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For the whole earth is the sepulchre of famous men; not only are they commemorated by columns and inscriptions in their own country, but in foreign lands there dwells also an unwritten memorial of them, graven not on stone but in the hearts of men.

Thucydides’ History of the Peloponnesian War


It is with profound sorrow and a deep sense of loss that we reflect on the life and legacy of Professor Dan J. Stein, our colleague, collaborator and friend, who passed away on 5 December 2025 at the age of 63 after a brief illness. At the time of his passing, Dan was Professor and Chair of the Department of Psychiatry at the University of Cape Town (UCT), Director of the South African Medical Research Council’s Unit on Risk & Resilience in Mental Disorders, and Scientific Director of the UCT Neuroscience Institute.
A global leader who led from South Africa
In the short time since his untimely death, much has been written about Dan’s career, his seminal scholarly contributions and the many awards and accolades he received as a towering global figure in the fields of psychiatry, neuropsychopharmacology and neuroscience.1-5 Dan’s unusually broad training as a clinician-scientist – with MBChB and BSc (Med) degrees from UCT, doctoral degrees in clinical neuroscience and philosophy from Stellenbosch University, and a postdoctoral fellowship in psychopharmacology from Columbia University – set the stage for an extraordinary career spanning research and clinical service. Recognised as one of the most highly cited researchers in Africa and in psychiatry globally, Dan’s output of over 1600 publications and more than 25 scholarly volumes is staggering – in scale, scope and impact. Here, we dwell less on the depth, breadth and content of Dan’s scholarly contributions, and focus instead on the ‘how’ that defined this giant of a man: his style of scholarship and leadership, his personal attributes, and his ways of engaging with people throughout the world whose lives he influenced. The person behind the science, the thoughtful, measured mind we admired in print was an exceptional human being – humble, generous, deeply principled and genuinely committed to doing good in the world.

A central part of Dan’s legacy stems from him having achieved the position of one of the great global leaders in psychiatry from within South Africa. In a world that often suggests, implicitly or explicitly, that what takes place south of the equator matters less, Dan broke through that barrier with grace and brilliance. Despite numerous opportunities to move abroad, Dan remained at UCT because he was proud to be working from South Africa and felt that there was no need to occupy a chair in the Global North to be scientifically effective and excellent. Dan was passionate to a fault about raising psychiatry up from its orphan status among clinical disciplines, to achieve equity for its staff and patients. A relentless advocate, he drove the establishment of new sub-specialities of psychiatry and many new educational initiatives, doctoral and master’s programmes, and postgraduate diplomas.

Reaching the pinnacle of one’s field while operating from the Global South represents a collective victory celebrated by those who come from under-resourced settings. In his life and work, Dan expanded the horizon of what countless people across the Global South believe to be possible. He launched a vast landscape of scientific activity with enormous global impact. He cared for his patients with a rare combination of optimism and kindness. In his work, he saw the world of science as a genuinely global community, including visionaries from South Africa and across Africa among its leaders. While Dan’s intellectual breadth was unusual, it was his common sense and kindness that inspired trust and opened doors to new collaborations across continents. Dan’s colleagues in Brazil recently commented that they had never met anyone with such a “rare combination of scientific authority and personal humility; Dan listened carefully, treated colleagues with respect, and created spaces for dialogue rather than competition”. According to Zul Merali (Aga Khan University), “Dan was a shining star for psychiatry and neuroscience in Africa – and the stardust will always remain.”
An inspirational connector and mobiliser of people
One of us (P.M.T.) recalls one of his most vivid memories of Dan being from Barcelona in 2014 when Dan rushed across a busy street to invite him to meet a group of people wanting to lead a global neuroimaging study comparing OCD, anxiety and HIV. From those conversations was born the ENIGMA (Enhancing NeuroImaging Genetics through Meta-Analysis) Consortium, a massive global project that mobilised people, their expertise, talent and all their data from around the world to understand the major brain diseases and drive better treatments. One study that Dan was especially proud of was led by Aliaa Ibnidris (UCT). Aliaa and Dan assembled and led a global team that showed that in people living with HIV, the brain’s functional networks remain intact as long as the patients are taking their antiretroviral treatment, providing reassurance to millions worldwide that these treatments also protect the brain. As Aliaa noted, “Dan encouraged people to lead, to take risks, and to pursue their ideas. He created opportunities for so many of us to grow.”

In much the same way, Dan’s intentional encounters with early career African psychiatrists sparked the largest psychiatric genetic study on the continent: the Neuropsychiatric Genetics of African Populations (NeuroGAP Psychosis). This initiative gave rise to numerous other psychiatric genetics initiatives that are now led by those he inspired, connected and generously supported.

Reflecting on their long-standing relationship with Dan, Zhen Wang (Shanghai Medical Health Centre) and Tianye Jia (Fudan University) commented, “We all remember a wonderful dinner with Dan by the Huangpu River in Shanghai – Dan came many times to support us here in Shanghai, over a period of 20 years; he was a visionary, and generous, and encouraging. His support was what gave our team the confidence to join in with global collaborations.”

The outpouring of grief following Dan’s passing is reflected in voices from far and wide. From Neda Jahanshad (University of Southern California), “Every email from Dan opened new directions for the field and made us feel, thousands of miles away, that we had one of the greatest supporters on our side.” And, from Christine Lochner (Stellenbosch University), “For 25 years, I could count on Dan’s wisdom, patience, and kindness. Dan made everything possible.”
 [image: 25563Thompson_photo]Professor Dan Stein
Pride in his trainees
Dan’s scholarly achievements were legendary, and yet he was humble to his core, automatically attributing credit to others while deflecting the limelight away from himself. Dan was extraordinarily dedicated to his trainees who held pride of place in his heart. Mentoring and advocating for them, Dan connected his trainees to leadership opportunities across the world with energy and an unbridled passion to improve global mental health. Several young African researchers whom Dan brought into the World Mental Health Survey Initiative went on to stellar careers. He similarly supported many other early-career colleagues from around the world. Stories abound of Dan taking young people aside after meeting presentations and spending time offering ideas and encouragement that they described as transformative. That was Dan; he never missed an opportunity to celebrate their achievements. He had an instinct for elevating others into leadership, carefully surrounding them with networks of trusted people who could help them succeed. Many of his trainees have moved into leadership positions locally, across Africa and abroad. For example, one of us (L.A.), a trainee from Kenya, became a leading researcher in psychiatric epidemiology and genetics, a leader in several professional societies, and dean at two African medical schools. And Nynke Groenewold (UCT) now leads the world’s largest neuroimaging studies of anxiety, having succeeded in uniting the field and securing international funding in Cape Town at a time of deepening divides across the world.

As Sarah Jacobs (UCT), another of Dan’s trainees, remarked, “Dan believed in you long before you recognised your own potential, and he always had big plans for you. His belief in me and his confidence in my abilities opened doors and created opportunities that have shaped my path in ways I could never have imagined.”
Engaging with complexity
One of Dan’s most striking attributes was his rare ability to engage with extraordinary complexity – be it imaging, genetics, or the hardest questions in psychiatry – while never losing sight of a simple and humbling truth: that we still understand far too little about how scientific advances can meaningfully reduce human suffering. In a field often drawn to reductionism or sweeping explanations, Dan was consistently a voice of nuance, balance and wisdom. And, in a fractured and increasingly polarised world, he understood the importance of bringing multiple perspectives to bear on complex issues. He listened intently without rushing to judge, engaging in a calm, quiet, respectful and dignified way. His ability to cross disciplinary boundaries while bringing people together is exemplified by The Drakenstein Child Health study, a South African birth cohort that comprehensively investigates the early life determinants of child health. Dan led the psychosocial aspects adding longitudinal measures of maternal health, psychosocial stressors, child neurodevelopment, child and adolescent mental health, neuroimaging and genetics, amongst others, mentoring countless students and enabling the careers of many.
The enduring legacy of a ‘Tzadik’
We end with this poignant quote from Danny Pine (US National Institute of Mental Health) and Ruben Gur (University of Pennsylvania): “Dan was what we call, in Judaism, ‘a Tzadik’ – a righteous person who embodies moral integrity. A Jewish legend says that at any given time, there are 36 ‘Tzadikim’ – righteous people who carry the weight of the world on their shoulders – and humanity is saved because of them. I’m sure Dan is one of the 36. I wonder who was just born to replace him.”

Dan will continue to be with us through his pioneering work, the plans he set in motion, the many people he mentored, and the countless lives he touched in his pursuit to alleviate suffering and improve population mental health with rigour, compassion and humility.

Our hearts go out to Dan’s family – Professor Heather Zar, children Gabi, Josh and Sarah, and grandson Rafa, in their time of grief. We wish them a long life. May Dan’s memory forever be a blessing.
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