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Mr Soros and members of the Soros family,
Justices of the Constitutional Court, Mr Gaspard, Mr Bernado,
Fellow Board Members and Staff of the Open Society Foundations,
Human rights activists and partner organisations,
Distinguished Guests, Fellow South Africans, Ladies and Gentlemen

I wish to begin this evening by extending a very warm welcome to George Soros and his family, to our
country. In my culture, we make a big deal out of welcoming visitors from afar with great fanfare, ululation
and praise singing – which can last for several days. Tonight, I want to emphasise the welcome part of this
tribute – because it has very special significance at this moment in history.
You see, over the past few weeks and months, in different parts of the world, Mr Soros and his philanthropy
have been made to feel decidedly unwelcome by people who, in the words of his son, Alexander, ‘reject
our philosophy, our politics, and our very identity’.
Leaders of Russia, Hungary and Turkey have launched hate-filled campaigns against you and what you
stand for. They have mobilised extreme right-wing followers to protest your work, and, in one instance, to
send a pipe bomb to your mailbox in New York. Even the global social media giant, Facebook, hired a PR
firm in an attempt to discredit you and your ideals.
Given all that you have endured this year – the toxic abuse, the personal hostility, the death threats on
social media, the anti-Semitic hatred – I want to repeat what I said at the outset. On behalf of everyone
here tonight, I wish to extend to you and your family a very warm welcome to this country.
You see, Mr Soros, here in South Africa, we know a thing or two about being subjected to violence and
hatred for our belief in democracy, about being victimised because of our struggle for human rights, and
about being persecuted for defending the basic dignity of every human being regardless of their colour,
creed or class. We have a small inkling about what you must be going through – and that is precisely why
you are so welcome in this land.
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The Reverend Frank Chikane – a prominent religious leader in our struggle for freedom who was poisoned
by apartheid security forces – once said that, when you stand in solidarity with the victims of political
violence, torture, and other human rights violations, there is a very good chance that you yourself will
become a victim of violence.
So, Mr Soros, it’s not surprising to the South Africans gathered in this room here tonight that the foes of
liberal democracy and open, free societies, and the populist leaders who attack immigrants, minorities,
and civil society organisations, have now turned their sights on you and your family. They are demonising
you because, for more than 40 years, you have used your generous philanthropy to promote free and
open societies – societies where everyone has a voice, not just the rich and powerful.
Tonight, we welcome you and want to thank you for standing in solidarity with all of us during the ups and
downs of the past four decades. You stood with us during the darkest days of apartheid in the late 1980s
and early 1990s when we needed a vision of an open, free and non-racial society. You remained steadfast
during the early days of our young democracy when we laid the foundations for a new society based on
rights and the rule of law. You held steady and didn’t flinch in more recent times when the voice of an
independent, free civil society was needed to end a decade of corruption and misrule in this country.
In my own case, I know that I would not be the woman I am today without your philanthropy. And let me
digress for just a few moments to share a very personal story about the impact George Soros has had in
my own life as a black woman originally from Atteridgeville, a township just west of Pretoria.
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SOROS SCHOLARSHIP PROGRAMMES
STARTED IN CAPE TOWN
Forty years ago – many years before he had made serious money, and before he embarked on his career
in philanthropy or founded the Open Society Foundations – George Soros visited South Africa to find out
how he could make a difference here.
Now, at the time, in the late 1970s and well before the fall of the Berlin Wall, he could not use his wealth
to intervene behind the Iron Curtain in communist countries like Hungary to help build more democratic
societies; and he reportedly didn’t think he could achieve much to resolve the Middle East conflict. So, he
came to apartheid South Africa – at a time when there were separate universities for black and white
students – and he approached the rector of a white liberal university in Cape Town about providing
academic scholarships for high-potential black African students.
In those days, there were fewer than 50 black African students studying at UCT out of a student population
of more than 4 500.
George Soros met with Vice Chancellor Dr Stuart Saunders in Rondebosch – George kept the taxi running
for the duration of his meeting, according to papers in the UCT archives, and immediately agreed to
provide full scholarship funding for an additional 80 black African students, thus more than doubling the
enrolment of black students at UCT.
George and Stuart Saunders agreed that these scholarships would remain anonymous but would be
named after the philosopher Karl Popper, whose seminal work, The Open Society and Its Enemies, so
influenced George’s thinking and philanthropy.
I remember those days very vividly. For those of you too young to remember, black African high school
students like me needed to seek permission from the Minister of Bantu Education for consent to study at
a white university – on the silly pretext that black universities could not offer courses in subjects like
astrophysics and microbiology.
The very act of applying to a white university was daunting for a township kid like me. But I had a dream
that I was entitled to the best educational opportunities like every other student in this country. So, in my
defiance and determination to pursue an equal university education, I wrote a letter to the Minister, lied
about what I wanted to study, and obtained the necessary exemption for admission to a white university.
Once admitted, I didn’t know how I would pay for the education that I had fought so hard for. The Karl
Popper Bursary made it possible for me to stay and pursue my studies.
What a gift for a township girl like me to study at a white university, free of charge. At the time, I didn’t
know who paid for my scholarship because it was an anonymous gift. I only learned that you were the
benefactor many years later.
To put this in historical perspective, George’s decision to pay for 80 African scholarships helped break the
back of segregation at South African universities. According to Stuart Saunders, it inspired UCT and three
other universities to gain the confidence to defy the government and admit more and more high-potential
African students like me. The four universities, UCT, Wits, Rhodes and Natal University, became known as
the ‘open universities’ and George’s original philanthropy leveraged many more millions in donations
which were used to educate a whole generation of black African scholars – people like me who are now
successful lawyers, judges, corporate leaders, architects, medical doctors, artists, journalists, government
officials, and civil society activists.
Thank you, George Soros. Thank you for giving me and other Karl Popper Bursary recipients the opportunity
of an equal education in an unequal society. Thank you for giving me a future to come from, the right to
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dream and the wings to fly, and thank you for the opportunity to serve as a Board member of your
Foundation, where we continue to fight for the dream of a truly open society.
Over the past 40 years, George Soros has sponsored more than 15 000 scholarships in many countries
around the world. Think about that. Let that number sink it. To provide the gift of education to 15 000
students is a remarkable accomplishment.
Of course, not all those scholarship students turned out as successfully as Mary-Jane Morifi.
In fact, one bright young Hungarian student who received your scholarship – Victor Orbán – has emerged
as the antithesis of your vision – an extreme right-wing, anti-immigrant, anti-Semitic, populist leader of
post-communist Hungary – and has turned against the very man who so generously paid for his education.
But don’t be deterred or disheartened, Mr Soros.
Because, for every Victor Orbán whose scholarship you funded, there are 14 999 Mary-Jane Morifis around
the world who share your ideals and are committed to building the kind of open, liberal, rights-based,
democratic societies where every voice is heard.

A LEGACY IN THE FABRIC
OF OUR CIVIL SOCIETY
Now, some of you may be wondering: What do we have to show for George’s contributions to the Open
Society Foundation over the past 25 years?
For the record, Mr Soros has donated more than R1 billion to 700 organisations and projects in South
Africa alone over the past quarter of a century. What exactly do we have to show for this magnificent
philanthropy? Where do we see the fruits of his generosity?
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Well, unlike most other wealthy donors, you won’t find billboards or project boards with the name of
‘George Soros’ or the ‘Open Society Foundation’ emblazoned on it, like the USAID brand demands of
its grantees.
Unlike most philanthropists, you won’t even find a single building in this country bearing George Soros’
name (although UCT tried unsuccessfully to persuade him to build a new student residence for those
black students many years ago). No, you won’t find his legacy here in bricks and mortar; the testament
to George Soros’ philanthropy is more enduring than stone.
To find the measure of his philanthropy here in South Africa, you have to look closely at the fabric of our
civil society – no, not the lovely commemorative fabric made for this special occasion, as beautiful as it
is – but at the very threads of social justice that his Foundation, its partners, and its activists have carefully
woven all around us for more than 25 years.
George, let me walk you through just a few of the important initiatives that you helped create over the
years here in South Africa through seed funding:
• In the years before democracy and before the foundation itself was established, you contributed to
the founding of the Weekly Mail newspaper, that beacon of press freedom during the darkest days
of press censorship.
• You underwrote the famous Dakar meeting between the exiled leadership of the African National
Congress and white business and civic leaders like Frederik van Zyl Slabbert and Alex Boraine –
several years before the ANC was unbanned in 1990.
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• And you pump-primed an organisation called Justice in Transition led by Boraine, which established
the intellectual foundations for what later became the Truth and Reconciliation Commission.
Imagine where we would be today without the Mail & Guardian, without the pivotal meeting in Dakar, and
without the TRC.
And later, after it was formally launched in South Africa in 1993, the Open Society Foundations continued
this tradition of seed-funding new ideas and germinating new initiatives critical to our young democracy:
• the Bureau of Justice Assistance, which championed reforms to modernise the criminal justice
system and eliminate the last vestiges of apartheid;
• AmaBhungane, the first centre for investigative journalism in this country, which has produced
outstanding journalism and reports on abuse of government power and resources;
• the Right2Know Campaign, which fought against state secrecy, and the Right2Protest Network,
which fights for the people’s right to protest and hold government to account;
• the South African Media Innovation Program, an experimental fund to help media transition to
digital technologies and new revenue streams that will keep our press free and financially strong;
• the National Urban Reconstruction and Housing Agency, a public–private partnership that has
financed the construction of 350 000 houses in this country; and
• the Constitutionalism Fund, a multi-donor trust fund that pools funding from other philanthropies
to support organisations defending our still fragile constitutional democracy.
These are just a few of the organisations that you, through the Open Society Foundations, have helped
launch in South Africa.
In fact, it’s probably no exaggeration to say that there are few corners of our constitutional democracy
where your philanthropy has not been felt in some way:
• Turn on your radio and tune in to your local community radio station. Twenty-five years ago, you
could count them on one hand. The 60 stations funded by OSF over the years have now grown into
more than 100 successful community radio stations broadcasting to millions of households and
giving a voice to ordinary people. Thanks to years of investment and support from the Foundation.
• Step into the queue of elderly people waiting patiently to collect their state pensions at the end
of every month. The number of people – elderly, disabled and children – receiving social assistance
from the state has grown to more than 18 million, and their grants enjoy greater protection because
of the relentless advocacy and strategic litigation championed by Black Sash and other civil society
groups funded by the Open Society Foundations.
• Walk into any police station in this country and you will find improved treatment for accused;
better procedures for dealing with victims of rape and sexual violence; extra protections for
vulnerable youth in trouble; and new tools for police station monitoring – all because of the
powerful advocacy, training programmes, and strong public–private partnerships between grantees
like the Bureau of Justice Assistance and also the South African Police Service.
• Join a queue of people waiting to cast their vote – in every election since 1994 and once again next
year – and you will find citizens educated about voting through training programmes, handbooks,
and guidelines produced by our partners.
• Check your email, the job ads, or the weather forecast while waiting at the taxi ranks in Gugulethu
or Khayelitsha – thanks to an experimental, free Wi-Fi zone piloted by Project Isizwe (funded by OSF)
in support of a national campaign for the roll-out of free broadband Internet, particularly in poor
and neglected communities.

25 YEARS | Open Society Foundation for South Africa

5

• Spend a day in the Houses of Parliament in Cape Town where young activists are monitoring
committee debates, or presenting evidence to parliamentarians on new Bills, or analysing the impact
of new legislative reforms. What was once a closed and secretive legislature serving the needs of a
minority is now open to debate, influence, and input from an array of civil society organisations like
Black Sash and Right2Know and other partners participating in the democratic process.
• Observe the proceedings of any Magistrate’s court where a number of reforms in the criminal
justice system (pioneered by OSF partners and the Department of Justice) have led to improvements
in the way courts handle family violence, child protection, sexual offences and police corruption, and
where judges have access to a body of empirical evidence to better inform sentencing debates –
thereby helping transform the legal edifice of apartheid into a more efficient and effective criminal
justice system that deals more fairly and compassionately with the most vulnerable members of
society.
• Pop into the studios of the national television broadcaster, the South African Broadcasting
Corporation… oh well, maybe not… if truth be told, not all our grantees have been such unvarnished
successes! There are gains and losses in philanthropy, just like in asset management funds or hedge
funds. Despite our partners’ best attempts at strengthening the public processes for the appointment
of public broadcasting board members, and monitoring expenditure at the public broadcaster,
exposing the rot, the waste, the corruption, and the censorship, there is still much more work to be
done to ensure our national broadcaster delivers on its mandate to serve the public interest.
• Walk into any reputable bookstore in this country and discover shelves filled with books exposing
the dark side of South African history – such as the best-selling book, Apartheid Guns and Money:
A Tale of Profit, which arose out of research and Fellowships supported by OSF.
• Better yet, open the pages of any reputable newspaper in this country and read the investigative
reporting done by hard-nosed journalists, media fellows and institutes through OSF partners like
the Wits Justice Project, the Daily Maverick ’s Scorpio, GroundUp, Oxpeckers Centre of Investigative
Environmental Journalism, Health e-News, and the AmaBhungane Centre for Investigative Journalism.
In hindsight, OSF investments in a free press over the long term were a prudent investment in our
democracy. These courageous journalists have helped expose the hidden bank accounts, secretive
emails, and corrupt dealings of public officials who let our democracy down – starting with the Office
of the President.
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• Turn on your television sets tomorrow, open your Internet browser, and watch the live proceedings
of the Zondo Commission into State Capture – where civil society organisations funded by OSF
have produced case studies, timelines, stories and research about the corruption that plagued our
state-owned enterprises like Denel, Transnet and Eskom. Or listen to the testimony of whistleblowers whose legal costs have been covered by the Foundation. Our partners and grantees have
been at the forefront of civil society efforts to promote public accountability and justice – in spite of
threats, intimidation, personal violence and even death. With support from the Foundation, they
have persevered over the past decade to tell the incredible story of how our state was captured by
a small clique intent upon enriching themselves at public expense.
• Or step into the highest court in the land – and here I want to applaud our pioneering Constitutional
Court Justices, both past and present, with us this evening: Yvonne Mokgoro, Bess Nkabinde, Dikgang
Moseneke, Albie Sachs, and Mandla’s brother, the late Pius Langa. Step into the Constitutional
Court and you will hear arguments waged by public interest lawyers funded by the Foundation –
from the Wits Centre for Applied Legal Studies, the Legal Resources Centre, Lawyers for Human
Rights, and the Foundation for Human Rights – litigating on behalf of the most vulnerable people in
our society such as refugees and asylum seekers; gay and lesbian people; people living with HIV and
AIDS; homeless and landless people; people seeking to drink clean water and breathe fresh air; and
people seeking to protect the integrity of their bodies from state interference. This year alone, there
have been landmark Constitutional Court cases funded by OSF to ensure that people have the right
to peaceful protest without being criminalised; that people have the right to offer free and informed
consent before mining takes place on their land; and to force the government to come up with a
proper plan to provide grants to pensioners and children.
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That is the kind of impact your generous philanthropy and Foundations have had on our civil society
organisations, our democratic institutions, and our new-found freedoms over the last 25 years – a legacy
not immortalised in monuments or buildings, but carved in the bedrock of our rights and freedoms and a
consistent thread coursing through the very fabric of our civil society.

CLOSING
Twenty-five years after the founding of the Open Society Foundations, and a quarter of a century after
our first democratic elections, we never dreamed that we would still be at it. Fighting for equality, social
justice, and basic human rights. Speaking truth to power.
But as Dikgang Moseneke, former Deputy Chief Justice, so wisely predicted in the Fourth Open Society
Lecture back in 1997: ‘An open society is not a challenge once met and achieved forever. It is an evermoving target continually requiring new responses to changing challenges’.
This is not a time to rest on our laurels or the considerable achievements of the past 25 years. In an age
of elite state capture, of rising nationalism and fascist tendencies around the world, of increasing hate
crimes and vilification of minority groups, and of attempts to narrow civil society space and curtail hardwon freedoms by authoritarian leaders hell-bent on destroying democratic institutions, there has never
been a greater need for the resources, and, more importantly, the political will, required to continue
fighting for the open society.
Democracy is not for passengers – it screams at all of us to be active participants.
If only more billionaires in our own country would follow your leadership in supporting the fight for liberal
democratic values and institutions, our country would be a very different place.
While much has been achieved over the past 25 years here in South Africa, we still have a long, hard road
to travel to reach our dream of a society based on equality, the rule of law, and the inherent dignity of
every person.
I want to end this tribute where I began – by expressing once again how welcome you and your family are
in South Africa, George Soros. You may not be a son of the African soil, but, by your quiet generosity and
tireless philanthropy, you have earned the respect and admiration of our nation.
We thank you. Rea leboga. Siyabonga. Baaie dankie. Ro leboha. Nakhensa. Enkosi kakuhle.
Mary-Jane Morifi
Deputy Chairperson of the Board, Open Society Foundation for South Africa
Cape Town, 29 November 2018
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