 1 200 
media practitioners from 130 countries and offered African journalists the opportunity to engage with 
their peers from around the world, discuss best practice and explore new collaborations.

In recent years, journalism in South Africa’s rambunctious democracy has served not only to expose 
state capture and a host of criminal and corrupt practices; it also continues to fight against any efforts 
to restrict press freedom and censorship. This provides a valuable beacon for journalism elsewhere 
in the region and across the continent, and a reminder that freedoms won need constantly to be 
defended. We are proud to work with our Open Society Foundations offices in the region to support 
these efforts and to build the enterprise of independent journalism and investigative reporting, which 
is the engine of any democracy.
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140 +
The number of countries in which 
the Open Society Foundations work

US$32 billion + 
The total amount that George Soros has 
given to the Open Society Foundations

R1 billion +
The amount of funding distributed 
by the Open Society Foundation for 
South Africa since 1993

700 +
The number of grantees the Open 
Society Foundation for South Africa 
has funded since 1993
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The Open Society Foundation for South Africa is a part of the 
Open Society Foundations.

The Open Society Foundations are a family of offices and foundations created by philanthropist George 
Soros. The Open Society Foundations work to build vibrant and tolerant democracies whose governments 
are accountable to their people.

The Open Society Foundation for South Africa opened offices in South Africa in 1993, just before the 
historic 1994 democratic elections. In the past 25 years, the Open Society Foundation for South Africa has 
promoted human rights and constitutionalism in order to support a democratic and open society in 
South Africa. We continue to do so.

The Open Society Foundation for South Africa is committed to promoting the values, institutions, and 
practices of an open, non-racial and non-sexist, democratic civil society. The Open Society Foundation for 
South Africa supports a vigorous and autonomous civil society in which the rule of law and divergent 
opinions are respected.

To commemorate 25 years of grant making in South Africa, we will be featuring the important work of 
our grantees over the last 25 years. We will also celebrate new, young and emerging civil society voices 
and leaders as we look to the next 25 years of our democracy, including panel discussions with our 
grantees, and we will be issuing 25 Commemorative Scholarship and Fellowship Awards.
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