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The Philanthropy of George Soros: Building Open Societies 

NOTES by Robert Steele.  Not a transcript.
To mark the publication of The Philanthropy of George Soros: Building Open Societies (PublicAffairs), this conversation covers topics including George Soros's biographical background, the roots of his philanthropic philosophy, lessons learned, and the future of the work of the Open Society Foundations.

Speakers

· George Soros, Founder and Chairman of the Open Society Foundations 

· Aryeh Neier, President of the Open Society Foundations

· Gara LaMarche, President and CEO of The Atlantic Philanthropies (Moderator) 

Laura Silber, Director of Public Affairs at the Open Society Foundations, introduced the event.

Gara LaMarche:  This is an unorganized, unprepared seminar, centered on the new book; I also recommend Masquerade and Taking Liberties.  A major value of the book is the manner in which it weaves actual comments by George Soros into the story.  There is a striking similarity between these two men who are partners and whose formation years before, during, and after World War II defined them.

George Soros:  It formed my character.  I absorbed his experiences.  it was a tough period, but we were victorious in surviving and helping many others.  We faced reality, took it as a challenge, an opportunity.  We learned to take risks—not to take risks would have been much more dangerous than not to take risks.  At the same time, taking too much risk and getting caught can be fatal.  Push to the limit of the possible, but not to go over the limit, that is what is most useful.  

Aryeh Neier:  I have no recollection of my time in Germany, I was an infant, my first recollection was from my time in England where I had a pleasant childhood.  The English were never better than during the war years, generous.  People opened their homes to refugees.  The one unhappy part was a year spent in a hospital for refugee children, and I attribute my hatred of confinement to that year, and this led to a passion for opposing and overseeing incarceration.  The high level of incarceration in the USA has been a strong interest for me.  I do not just count prisoners, but juveniles, disabled, elderly.

Gara LaMarche:  George was outraged when Clinton wanted to cut off benefits to illegal immigrants, and directed $50 million to be spent on the problem. 

George Soros:  My time in England after the war were difficult, but I broke my leg and the national health service treated me very well.  I also benefitted from the Jewish philanthropies and saw how money could be wasted when foundations hear what they want to hear and then the money is spent the way the recipients want to.  What I learned was not to try to fit people into your own slot or preconception, but instead search for people that are entrepreneurial and empower them, do not put them into boxes.

Gara LaMarche:  Both men are always finding out about things being done in their name that they had no idea were ongoing.  This book is the first relatively comprehensive account of the total spectrum.

Aryeh Neier:  I think more in terms of the larger policy issues that we are addressing.  The book tries to focus on impact and the people whose lives are actually affected.  I am not in contact with those people as a general rule.  When I do have a chance to be in contact, I always get something.

George Soros:  More so in the earlier days, visiting foundations, was a very positive reinforcement.  When things came to me generally it was because something was not going right, but actually visiting them and seeing all that was going well was the main reward, a real psychic value, and I was generally very impressed because I had no idea so many things were coming from the endeavor.  Am not doing this to be thanked—it is a work that needs to be done.

Gara LaMarche:  Where do the ideas comes from now?  Seems like they no longer come from internal staff but rather from the network of networks.
George Soros:  We did not have a network of networks before; now that we do they produce more original ideas.
Aryeh Neier:  We work together, I suggested to George that he meet with a group in London, he was impressed and gave them more money than they had ever had before, but from this sprang a Revenue Watch project that is now a movement, a global network that looks at the discrepancy between countries rich in natural resources and with very large impoverished populations.

George Soros:  Have been partial to supporting organizations that already exist because they have their own life, their own system, and they do not have to be nurtured as much as empowered.  Some rise with the money, some do not, and those we have to cut off.  The boards of the various foundations, especially the national foundations, have applied expertise, devised strategy, and interacted with the recipients of the funds, who provided the energy.

Gara LaMarche:  You both seem to prefer to gather people and not use consultants.

Aryeh Neier:  I have a phobia about consultants.   

George Soros:  I think that identifying the opportunity is something that comes with us.  When Aryeh was running Human Rights, that was my apprenticeship.  I learned that when to intervene and when not to intervene is a matter of judgment.  I greatly admire Kofi Annan and his

Aryeh Neier:  After I left the ACLU I organized conversations with writers about writers and politics.  This led to my being introduced to George, who invited me to dinner.  Knew Annette who brought 3,000 intellectuals from Eastern Europe to Western Europe, and I wanted to do this for the USA.  George made a grant to NYU where I was at the time, to make this possible.  I had founded Human Rights Watch with Bernstein, but I was still at NYU.
Gara LaMarche:  The Wednesday morning meetings of Human Rights Watch were where I cut my teeth, people just back from a mission would talk.

Aryeh Neier:  George took part early on, and we had discussions about the Soviet Union and had constant discussions about what do we do.  How do we have an impact?  Not easy.

Gara LaMarche:  Want to talk about failure and your dealing with failure, such as South Africa and China.

George Soros:  The real failure in South Africa I now think was to stop it.  But I was using government facilities to give scholarships to black African students to go to Capetown University.  I came to feel that instead of me using them I was being used as a cover up because the system of apartheid was so well established that I was decoration.  That was a bad judgment on my part, the system collapsed and it would have been good to have just one cohort of 80 students.

Gara LaMarche:  What about Burma?

George Soros:  it remains very frustrating.  There seems to be a tipping point where countries move beyond being influenced from outside.  One of the problems with imposing sanctions is that you push them into isolation.

Gara LaMarche:  I remember the happiest you seemed to have been was when we failed at gun control.  I remember you were pleased with a report on the failure.

George Soros:  Actually I forgot about it, I have a great capacity to forget failures.

Aryeh Neier:  One always encounters failure when you try to address deep-seated problems.  You will always fall short even if you have enormous success.  We can enhance the education and ethics and nature of the individuals in a group, but we cannot always reduce or end the repression and discrimination against them (the Roma).

George Soros:  The problems are also growing faster than we can address, but I think we have been successful in large part by hitting on a solution.  By educating a Roma elite, they are escaping the negative stereotype while remaining true to their roots.  Big difference with the black issue here, where you cannot “pass” despite your education.  Giving the young Roma a positive experience empowers them for the future.  it will take 20 years, but you can see that it is beginning to take effect.  But we are falling behind because their population is exploding.
Gara LaMarche:  Let’s talk about Baltimore, where you wanted to take on a number of related problems in an urban environment, all at the same time.  In the early years you were concerned, now you seem more positive, do you see this as a lesson in perseverance.

George Soros:  You can compare South Africa and Baltimore.  I had exactly the same feeling about both, but I stopped in South Africa and persisted in Baltimore, and now you can see the benefit of staying with it—of course there are other donors now.  Now I want to make city-based strategies going forward a core aspect of our program.

Gara LaMarche:  Something I have always considered distinctive about the foundation has been its devolutionary character—helpful in sustaining the authentic feeling of the initiatives being indigenous.

George Soros:  This is an attribute of networks, they have their own energy, I find this a much more rewarding approach.

Gara LaMarche:  The evidence of the foundation is correcting my earlier impression that the Soros initiatives were revolution “of the moment” initiatives.   Now I am seeing the longer view.

Aryeh Neier:  A lot depends on the local leadership.  In Haiti for example the personal qualities and commitments of the leadership of the foundation there have made it easy to keep going and going strong.

George Soros:  In Eastern Europe there is a big question mark about what role foundations play.  In the Balkans as well, where we gave for twenty years, there is a serious problem and we are maintaining our presence.  In the long term, the problem, and Haiti is a good example, the problem keeps getting bigger.  It’s actually when things work out that you have to ask the question as to whether you get out, or change to move in new directions.  Hungary is an example—the foundation was heroic during the communist era, but never found its footing in the aftermath.  It’s more difficult to renew yourself in the face of improving circumstances—often the best work in done in the worst of circumstances.

Gara LaMarche:  This is not a foundation that has typically been associated with metrics.  How do you determine yourselves how you do it?  How do you make a judgment about doubling down or not?
Aryeh Neier:  You do some of the judgments yourself, but in my experience, you find one smart person who knows a particular field or place very well, and you ask them to do an evaluation.  Metrics are usually not part of this; having some critical judgment is always important.  We do have different ways of exercising oversight—some oversee territories, some oversee thematic or issues—they tell you about each other.  That tends to produce a constant flow.

Gara LaMarche:  Taken together, they give you a good sense of the situation.

George Soros:  This is where the networks of networks approach is superior.  You cannot depend on self-evaluation.  You can see if an endeavor is gathering or losing other support, that is a judgment in itself.  Philanthropy is a market, it does not work perfectly, but you can see formations within the network.  Having external evaluations even if they are not completely independent or even completely objective, is helpful.

Gara LaMarche:  The balance between advocacy and funding specific remediation program, what is the proportionality, how has this evolved?

George Soros:  My view has not changed on this over the years.  If you help people, spending a large amount of money is justified.  The more people you benefit the better.  With respect to advocacy, and trying to change the larger system, it is a hit or miss proposition and it is not money that changes the system, it is ideas.  The goal of the foundation is actually social change, not just helping people.
Aryeh Neier:  It depends on the issue you are dealing with.  Scholarships are building individual capacity.  There are circumstances—such as Turkmenistan—where scholarships are all we can do.  Burma is a similar situation.  IF there is ever any change, you need educated people ready to make the country a success.  On the other hand there are other areas where only advocacy will do.

George Soros:  When it comes to systemic change, we are always amateurs when we first approach it but we are always getting better.  I feel a need for better public understanding and that is part of my support for the school of public policy.

AUDIENCE QUESTIONS

Michael Madison:  OSI grants can be dwarfed by money from Wall Street.  In the aftermath of “Inside Job,” it seems that it is not the money, it is ideas, and the liberal left has fallen behind on the importance of money as part of creating systemic change.  If we cannot match the money from Goldman Sachs, how do we ramp up effectiveness on the idea front?
George Soros:  We have specifically stayed away from fostering academic research.  When I look at America I see corporate capture, not only of regulators and the state, but of academia also.  To bring about change we are probably going to have to go back to academia and start there.  I am particularly disturbed about the quality of political discourse.  There is a general decline in thinking, to change it one has to start at the more elite level, rather than trying to set up a Fox News of the left.

Rob:  A lot of the countries where the foundation is working are a philanthropic desert.  Do you consider your endeavors to be a role model in any way with respect to substance, risk-taking, or other distinctive features.

George Soros:  In so far as we have had any success, we have done so by not trying.  I did not join this Gates-Buffet effort to commit to philanthropy because it is not the amount of money that matters, but what you give it to.  I have made no effort to persuade others to give, but I am starting to do some of this, for example in supporting the network of networks or doing some challenge grants, on a case by case basis.  Given my jaundiced view of philanthropy, that would be a contradiction.

Gara LaMarche:  I do see, taking law enforcement as an example, where OSI has been an example, but not trying does seem to be part of the reason.

Gerard Zeni (ph):  Wanted to follow up on how you select leaders on the ground.  What do you feel the role is up a top down leader such as yourselves in relation to bottom up leadership.

Aryeh Neier:  George has always made time for board members of the foundation, it was an important part of the early development, to have a relationship with the individual board members.

Unidentified:   How are you transferring your own powers to the next generation that will have your power?
Aryeh Neier:  I wish I knew.

George Soros:  Actually this is what we are working on.  We (George and Aryeh) had a very divergent point of view and we exploited them, we never covered them over.   That sets an example for the foundation.  I would say I had the upper hand on WHAT to deal with, while Aryeh had the upper hand on HOW to deal with it.  My major concern is how to perpetuate that culture within the foundation.  We are in the process of transition.  In the US foundation I have now empowered the board, they are no longer advisors to me, I am an advisor to them.  We are in the process of doing the same with the international foundation, it is not as advanced but that is where we are going.  I see basically two issues:  1)  how to make the most of my remaining years; and 2) how to prepare the foundation for my departure [Aryeh is stepping down as President).  In looking for a successor I am looking for someone who would take partly my place and partly Aryeh’s place.

Minky Warden from Human Rights Watch.  A lot of the countries you have worked on have gone through cycles.  Of all of them, China is where I want to ask, as it goes through perhaps the deepest repressive regime in time, how do you propose to deal with the people and the regime.

George Soros:  You are right that China is going to have a determining influence on history.  This is one of the areas where Aryeh and I have different views.  I have a peculiar position in China because the security organs are extremely suspicious and hostile, but at the same time there is a great deal of popular interest and support.  It’s something to work on.  I am eager to get  the ideas of Open Society more generally recognized and discussed in China.  I am reluctant now to go to China personally and I am also very worried about the foundations activities because I consider ourselves “Typhoid Mary” in that anything we touch will be infected from the security organ point of view.

Minky Warden from Human Rights Watch:  Maybe a Chinese translation of your book?

George Soros:  It’s done.  [impression that order given on the moment.]

Aryeh Neier:  I do believe there are areas where we can play a role.  I would put first Chinese journalists.  There is no group that works harder to try to expand the kinds of issues that can be discussed and the ways in which issues can be discussed.  Most journalists avoid going head on, but they try to find ways to act as real professionals.  I think that’s also true of a significant number of lawyers in China.  So for me, it seems immensely important to help those two groups.  The area where civil society has developed best in China has been in the environmental arena.  Although we are not generally supporters of the environmental movement, we do find ways to be supportive of environmentalists in China, who use freedom of information possibilities in China to achieve fuller discussion of potential impacts.  It’s very difficult and we have to stay away from direct support for political dissent in China.  We would only do harm.  We can try to expand access to information, a culture of rights.  I don’t think we can do significantly more than we now do, or the government would be increasingly hostile to us.  We have to maintain a low profile in China.
George Soros:  At the same time I think that Human Rights Watch is doing some very valuable work.  We want to be only constructive.  The legal empowerment of the poor is something we are trying to develop into a movement.  This could be developed in China.

Aryeh Neier:  We are doing legal aid and other things in that area.

Steve Hubble:   In Hungary you funded farmers groups and zither clubs.  You were attracted by the idea of using the resources of the state  against the state.  There is almost a martial arts quality in this.  You noticed there was a differential in the exchange rates.  To what extent are these ideas of martial arts and force multiplier concept animate your present work?  Is there a way to use the immense resources of the corporate world to try to break the stranglehold of corporations over politics in the USA?

George Soros:  The opportunities that existed then were unique to that period.  What we do have now is more convening power.

Sil Verado (ph):  Middle East Arab Spring, what has foundation done or will do?

Aryeh Neier:  A crucial component of the revolutions in Tunisia and Egypt has been their indigenous character.  It is immensely important that these were not inspired by foreign funding or foreign institutions.  Once those revolutions have taken place, there is immense interest in what has taken place elsewhere than can be used as a model—drafting new constitutions, new criminal statutes, becoming a party to international treaties.  So there is great interest in transitions that have taken place in Eastern Europe, South Africa, Latin America.  So now we are trying to bring that experience to them.

Gara LaMarche:  Offers last word to Soros, who declines.  Trying to think of historical analogies.  What makes us unique is its robust intellectual life and a commitment to critical thinking and striving toward open society.  Want to close with a couple of lines, from Aryeh’s Afterword, with respect to George’s concern that the society will morph after his passing, and become more concerned with its perpetuation than in taking risks.  I (Aryeh) am not worried about that, I think George has imbued a culture that will persist.
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