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Réception en l’honneur de Navi Pillay 

Commandeur de la Légion d’honneur 

 

 

Dear Judge Pillay, 

Honourable Premier of Kwazulu-Natal Mr. Edward Senzo 

Mchunu [à confirmer], 

Your Worship the Mayor of eThekwini, Counselor James 

Khumalo 

Honourable Speaker of the  eThekwini Municipality, Counselor  

Logie Naidoo 

Magistrates, 

Honourable Judges, 

Dear friends, family members, etc. [à préciser] 

 

I am extremely honoured to welcome you all today in Durban 

for this very special occasion : awarding to Judge Pillay one of 

the highest French distinctions , but I ll tell you more about it 

later.  

 

To tell you the truth, Judge Pillay was awarded this distinction 

quite a while ago. And she was given the opportunity to have 
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this very ceremony held in Geneva. One could imagine the UN 

buildings on the shores of Lake Geneva (the Palace of Nations), 

or the Residence of the French Ambassador in Geneva, a very 

scenic location. However, it was Judge Pillay’s choice to 

organize this ceremony in Durban, her home town, surrounded 

by her family and friends, at the Alliance Française. For those 

who know her personally, this is no surprise and reflects her 

character: she is a very modest person who has, all her life, 

been very close to her community and to South Africa. I am 

therefore delighted to see so many friends of yours gathered 

here tonight. 

 

 

Dear Judge Pillay, 

 

You were born and raised in this town, where your father was a 

bus driver. A father who, very progressive for his time, believed 

that all his children were equal and that both sons and 

daughters deserved equal education. That is how you came to 

study law at what was then the University of Natal. In this very 

university, you met your late husband, Mr Gaby Pillay. Later as a 

lawyer, you also represented him when he was detained by the 

Security Police under the then Terrorism Act.  

 



 3 

In 1967, you became the first “non-white” woman to open a law 

practice in the country. Your office was open to all those who 

needed the most to be defended : trade-unionists and political 

fighters. You served the struggle against Apartheid by exposing 

the use of torture and poor conditions of political detainees. In 

1973, you won the right for political prisoners on Robben Island, 

including Nelson Mandela, to have access to lawyers. 

 

After 28 years as a lawyer, you took part in the transformation 

process in the new South Africa. President Nelson Mandela 

appointed you acting judge of the High Court of South Africa, 

thus becoming the first non-white woman and first attorney to 

serve on the Bench.  As you noted at the time, "the first time I 

entered a judge's chambers was when I entered my own." 

 

In 1996, President Mandela encouraged you to join the 

International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda, one of the first 

international experiences of criminal justice in contemporary 

years. You served the ICTR for eight years, including four years 

as president. Again, let me mention that you were the only 

female judge for the first four years of the tribunal. In that 

capacity, you played a critical role in the ICTR’s groundbreaking 

jurisprudence on rape as an act of genocide, as well as on issues 

of freedom of speech and hate propaganda. 
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In 2003, you were appointed as a judge on the International 

Criminal Court in the Hague, where you served on the Appeals 

Chamber until August 2008. 

 

The Secretary General of the United Nations then chose you to 

become the United Nations High Commissioner for Human 

Rights in 2008. For six years, you never gave up or succumbed 

to political pressure, to denounce violations of human rights, in 

all situations. Your tenure was one of true leadership and 

independence. Your tireless fight to protect human rights is 

remembered by all.  

 

Today, even though officially retired, you are still present 

whenever and wherever there is a need for defending people’s 

rights and dignity. For instance, you recently became a member 

of the International Commission against the Death Penalty. You 

know how dear this cause, abolition of death penalty, is to 

France. 

 

One of the most remarkable achievements of your life is the 

NGO called « Equality Now », that you founded in New York in 

1992 with two other lawyers, Feryal Gharahi and Jessica 

Neuwirth. “Equality now” is active all over the world and 

defends women’s rights by targeting discrimination in Law, 

sexual violence,  female genital mutilation and trafficking. 
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Dear Judge Pillay, 

 

I know you enjoy saying that “behind every successful woman 

there is …. herself”. I couldn’t agree more , considering your 

brilliant career and achievements. 

 

The Legion of Honour was created by Napoleon to award those 

who contributed to great causes.  The first foreigner to join the 

Legion of Honour was the great German poet and writer Goethe. 

It is the decision of the President of the French Republic to 

acknowledge the merits of French citizens and Foreigners by 

awarding them the Legion of Honor. We are very proud to have 

awarded it to such South Africans as Nelson Mandela, Ahmed 

Kathrada, Desmond Tutu, Kader Asmal, Nadine Gordimer, André 

P Brink and Jay Naidoo, among others. 

 

The Legion of Honour is awarded by the President himself, and 

his composed of five ranks. The rank of Commander is one of 

the highest. It is, for instance, the rank which was awarded to 

another eminent and courageous lawyer, Nobel Peace Prize 

laureate, Madame Shirin Ebadi.   

 

Dear Judge Pillay, 
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In the name of the President of the French Republic, I bestow 

upon you, Judge Pillay, the order of Commander of the Legion of 

Honour. 


