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This report provides a detailed (but necessarily selective) overview of the Open Society Research 

Platform’s (OSRP) research and activities in 2021. The report proceeds in five main parts: Following 

a summary of the OSRP’s main findings and the platform’s background and approach, Part 1 offers 

an overview of the existing academic and non-academic literature on open society as well as the uses 

of the concept in public and media discourses between 1989 and 2021. Part 2 describes the 

institutions and organizations that have ‘open society’ in their name, or their mission statement, or 

draw on the concept in significant ways. Part 3 introduces the academic events organized by the 

OPSR, which comprised a three-part workshop series and a major conference. Part 4 outlines the 

collaborations of the OSRP with a variety of other Open Society University Network members, 

collaborations that have informed and inspired the platform’s work in important ways. Part 5, finally, 

sketches out our future research avenues in 2022/2023. 

As such, the report demonstrates the multiplicity of usages of this contested concept, the relevance of 

open society as a philosophical and political concept to understand and address the inherently global 

challenges of our age, and the continuing value of structuring the missions of institutions like the 

Central European University and the Open Society University Network around this idea.     
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Executive Summary 

This report presents the research of the ‘Open Society Research Platform’ (OSRP). Launched in 

January 2021 with OSUN support, the OSRP explores how the concept of open society has been used 

in academic, policy, and public discourses, and to identify the major strands of relevant debates 

around this contested concept. There is a strong need for a project devoted to academic research on 

open society for two reasons: First, because it is a core value in the missions of both CEU and OSUN; 

and second, because it is important to analyze how the idea of open society can be translated into 

civic, intellectual, and knowledge-exchange practices to foster critical thinking and positive change. 

In its first year of existence, the OSRP established itself as a leading research center on the concept 

of open society, a proactive organizer of academic events that bring together scholars from (and 

beyond) OSUN to discuss questions central to its mission, and a keen promoter of OSUN values and 

initiatives. To date, we have  

 identified and reviewed more than 650 sources (books, edited volumes, journal and 

newspaper articles, etc.) and created a literature review of 700 pages; 

 identified the major fields and topics of academic research that engage with the concept of 

open society, analyzed the key usages of the concept, and the differences between existing 

conceptualizations; 

 provided an overview and a discussion of institutions that have ‘open society’ in their name, 

or their mission statement, or draw on the concept in significant ways; 

  created an open access online database, which represents the most comprehensive 

repository on the literature on open society currently available; 

 established a series of workshops (‘OSUN Talks’) on open society and post-colonialism, 

polarization and conflict, and comparative political thought; 

 hosted the conference Forget Open Society? Critical Conversations on a Contested Concept, 

which featured eight panels and three keynote events; 

 established collaborations with CEU’s Socrates Project, Bard College, the Universidad de los 

Andes, the OSUN working group on Artificial Intelligence and the Humanities. 

Some substantial findings of our research are: 

 the multiplicity of interpretations of the concept across disciplines and analytical traditions; 

 the widespread unreflective use of the term open society, even in some of the academic 

literature, which tends to overshadow analytically more robust conceptions; 

 the global intellectual and geographical influence of the concept;  

 the identification of the concept – especially across the post-socialist region – with Open 

Society Foundations; 
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 the frequent use of open society as a rhetorical weapon in political struggles (especially after 

major terrorist attack; 

 the concept’s analytical relevance to various fields, among others technology and education. 

 

In 2022 and 2023, the OSRP will continue this three-pronged approach – academic research, event 

organization, and participation/collaboration – to build upon and further develop its research on open 

society in theory and practice. The findings accumulated during the first year enabled the OSRP to 

identify two key directions of research in 2022-2023, which are related to topical debates in social 

and political sciences, and are of high relevance to OSUN: 1) threats to open society posed by 

technological domination and technocratic governance, and 2) the relationship(s) between open 

society and higher education.  

The present report is organized in five major sections: 

1. Literature and Public Discourses on Open Society: This first section maps out academic 

and public debates engaging with the concept of open society, and develops a detailed and 

comprehensive picture of the current state of research. 

2. Open Society Institutions: This section identifies and discusses institutions and organizations 

that have ‘open society’ in their name, or their mission statement, or draw on the concept in 

significant ways. 

 

3. Workshops and Conference: Section 3 outlines the events organized and hosted by the 

OSRP in some detail and summarizes some of the insights gained from these highly 

interactive events. 

 

4. Participation and Collaboration: In this section, we describe the various activities with 

which the OSRP has contributed to the mission of OSUN through participation and 

collaboration with other OSUN member institutions. 

 

5. Future Research Avenues: Outlines our future areas of research in 2022 and 2023.   
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1. Introduction. The OSRP: Background and Approach 

There is, undoubtedly, a certain irony in the fact that the ‘open society Research Platform’ (OSRP) 

was launched amidst a global pandemic, at a moment when Covid-19 forced many societies – quite 

literally – into ‘lockdown’. Yet, at a time when history seems to have returned, when phenomena like 

Covid-19, the rise of populism, or ‘democratic backsliding’ have threatened core liberal institutions in 

many regions of the world, the concept of open society and its underlying values are more important 

than ever before. On closer inspection, however, this idea is more protean, complex, and perhaps also 

provocative than it might appear at first glance. The OSRP was, therefore, created in January 2021 

with support from the open society University Network (OSUN) to explore this idea, which, as one 

leader of both institutions recently put it, represents ‘the DNA of both CEU and OSUN’. 

While the concept of open society was introduced to moral, social and political thought by the French 

philosopher Henri Bergson in The Two Sources of Morality and Religion (1935), it was popularized by 

Karl Popper. Originally published in 1945, Popper penned his monumental The Open Society and its 

Enemies (2020) as a response to the totalitarian horrors of the 20th century; the book was, according to 

him, his ‘war effort’. It is interesting to note, though, that Popper himself wanted to give the book a 

different title: Only after he had abandoned A Social Philosophy for Everyman and A Social 

Philosophy for our Time (which latter title he feared was too pretentious), he settled on The open 

society and Its Enemies. This anecdote matters because Popper’s own account of an open society 

remains rather sketchy. Even Popper’s prominent former student, George Soros, admits that ‘it is fair 

to say that I have placed greater weight on the concept of open society than Karl Popper did’ (2020: 

x). 

There is, thus, a strong need for a project devoted to academic research on open society for two 

interconnected reasons: First, because it is a core value in the missions of both CEU and OSUN; and 

second, because it is important to analyze how the idea of open society can be translated into civic, 

intellectual, and knowledge-exchange practices to foster critical thinking and positive change. To 

avoid misunderstandings, though, the OSRP’s primary goal (at least in this first phase) has not been to 

redefine or reinterpret the concept of open society. Its overarching tasks, rather, have been to:  

 map out how the concept has been employed in academic, policy, and public discourses;  

 to identify the major strands of relevant debates and controversies around this contested idea; 

 carve out further avenues for research in theory and practice; 

 

In other words, the orientation of the OSRP’s research has been predominantly descriptive (we say 

‘predominantly’ as the lines between descriptive and normative research are often blurred). At the 

same time, we have sought to do justice to the critical spirit that characterizes open society: We are 

well aware that the meaning and the content of the concept are far from clear, its theoretical 
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underpinnings and underlying values can be – and have been – subject to both legitimate and 

illegitimate criticism, and that the theoretical and practical relevance of a paradigm developed in the 

first half of the 20th century cannot be uncritically assumed. This critical outlook is closely connected 

to the conviction that learning – and, in our case, the exploration of the concept of open society – is 

best achieved through the combination of several strategies. In its first year of existence, the OSRP has 

adopted a ‘three-pronged approach’, which has established the platform as:  

 one of the world’s leading research centers on the concept of open society; 

 a proactive organizer of academic events that bring together scholars from (and beyond) 

OSUN to discuss questions central to its mission; 

 and a keen promoter of OSUN values and initiatives through participation in working groups, 

teaching of OSUN courses, and network building with OSUN partners.  

 

In 2021, the OSRP will continue this three-pronged approach – academic research, event organization, 

and participation/collaboration – to build upon and further develop its research on open society in 

theory and practice. As such, the OSRP’s ambition is to be(come) an intellectual powerhouse on the 

concepts, themes, and questions that lie at the very heart of OSUN’s mission as well as a hub for 

critical and trans-disciplinary conversations and collaborations. 

Figure 1: The three-pronged approach of the OSRP 

 

 

 

Open 
Society 

Collaborations 
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Research 
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2. Literature and Public Discourses on Open Society 

2.1. Introduction and Methodology 

One of the initial hypotheses when creating the OSRP was that although open society is a central 

concept in the missions of both CEU and OSUN, there is little clarity on the existing academic 

literature on open society, on the discourses on open society in the media and public policy, or on the 

institutional usages of the concept. An initial screening of the literature showed that, compared to main 

concepts of the social sciences such as ‘globalization’ or ‘democracy’, open society had been less 

frequently used. Moreover, many of the publications with explicit reference to the subject of open 

society originate within the network of eponymous organizations supported by George Soros and OSF.  

One of the main projects of the OSRP has, therefore, been to map academic and public debates 

engaging with the concept of open society, and to develop a detailed and comprehensive picture of the 

current state of research. It must be emphasized that the scale of the OSRP’s work in analyzing 

publications and debates engaging with the concept of open society has significantly exceeded the 

expectations of the initial project plan (which envisaged a rather narrow scope of pertinent literature).  

To keep the amount of literature within manageable bounds, we therefore limited our analysis to the 

time between 1989 (the fall of the Berlin Wall) and 2021.To date, we have identified and reviewed 

more than 650 sources (books, edited volumes, journal and newspaper articles, etc.) and created a 

literature review of 700 pages. We have identified the major fields and topics of academic research 

that engage with the concept of open society; we have analyzed the key usages of the concept and the 

differences between existing conceptualizations; and we have provided an overview and a discussion 

of institutions that have ‘open society’ in their name, or their mission statement, or draw on the 

concept in significant ways. Along with attention to different subject-fields, we also pay attention to 

the ways the term open society is used in different regional and historical contexts. We expect that by 

the end of Year 1, we will have reviewed close to 700 sources and thus created the most 

comprehensive literature review on open society available.  

This research also forms the base of the open access online ‘OSRP database’. This comprehensive 

bibliographical collection enables its users to navigate the existing literature on open society by 

searching sources for relevant subject fields (e.g. Philosophy, Education Studies, Public Health), 

authors, titles, keywords and publication date. The bibliographical details are accompanied by 

annotations, which summarize the theme, key arguments, and findings of a respective source. This 

database, which is currently populated by the OSRP members, represents the most comprehensive 

repository on the literature on open society available (to access database, follow this link). 

Thematically, the scope of our research has been extremely broad: We reviewed literature in the fields 

of Philosophy, Political Theory, Sociology and Anthropology, International Relations, Education, 

https://ceuedu.sharepoint.com/sites/OpenSocietyResearchPlatform/Lists/Database/AllItems.aspx
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Public Policy, Culinary Studies, Music, Martial Arts, Computer Studies, Art, Architecture, and many 

more. As mentioned, our research has not been limited to academic literature; rather, we have also 

engaged with the semi-academic documents of international organizations, non-governmental 

organization, and other institutions such as various ‘rationalist societies’.  

In what follows, we present a selection of our research on the literature on open society, which will 

demonstrate the diversity, the relevance, and strengths, weaknesses, and blind-spots of this literature. 

 

2.2.  Political Thought 

A considerable part of the work on open society can be subsumed under the rubric of ‘political 

thought’. Admittedly, this is a very vague label, which is why it is necessary to clarify what we mean 

by this category. Under ‘political thought’, we will subsume those writings that do not easily fall under 

a more specific category. This does not mean that texts on ‘education’, or ‘health’ cannot also be 

‘political thought’; it merely means that we have reserved this category for texts that are not easily 

subsumable under more specific rubrics. Due to the broadness of this category, it is itself subdivided in 

various sub-categories.   

As the following overview demonstrates, the political thought literature on open society is very well 

established and contains excellent works. Very broadly speaking, political thinkers draw primarily on 

four different sources: Popper, Bergson, Hayek, and the Anglo-American Analytical tradition (e.g., 

Rawls). Between some of these camps (e.g. Popper(ians) and Hayek(ians)) there are comparative 

analyses of diverging conceptions of open society (see arrows in chart). What is missing, however, is a 

more serious intellectual conversation between Bergson(ians) and other camps in political thought. 

Thus, while the literature on open society in political thought is thriving, there is plenty of potential for 

further analysis, especially for comparative analyses of different camps and thinkers.  

 

 

Popper(ians) Hayek(ians) 

Bergson(ians) Analytical Theorists 

Open Society 
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2.2.1. General Works on Open Society 

There are several outstanding collections of essays that are devoted to the concept of open society. 

One of them is Dante Germino and Klaus von Beyme’s The Open Society in Theory and Practice 

(2012), which brings together leading political theorists to reflect on the themes of openness and the 

open society. Although this volume was published in 1974 (and is, thus, beyond our temporal scope of 

analysis), it remains a vital contribution not least because its introduction by Dante Germino offers a 

very useful (and rare) comparison of the respective philosophies of Henri Bergson, Karl Popper and 

Eric Voegelin. A much more recent collection of essays is Michael Ignatieff and Stefan Roch’s 

Rethinking Open Society: New Adversaries and New Opportunities (2018). The volume features 

chapters by more than 20 prominent thinkers and is preceded by Michael Ignatieff eloquent 

Introduction, which is structured around three basic questions. Who were open society’s old enemies, 

when the idea first took shape in 1945 in Karl Popper’s work? Who are the new enemies of open 

society, the ones we confront today? Has the open society ideal outlived its usefulness? Ignatieff’s 

short characterization of open society is ‘free minds, free politics, and free institutions’ (2018b, 1). His 

more elaborate characterization of open society is:  

‘Liberal political orders and the open societies they produce have…wagered that if power is 

checked and constrained by law, if it is forced to the test of adversarial justification, the 

resulting free debate creates the epistemological conditions for creativity and innovation, just 

as they create the conditions for a certain kind of individual, someone who embraces the 

discipline, rigor, and emancipatory possibilities of free thought. There is thus a necessary 

interdependence between liberal constitutionalism, open society, and the epistemology that 

creates progress in science and the arts. This is the bet that open societies have made about 

their future. This wager is – or should be – the basis of their confidence in their contest with 

the single party regimes of the twenty-first century.’ (Ignatieff 2018b, 16) 

Other authors, though, while contributing very interesting chapters, do not really engage with the 

concept of open society. This is not to say, of course, that they are discussing themes that are 

irrelevant to the concept; but it is striking that some authors do not even use the term in their 

contributions. Nonetheless, as a very recent contribution, this is an invaluable resource that sheds light 

on the concept of open society from very different perspectives.  

Another collection of essays comes from the University of Utrecht’s ‘Institutions for Open Societies’ 

(IOS), one of the four strategic themes at the university (Bovens and Düwell 2020a; 2020b). In some 

respects, Utrecht University asks itself the same questions as CEU and OSUN: What does the concept 

stand for? And, more specifically, what do we talk about when we talk about ‘Institutions for Open 

Societies’? This IOS Think Paper Series (Bovens and Düwell 2020a; 2020b), then, tries to shed light 

on the various meanings and interpretations of this core concept of open society precisely because the 

authors know that the meaning of ‘open society’ cannot be taken for granted. It is, they stress, a highly 

contested concept, both intellectually and in practice and across the world, key institutions of open 
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societies, such as an independent judiciary or freedom of speech, are currently under siege. This series 

contains six relatively short chapters. It is introduced by Mark Bovens’ The Open Society and its 

Challenges (2020) in which he distinguishes between three different notions of open society: First, it 

can be understood as a ‘topos’, that is, a commonplace phrase that denotes a normative evaluation 

(Bovens 2020, 5). Understood in this way, open society can be used as a discourse in intellectual and 

political debates to rally support or to discredit opponents. This leads to one potential way of studying 

open society: It is to trace how the concept (or the discourse) has been used strategically in political 

discourse. Second, as with other abstract concepts and ideas, a variety of meanings can be attached to 

the concept of open society and, ultimately, there is no consensus on what open society really means. 

Thus, a second way to study the notion is to analyse how the notion has been contested over time in 

intellectual debates. A third option, finally, is to accept that different disciplines and intellectual 

traditions have diverging views of what constitutes an open society; as a consequence, they also 

perceive different threats and challenges. Bovens focuses on this latter, third, understanding and 

distinguishes between philosophical, cultural, socio-economic, and constitutional perspectives on the 

open society and demonstrates how each of these disciplines frames threats and challenges differently 

and leads to different consequences. Other contributions build upon and modify this typology in their 

contributions on the open society and the Technical-Digital Perspective (José van Dijck); Global 

Challenges, Big Tech and Legal Responses (Anna Gerbrandy); Open Societies and Ecological 

Challenges: Transformation to Sustainability (Giuseppe Feola); open society as its own Enemy (Arno 

Visser); The Role of Universities in and for Open Societies (Henk Kummeling) (Bovens and Düwell 

2020b). It should be noted that for those who are interested in contemporary challenges to open 

society, Ignatieff’s and Roch’s edited volume is more comprehensive. This series, however, offers 

several fantastic discussions that bring together the theory and practice of open society in novel, 

refreshing, and extremely interesting ways.  

An insightful body of literature on open society has recently been developed by a number of analytic 

American philosophers. These scholars are frequently inspired by the late Gerald Gaus, who has in 

several works used the concept for a variety of purposes. In an article on the ‘Anglo-American 

populist revolt against a changing culture and an obtuse political establishment’ (2017b), Gaus links 

the concept of open society to the election of Trump and its ‘tribalist appeals’. He insists that many 

interpretations of open society today – in particular those inspired by Popper – are based on a 

‘sectarian moralism’, which presupposes that there is such a thing as a universal morality that 

transcends all disagreements and plurality of opinions. What is interesting, though, is that Gaus arrives 

at this conclusion of ‘tribalist moralism’ not via a discussion of Popper but primarily through a 

discussion of Rawls. As such, Gaus critique of Popper remains toothless.  Rawls’ political philosophy, 

Gaus argues, has been turned upside down by a ‘sleight of hand’ that has prevented a ‘non-sectarian 

open society’ from coming into existence. In sum, then, it is true that ‘the themes of the Brexit and 

Trump campaigns were rife with closed society, tribal appeals’. It is by no means clear, however, if it 
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is Popper’s conception of OS, or the misinterpretation of Rawls theory of justice, that is to blame for 

this ‘tribal moralism’. Another of Gaus’ articles (2017a), one in which he asks whether or not ‘public 

reason’ is a ‘normalization project’, is much more fruitful. While, again, avoiding a clear 

characterization (or definition) of open society, he opens up a space for understanding open society 

along the lines of ‘deep plurality’ and ‘disagreement’: 

‘It is important to stress that disagreements about the nature of the social worlds in which we 

live are not peripheral sorts of dispute that can be redescribed as value or preferential 

disputes. Consider how some of our deepest and most intractable disputes are not about 

values or principles of justice, but about the world to which these principles apply’ (p.10). 

This focus on the more ‘agonistic’ elements of the open society idea has inspired two American 

theorists in particular who are drawing on the Anglo-American analytical tradition of political 

philosophy. 

Kevin Vallier, in ‘Must Politics be War: Restoring Our Trust in the Open Society’ (2019) is primarily 

interested in the institutional structures that sustain moral peace between diverse persons. These 

institutions – which are, according to him exclusively liberal institutions – are able to establish a 

politics that is not war (ibid., 2–3). Liberal institutions, however, are systems that are created and 

sustained by liberal rights; and these liberal rights, in turn, create an ‘open society’, Vallier says (ibid., 

2–3). This equation of liberal rights with an open society is quite telling. Popper, after all, never uses 

the term ‘liberal rights’. And so, it is not surprising that neither Popper nor the concept of open society 

play a prominent role in the book. Rather, as Vallier himself admits (2019, 5), he is influenced by the 

‘public reason projects’ of John Rawls and Gerald Gaus and says quite explicitly in fn. 9 to page 2 that 

he does not intend to explore the idea of open society further. Hence, while this is an interesting book 

it contributes surprisingly little to our thought on open society. 

John Thrasher, on the other hand, has taken Gaus’ position in a more interesting direction.  In his 

article, Agreeing to Disagree: Diversity, Political Contractualism, and the Open Society (Thrasher 

2020), Trasher deviates from the ‘general model of political contractualism’ (2020, 1143) insofar as it 

‘does not take consensus as the goal of an open society, but rather on-going, structured dispute’ (ibid., 

1146). Thus, Trasher addresses a crucially important blind-spot in the literature on OS. For both 

Popper and Bergson (and many other advocates), the ultimate goal of an open society is, indeed, to 

reach consensus on moral, social, and political question. Trasher, on the other hand, realizes the 

dangers that come with such a consensus-oriented conception. Accordingly, he reframes the very 

concept of OS: ‘The open society, in this sense, is a society that is not only open to new ideas but 

disagreement. Only a robust marketplace of ideas will be able to make the case for some and against 

other innovations’ dispute’ (ibid., 1147). What Trasher offers us, therefore, is a conception of OS 

constructed around the idea of ‘maximum diversity and innovation’, which he couples with the 

importance of ‘humility and epistemic fallibalism’ (Thrasher 2020, 1147). Ultimately, he thinks, his 
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model has the potential to overcome the diversity paradox, to wit, to respect deep diversity and, at the 

same time, secure the stability of the open society. In sum, Trasher identifies an important blind-spot 

in the open society literature – namely, disagreement – and offers some ideas to address it. And as 

such, this is a tremendously important contribution to the literature on open society. 

The final contribution we would like to present here differs from the others insofar as it does not use 

the concept of open society directly. Nonetheless, in this three-part series of essays for Unherd, Peter 

Franklin (Franklin, Peter 2018a; 2018b; 2018c)  reflects on the increasing centrality of the ‘open vs. 

closed’ dichotomy in contemporary (British) political life. Today, Franklin argues, there is a new 

dichotomy – the one between ‘open’ and ‘closed’. The whole series, therefore, addresses three major 

questions: First, where did Left and Right come from? Second, what are the alternatives to Left-

versus-Right? Third, are the advocates of ‘open’ really as open as they think they are? While the first 

and the second parts of the series are tremendously interesting, it is the third essay that is most relevant 

for our purposes. Here, Franklin opens with the very important warning that the terms ‘open’ and 

‘closed’ have contributed to a ‘self-serving narrative’ – open having a positive, closed a negative 

connotation. In the following paragraphs, then, Franklin criticizes advocates of ‘openness’ and ‘open 

society’. One element of this critique is that ‘for all the barriers that globalisation has brought crashing 

down, many of those that protect the interests of “open people” have remained mysteriously intact.’ 

Another one is that there is something deeply hypocritical and self-serving about the advocates of 

openness. This culminates in the following passage:  

‘The biggest problem with the open perspective isn’t that it presupposes the other side is 

wrong, but that it is incapable of being right. If one automatically associates a ‘closed’ 

position on issues like immigration, globalisation and supra-nationalism with having a closed 

mind then there is no need to take it seriously (no pagination).  

This, then, is a series of essays that launches a scathing critique against some ‘advocates of openness’; 

as such, it must be seriously engaged with by anyone interested in the concept of open society. 

However, Franklin never engages seriously with the concept of open society as such – he prefers to 

engage with political ‘discourses’ of openness. Had he engaged more thoroughly with open society as 

a political/philosophical concept, he would have seen that it is opposed to precisely the one-

dimensional and self-serving discourses he rightly excoriates in the final essay.  

 

2.2.2. Karl Popper and Open Society 

On the one hand, Karl Popper’s conception of open society is the one that has most strongly 

influenced the development of CEU and OSUN. George Soros, after all, writes in the Foreword to the 

latest edition of The Open Society and its Enemies  (Soros 2020) that the book had ‘hit him with the 

force of revelation.’ He also admits, however, that ‘it might be fair to say that I have placed greater 
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weight on the concept of open society than Karl Popper did.’ And it is certainly correct that the idea of 

open society we find in Popper’s book is somewhat sketchy and underdeveloped. On the other hand, 

Popper also seems to be the most ‘prominent’ thinker on open society, at least judging from the 

amount of secondary literature. 

There are several decent introductions to Popper’s work that focus specifically on his conception of 

open society. An almost logical starting-point, it might seem, would be Alan Ryan’s introduction to 

The Open Society and its Enemies (Ryan 2020) in which Ryan stresses that the book is the outcome of 

Popper’s conviction that ‘there were no important methodological differences between the social and 

natural sciences’ (ibid,, XI). Ryan situates Popper within his upbringing in Vienna and describes how 

his views and ideas – not least those on the ‘open society’ – developed out of this educational 

background. ‘The open society’, Ryan says, ‘is not wholly comfortable; its opposite, what Popper and 

his admirers usually referred to as “tribal”, is much more so’ (2020, XIX). But he also stresses that the 

scientific community is Popper’s model for ‘openness’ and shows how this reliance on what some say 

is an idealized version of the scientific community shaped his views on Plato and other issues. It also 

led him to one of the crucial distinctions we find in The Open Society: the one between Utopian 

engineering and piecemeal engineering. Thus, the Popper of The Open Society was ‘a mildly left-of-

centre reformist of a kind familiar in 1940s Britain: non-Marxist, humanitarian, pragmatic, a defender 

of the welfare state, a believer as he said in “piecemeal social engineering”’ (Ryan 2020, XX). All of 

this is a solid overview of Popper’s philosophy, focused on the concept of open society. Towards the 

end of the Introduction, however, Ryan seems to downplay the controversial nature of Popper’s 

conception of open society: ‘Popper’s philosophy of science’, he writes, ‘was not politically innocent, 

but its practical implications beyond the preservation of free speech, the rule of law, and some form of 

constitutional democracy are few’ (ibid., XXII). Today, all of these elements have become highly 

contested; and the fact that Ryan downplays their contested nature seems to be an expression of the 

traditional tendency of philosophers to disregard practical politics. 

For those who read German, Kurt Salamun’s Ein Jahrhundertdenker: Karl R. Popper und die Offene 

Gesellschaft (2018) offers an accessible introduction to the philosophy of Karl Popper and his 

conception of open society. This book, essentially, is a very good reminder of what Popper, in fact, 

argued (which is often lost even in the secondary literature). His entire philosophical ‘system’ was 

based on an aversion to dogmatism: 

‘The creative search for new solutions to problems, their critical examination and learning 

from errors and mistakes (the trial-and-error procedure) are a never-ending process. It must 

not be broken off for the sake of a knowledge stylized into an indubitable dogma that 

guarantees an apparently absolutely certain truth and final certainty’ (quoted in Salamun 

2018, 65). 

This is at the core of critical rationalism, which, after all, also guides the idea of open society. Salamun 

foregrounds precisely this critical attitude in his elegant discussion of ‘the ideal of open, democratic 
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society’ (2018, 125). In an open society, we find, first and foremost, a rejection of exclusivity claims: 

‘The claim to exclusivity can lead to fanatical and violent crusading. This elitist, authoritarian thought 

contributes to the division of societies and groups’ (ibid., 138). In summary, this book does not 

propose a new interpretation of the open society. Yet, in its simple and elegant prose, and in its focus 

on what Popper actually said (and wrote), this is a rewarding read even for those who are already 

familiar with the literature on open society. 

The strong link between critical rationalism also comes to the fore in the edited volume Popper’s 

Open Society After 50 Years  (Jarvie and Pralong 2003). This collection of essays contains – in 

addition to a helpful introduction, personal recollections of the publication of Open Society by Ernst 

Gombrich, and a very interesting interview with Popper himself – 13 essays by admirers, friends, and 

sympathetic critics of Popper. All of the contributors to the volume are prominent scholars on Popper. 

Mark Notturno, for instance, portrays as one enemy of the open society what he calls ‘the labyrinth of 

bureaucracy’. Ian Jarvie presents an insightful account of Popper’s (Weberian) ‘ideal types: open and 

closed, abstract and concrete societies’. John Watkins, on the other hand, finds in The Open Society a 

surprising ‘whiff’ of Hegelian historicism. Similarly, the contributions to the ‘applied’ part of the 

volume offer a great variety of views, starting with Christoph von Mettenheim’s meditations on the 

problem of objectivity in law and ethics, featuring Sandra Pralong’s Minima Moralia chapter on the 

ethics of open society or Bryan Magee’s analysis of Popper’s ‘use to a practical politician’, which 

includes an interesting passage about Popper’s move to conservativism with advancing age. The 

individual chapters that refer explicitly to ‘open society’ are discussed separately and can be found in 

our database. Here it is worth mentioning that the red-thread running through these chapters is the link 

between the concept of open society and critical rationalism. This does not mean that the contributors 

portray open society as an exclusively epistemic concept, shorn of political implications. Rather they 

demonstrate the complicated links between the epistemic and political ramifications of the concept of 

open society, which renders this book an indispensable resource on the Popperian conception of open 

society.  

One of the contributors to Popper’s Open Society After 50 Years – namely Mark Amadeus Notturno – 

has been one of the most astute commentators on Karl Popper’s work. Science and the Open Society 

(2000) pursues several purposes: it serves as an introduction to Popper’s thought; it seeks to show the 

continuing relevance of it; and it argues that while Popper's ideas about science and open society are 

still largely misunderstood in the West, they are increasingly important in Central and Eastern Europe 

and Asia, where people are struggling to open up their closed societies. Perhaps the most impressive 

characterizations of open society come towards the end of the book, where Notturno, in two passages, 

lays out his interpretation of the meaning of the concept: 

‘open society is not democracy, free market, and rule of law. And no society is completely 

open or closed… open society is not the promised land of milk and honey. It is the actual 
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world of uncertainty and insecurity. It is not a new Utopia that we are trying to build, but a 

very old reality from which we have been trying to escape. We may, no doubt, regard it as an 

ideal. But it is an ideal that has plenty of problems, and the primary thing that recommends it 

is that our attempts to escape from it lead to something worse’ (ibid., 261).  

This brings together several characteristics of open society that we clearly find in Popper: No society 

is perfectly ‘open’ or entirely ‘closed’. An open society is not a new Utopia, and it is certainly not free 

of risks and dangers. Even more controversial, however, is his claim that there is no link between open 

society and democracy. In a later work (Notturno 2014) that compares the respective conceptions of 

open society that we find in Hayek and Popper, Notturno reiterates this claim; here, he goes even 

further and asserts that democracy even ‘poses a threat to open society because we have to invest a 

good deal of power in a state in order for it to work, and because whenever there is a good deal of 

power, there is also the danger of its abuse’ (p.117). To be sure, problematizing the link between 

(liberal) democracy and open society is important, not least because many commentators have rather 

uncritically equated the idea of open society with liberal democracy (Vink 2020; Grumke and Pfahl-

Traughber 2010). Notturno’s argument is also more provocative than Fred Eidlin’s (1993) and 

Andreas Pickel’s (1989) assessments of Popper as, quite simply, an unsophisticated 

political/democratic theorist who glossed over the most fundamental problems of politics. For 

Notturno challenges the very connection between democracy and open society, without, however, 

elaborating on his own conception of democracy. Indeed, it seems doubtful if the critical ethos that lies 

at the heart of the concept of open society can flourish outside of a democratic environment and it is 

certainly worth exploring this question in more detail. Notturno concludes Science and the Open 

Society (Notturno 2000) with the following characterization of open society: 

‘If you feel that your race and your ethnic heritage and your religion and your gender pose 

no obstacle to fulfilling your dreams – if you feel free to criticize your leaders openly and 

without fear of losing your life, or your freedom, or your job, or your home - if you feel that 

your leaders listen to what you say and take it seriously as an attempt to bring about a better 

world, instead of as a threat to their authority – and if what you feel is in fact true, then your 

society is more open than most’ (ibid., 266). 

This, then, is a terrific contribution to the literature on Popper and open society even though (or 

perhaps, because) it poses at least as many questions as it answers.  

It seems apt to end this all too brief review of the literature on Popper and open society with Neil 

McInnes astonishing paper Popper's Return Engagement: The Open Society in an Era of Globalization 

(2002). For by combining the eloquence of a journalist with the perceptive analytical skills of a social 

critic, McInnes provides, quite simply, one of the most intriguing short articles on Popper’s open 

society available. The paper starts with a short discussion of Bergson’s account of open society, but 

concludes that ‘Bergson's besetting sin of rhapsody got the better of him’ since he ‘foretold an open 

society the freedom and spontaneity of which would express the mystical élan pervading the universe’ 
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(no pagination). There is, however, a very important aspect of Bergson’s philosophy that creates an 

oft-overlooked parallel to Popper: namely, in Bergson’s own words, that ‘the tendencies of the closed 

society have . . . persisted ineradicable in the society that is on the way to becoming an open one’. 

Popper, as McInnes perceptively observes, shared this outlook: ‘Popper was operating with the same 

psychological theory as Bergson: the primitive mentality of the closed society survives in Western 

man and surfaces again in times of stress’ (no pagination). And this, indeed, is the reason why we 

should today be interested in both the book and the concept of open society:  

‘What interested Popper – and it is the main reason we bother today with the concept of the 

open and the closed society – is what can go wrong in the transition from one to the other 

when modernizing forces are unleashed within a traditional culture’ (no pagination). 

And this crucial interpretational insight paves the way for McInnes fascinating discussion of the so-

called ‘culture cult’, a term coined by Roger Sandell in his eponymous book. But while McInnes 

seems to have little sympathy for ‘the glorification of closed societies’ that we find in the proponents 

of a culture cult, he has a different problem with Popper’s conception of the open society:  

A society as open and abstract as the one Popper sought sounds like a cold, draughty place to 

those of us who come still trailing clouds of partisan loyalty from the old closed society. 

Before every last one of us is divested of the attachments that made the old society cohesive 

and secure, we would have to undergo a moral transformation not far short of that mystical 

rebirth that Henri Bergson saw at the dawn of his open society. In the meantime, while 

sincerely preferring the open over the closed polity, most people would nevertheless shrink 

from a society as open, as abstract and as impersonal as Popper… conceived of’ (no 

pagination). 

Thus, McInnes discovers the same ‘psychological basis’ as a major parallel between Popper and 

Bergson and also provides a link to Bergson’s conception of open society. He also, however, offers an 

important critique of the open society as a ‘cold, draughty place’ that does not pay enough attention to 

emotions and sentiments of ‘belonging’. This argument has certainly been anticipated by Popper 

himself in The Open Society (McInnes 2002) and it has recently been reiterated by a number of authors 

on open society. What is at stake here are, in fact, the politics of identity, belonging, and community. 

Advocates of open society are accused of neglecting this essential ‘glue’ that holds societies together. 

We will, therefore, devote an entire section to this problem (see below).    

 

2.2.3. Bergson, Voegelin, Deleuze, and Open Society 

Popper is not the only original thinker to use the concept of open society. In fact, the term open society 

as well as the distinction between an ‘open’ and a ‘closed society was introduced by the French 

philosopher Henri Bergson. Bergson asserted in his The Two Sources of Morality and Religion (1935) 

that there is:  
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a sharp distinction, in the sphere of society, between the closed and the open. The closed 

society is that whose members hold together, caring nothing for the rest of humanity, on the 

alert for attack or defence, bound, in fact, to a perpetual readiness for battle. Such is human 

society fresh from the hands of nature. Man was made for this society as the ant was made 

for ant-heap (ibid., 266). 

Eric Voegelin (1967)  was deeply influenced by Bergson and the latter’s conception of open society. It 

is fair to say that Voegelin did not like Popper (see his exchange of letters with Leo Strauss) and it is 

hardly surprising that Voegelin’s conception of open society differs radically from Popper’s. All of 

this comes to the fore in the following, fascinating passage:  

‘The history of mankind, thus, is an open society – Bergson's, not Popper's – comprehending 

both truth and untruth in tension. It is true, the balance of the tension can shift ... toward one 

or the other of the poles; and the shifts in balance can be characterized as periods of 

history.... But social predominance of one pole does not abolish the other pole and together 

with it the tension (ibid,, 239).  

Gilles Deleuze, finally, has also been strongly influenced by Bergson and at one point even announced 

that we will see ‘the century of Bergson’. It is also fair to say that although these three thinkers used 

the concept of open society explicitly, the concept was not as central to their works as it was to 

Popper’s. This explains perhaps why there is much less secondary literature on Bergson, Voegelin, 

Deleuze and the open society than on Popper’s conception.  

There are relatively few attempts to bring into conversation the respective philosophies of Karl Popper 

and Henri Bergson. As mentioned above, the – by now dated – Introduction by Dante Germino (1982) 

is still a valuable starting point. One of the better more recent examples, however, comes from Rūta 

Marija Vabalaitė in Faith and Reason in the Theories of Open and Closed Society (2020).
1
 According 

to the author, the originality of the paper lies in its ‘attempt to bridge the gap between the outlooks of 

both thinkers by way of looking for points of convergence in their understanding of the open/closed 

society dichotomy’ (Vabalaitė 2020, 34). The author’s first observation is that although both Bergson 

and Popper advocate an open society, the meaning of ‘openness’ and ‘closedness’ in their respective 

philosophies differ. This does not prevent them from developing a broadly similar picture of the 

‘closed society’: for Popper, a closed society is an ‘organic society’, for Bergson, it is a society that 

succumbs to ‘pure egoism’ (ibid., 39-40).  Moreover, both Bergson and Popper stress that perfectly 

closed and perfectly open societies do not exist in reality. Both, in fact, argue that, at best, we are on 

our way to an open society (ibid., 43). Most importantly, perhaps, both reject the idea that there is a 

telos built into history and human existence. Poppers aversion to historicism is well known. Vabalaitė, 

however, also quotes a central passage from Bergson’s Creative Evolution:  

It would be futile to try to assign to life an end, in the human sense of the word. To speak of 

an end is to think of a pre-existing model which has only to be realized. It is to suppose, 

                                                      
1
 Aleksandravičius (2020) and Riquier (2018) are available in Latvian and Lithuanian only. 
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therefore, that all is given, and that the future can be read in the present. It is to believe that 

life, in its movement and in its entirety, goes to work like our intellect, which is only a 

motionless and fragmentary view of life, and which naturally takes its stand outside of time. 

Life, on the contrary, progresses and endures in time’ (quoted in Vabalaitė 2020, 46). 

The most salient difference between the two thinkers is that Popper disagrees with Bergson’s 

interpretation of the ‘basis of an open society’. That is, Popper rejects the influence of mystical 

insights on social attitudes and, in fact, presents mysticism as a factor that increases closedness 

(Vabalaitė 2020, 37). Popper characterizes Bergson’s philosophy as ‘an oracular irrationalism’, as ‘an 

evolutionary mysticism’, as ‘the religion of creative evolution’ (ibid., 49). And, again, she quotes a 

very insightful passage from Popper’s The Open Society and its Enemies, which can legitimately be 

seen as a response to Bergson’s emphasis on love:  

‘I hold that he who teaches that not reason but love should rule, opens the way for those who 

rule by hate. [..] Those who do not see this connection at once, who believe in a direct rule of 

emotional love, should consider that love as such certainly does not promote impartiality [..]. 

There are only two solutions; one is the use of emotion, and ultimately of violence, and the 

other is the use of reason, of impartiality, of reasonable compromise. [..] Loving a person 

means wishing to make him happy…But of all political ideals, that of making the people 

happy is perhaps the most dangerous one. It leads invariably to the attempt to impose our 

scale of ‘higher’ values upon others in order to make them realize what seems to us of 

greatest importance for their happiness; in order, as it were, to save their souls’ (quoted in 

Vabalaitė 2020, 49–50). 

This article, then, provides a very good comparison between the respective philosophies and 

conceptions of open society of Popper and Bergson. It remains, however, one of the very few attempts 

to bring Popper and Bergson into conversation and there is certainly plenty of potential for future 

comparative analyses between the two philosophers. 

One of the clearest and most accessible outlines of Bergson’s conception of open society is provided 

by Paola Marrati (2006). The principal question Bergson addresses in The Two Sources, according to 

Marrati, is: ‘How is one to think of the origin of morality, the history and future of human societies, or 

the function of religion once one situates oneself – as Bergson does – outside any historicist 

perspective, as well as outside any abstract rationalism?’ (ibid., 594). Starting with this question in 

mind, Marrati does a great job demonstrating how Bergson’s earlier work on biology, philosophy, and 

many other areas culminated in the theorization of human societies in The Two Sources:  

‘A society is closed because its essence is to include a certain number of individuals and to 

exclude all others. The boundaries that define a society as closed have nothing simply factual 

about them, just as the consequences they imply are far from neutral. The morality and 

religion that Bergson has just described in their function of providing social cohesion belong 

to closed societies: they would have no role to play in an open society. This open society 

does not yet exist and would have to embrace all of humanity  (Marrati 2006, 598–99). 
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In essence, the chapter is neither more nor less than an attempt to give a summary and an interpretation 

of Bergson’s slightly underappreciated Two Sources; and as such, it succeeds. It also leaves open the 

question, however, how ‘relevant’ Bergson’s open society is for ‘real politics’ and how, if at all, it can 

be translated into practice. In other words, it remains unclear why the subtitle of this piece is 

‘Bergsonian Politics’  

Bruce Baugh’s (2016) exposition of Bergson’s and Deleuze’s conceptions of open society, ultimately, 

suffers from the same problem. Baugh argues that we live in an age in which new tribalisms have 

taken hold in the form of white-race nationalism and others. Bergson’s and Deleuze’s conceptions of 

open society and democracy can offer an antidote to these dangerous forces, Baugh claims, because 

they offer the idea of a society based on ‘openness to differences and to the Other’. In their 

conceptions, democracy is not the imposition of a ‘Rousseauean general will’ or an artificial 

consensus, but a system in which individuals and groups can devise their own practices to enhance 

their ability to realize their potentials. In Bergsonism, Deleuze refers to Bergson's concept of an ‘open 

society’, which would be a ‘society of creators’ who gain access to the ‘open creative totality’ through 

acting and creating. More generally, though, Baugh asserts that Deleuze’s entire political philosophy is 

oriented toward the goal of such an open society (ibid., 353). An open society, in his conception, is a 

democracy; it is not, however, a democracy in the sense of the rule of the actually existing people, but 

the rule of ‘the people to come,’ for in the actually existing situation, such a people is ‘lacking’. When 

the people become a ‘society of creators’, the result is a society open to the future, creativity, and the 

new. Their openness and creative freedom is the polar opposite of the conformism and ‘herd 

mentality’ condemned by Deleuze and Nietzsche, a mentality which is the basis of all narrow 

nationalisms. Thus, Baugh quotes Deleuze’s conclusion that: ‘this liberation, this incarnation of 

cosmic memory in creative emotions … in privileged souls … leaps (saut) from one soul to another 

[and] … traces the outline (dessin) of an open society, a society of creators, where we pass from one 

genius to another through the intermediary of disciples, spectators and listeners’ (quoted in Baugh 

2016, 356). The open society, therefore, reflects the finality of the living being, ‘which is essentially 

open to a totality which is itself open’ and creates the direction of its development ‘along with (au fur 

et à mesure de) the act that runs through them’; it is the society in which the actual at last becomes 

adequate to the virtual (ibid., 356). Again, however, the question is what we are to make of this 

‘Bergsonian’ conception of open society as a ‘democracy to come’ as it is simply not clear how it can 

be translated into ‘real politics’.  

In fact, the most impressive attempt to show ‘why Bergson matters’ comes from Antoine 

Hatzenberger (2003) in a paper in which he explores the parallels between a short treatise, ‘Bolo’bolo’ 

(published in 1983), and the final chapter of Henri Bergson’s Two Sources. ‘Bolo’bolo’ is an 

enigmatic piece of literature, signed only with the initials P.M, that presents both a critical 

understanding of the present world, and some radical (leftist) propositions towards its improvement. 
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Hatzenberger argues that there are ‘obvious similarities’ between Bolo’bolo and Henri Bergson in The 

Two Sources. One of the central points is the utopianism permeating Bergson’s work and the ‘hidden 

utopia’ to be found in Bolo’bolo: ‘In a combination of pessimistic views and optimistic visions, 

Bergson and P. M. both feel the imminence of catastrophic self-destruction and reflect on how to 

create conditions that would allow the possibility of redemption’ (Hatzenberger 2003, 48). This 

interesting mix of pessimism and optimism that we find in both Bergson and P.M paves the way for 

their respective views on the crisis of the modern world and potential remedies. Perhaps the most 

fundamental point on which they both agree, however, concerns the themes of history and progress, or 

‘the presence of the past’ that Hatzenberger summarizes thusly: ‘The future is open and the past is not 

over’ (ibid., 55). To put it differently, it is naïve and futile to think that we can fully escape our past, 

but it is defeatist to think that we cannot shape our future – what we find in Bergson and P.M., then, is 

not only a ‘conceptual proximity to utopian thought’ (Hatzenberger 2003, 44), but, rather, a conceptual 

proximity to both realism and utopianism. One of the most impressive aspects of this article is that it is 

an exercise in both comparative philosophy and applied ethics. The comparative aspect brings to the 

fore interesting parallels between the two thinkers but it does not stop there. Rather, Hatzenberger also 

shows 

‘how Bergson’s political thought could be considered a necessary reference and taken as an 

inspiration for any new social theory attempting to call into question present-day 

international relations, the industry-based economy, the individualistic lifestyle prevalent in 

the West, and the common idea of Progress’ (ibid., 44). 

Hatzenberger’s interpretation of the open society concept is also very interesting. For him, the 

Bergsonian (and also P. M’s) concept of open society is closely associated with the utopian tradition. 

For ‘bringing the “open society” and the “bolos” together serves the purpose of confirming the 

permanence of utopian thought up to the end of the 20th century – and beyond. The main 

characteristics of Bergson’s and P. M’s utopian reflections are a… critical approach to classical utopia 

(by constructing a postutopian utopia), a demonstration of the conditions of realizability of utopia (by 

contributing to the concretization of utopia), and the establishment of a utopia on a large scale (by 

conceiving an open utopia)’ (Hatzenberger 2003, 45). 

Yet, even if Hatzenberger manages to tease out some of the more concrete aspects of Bergson’s 

conception of open society, more work needs to be done to show the contemporary relevance of 

Bergson’s mysticism. To be sure, the point here is by no means to reject tout court any form of 

mysticism or political theology. But when theorists such as Wofgang Palaver (2015) insist on 

‘humanity’s openness towards a transcendent God that allows it to transgress patterns of closed 

societies towards an open society’ (ibid., 102), it would be helpful to elaborate on how such a 

universalism can be developed and secured more concretely in our very ‘worldly’ political, social, and 

moral environment. If Palaver suggests that through a reinterpretation of the Gospels (his primary 

example is the parable of the Good Samaritan) we can challenge traditional friend-enemy dichotomies 
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and arrive at a universal moral attitude that entails a love for our neighbour, then he should at least 

attempt to relate this idea to the ‘real world’. More generally, Bergsonians who rely on concepts such 

as ‘mystic experience’, ‘world transcending reality’, or ‘the supernatural’ as central to the concept of 

open society should be able to demonstrate – much more concretely than they normally do – how their 

meditations relate to our worldly experience. The OSRP is, therefore, committed to further explore 

Bergson’s (and also Deleuze’s) conception of open society and hopes to engage with scholars who are 

willing and able to demonstrate ‘why Bergson matters’. 

 

2.2.4. Comparative Analyses on Open Society Conceptions 

The bulk of the more philosophical literature on open society is dominated by interpretations of Karl 

Popper. And, as the reviewers of the (relatively) recent Cambridge Companion to Popper (Shearmur 

and Stokes 2016) tartly observe, scholarship on Popper resembles a ‘closed society’: for this literature 

is characterized by ‘a near total failure’ to bring Popper and his concepts in conversation with thinkers 

and ideas in the near temporal and intellectual space. While this is a slightly overstated claim, it is true 

that there is a relative lack of comparative analyses on open society conceptions in different thinkers. 

Nonetheless, the purpose of this section is to introduce at least some works that have attempted to 

spark a conversation, or compare, the conceptions of open society of various thinkers. 

We have already sketched out Rūta Marija Vabalaitė comparative analysis of Popper and Bergson 

above. It is quite clear, however, that the thinker with whom Popper is most often being put in 

conversation is Friedrich Hayek. The work of Mark Notturno stands out as particularly insightful. In 

the book Hayek and Popper: On Rationality, Economism and Democracy (2014) and the article 

Popper and Hayek: on democracy and open society (2018), Notturno identifies the parallels and 

divergences in the two thinkers’ thoughts and, ultimately, thinks that Popper’s work is superior. More 

than that, Notturno argues that Hayek should, in fact, be seen as an enemy of an open society in the 

Popperian sense (compare this, however, with Gerald Gaus’ view of Hayek as pointing to the most 

sophisticated conception of open society). This is due to a crucially important difference between 

them: Popper, according to Notturno, thought that democracy could protect a free and open society by 

enabling it to change its laws in a peaceful way. Hayek, on the other hand, thought that democracy 

could protect and preserve an open society by preventing it from changing its laws in any fundamental 

way at all – and that any democracy that allows society to change its laws in a fundamental way is not 

worth doing. In other words, Popper was concerned with developing institutional mechanism that 

would enable a society to change its leaders and laws without violence and bloodshed. But Hayek 

focused upon getting leaders and laws that would prevent a society from making such changes at all 

(Notturno 2018, 24). There is, however, a second fundamental difference in Popper’s and Hayek’s 

respective visions of democracy and open society: Popper, according to Notturno, thought that the 

https://journallibertas.com/files/2016/1.2%20-%2002%20-%20Notturno%20-%20Popper%20and%20Hayek.pdf
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transition from a closed society to an open one happens as soon as people recognize that the laws 

under which they live are not given by God or written in stone, but are human conventions that can be 

(re)written by human beings (ibid., 28). Hayek, on the other hand, believed that the transition from a 

closed society to an open society occurs as soon as people recognize that they should all be governed 

equally by the same laws, which are not made by legislatures but found by judges, and which 

legislatures cannot, or at least should not, change in any fundamental way (ibid., 28). The fundamental 

difference, in a nutshell, is that Popper’s conception of open society is based on fundamental change, 

while Hayek’s conception is static.  

Calvin Hayes’ Popper, Hayek, and the Open Society (2008) is the first systematic comparison of 

Popper and Hayek, and – interestingly – engages with the powerful critique of virtue ethicists such as 

Alasdair MacIntyre who has criticized Popper and Hayek for their methodological individualism. It is 

noteworthy that Hayes does not shy away from bold and provocative claims: He argues, for instance, 

that Popper’s and Hayek’s thoughts render post-structuralism, deconstructionism and neo-

conservatism redundant as they (Popper and Hayek) are able to solve the problems that these traditions 

of thought seek to address. Moreover, Hayes insists that Popper’s and Hayek’s philosophies are by no 

means just relevant for the West; rather, he argues, the Islamic World, Africa, and Asia have a lot to 

gain and to learn from Popper’s and Hayek’s respective theories. Hayes also takes the time to explore 

the concept of open society in considerable detail in chapters 3 and 5. Hayes, thus, characterizes the 

open society as follows: ‘The key ideas and institutions of the open society are, in both theory and 

practice, cosmopolitanism, freedom, equality, the rule of law, individual rights, democracy, the free 

market and the welfare state’. And the term ‘open’ in the open society, according to Hayes, can have 

‘at least three possible meanings…: It can mean “open to change”; it can mean, “open to all humans”, 

which seems logically to entail “cosmopolitanism”; and it can mean “open to geographical and social 

mobility”’ (ibid., 50). This, then, is an ambitious contribution to the literature, which also opens 

avenues for bringing open society together with virtue ethics.  

Moving away from Popper-Hayek comparisons, Jan Werner Müller (2005) draws an important 

connection between Karl Popper and what has become known as the ‘genre’ of the ‘liberalism of fear’. 

Important advocates of the liberalism of fear – a similar expression is ‘Cold War liberalism’ – were 

Isaiah Berlin, Raymond Aron, or Judith Shklar. The main purpose of this article is to demonstrate, on 

the one hand, that Popper should be situated within this tradition; this is a form of liberalism with a 

primarily negative orientation that tries to prevent the worst (‘evil’) rather than to achieve a specific 

good. On the other hand, though, Müller also seeks to demonstrate that Popper was ‘the least fearful’ 

of these thinkers precisely because his political theory is driven by an optimism and a certain trust in 

humanity fear’ (ibid., 156). This, undoubtedly, is a particularly fruitful and sophisticated interpretation 

of Popper’s thought. Popper’s conception of the open society is certainly based on a liberalism that 

oscillates between pessimism and optimism, fear and hope, radical ambition and conservative 
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restraint. It is also true that liberals of fear do not want to build their theories on moral foundations as 

they thought that liberalism can best be justified in an epistemological rather than a moral mode. In 

some respects, their liberalism is still based on ‘certainty’; but it is a certainty about uncertainty that 

they put at the heart of their visions of liberalism (ibid., 159). On an even more basic level, Popper’s 

‘negative liberalism’ comes to the fore in his argument that not the ‘positive’ question’ of ‘who should 

rule?’, but the ‘negative’ question of how to get rid of bad rulers as non-violently as possible, should 

be at the heart of political philosophy (Müller 2005, 159). Only in the very last section of the paper 

Müller engages with the question of the contemporary relevance of Popper’s work. As is often the 

case with essays in the history of ideas, this remains the most underdeveloped part of the essay that 

offers little more than the standard observation that Popper did not offer ‘blueprints’ for political 

action. Nonetheless, this is an important and insightful essay that served as one of the OSRP’s 

inspirations to organise the workshop ‘Karl Popper in Critical Conversation: Arendt, Shklar, Berlin, 

and the Open Society’. 

A more focused conversation between Popper and Berlin is sparked by Oseni Afisi and Adeolu 

Oyekan (2018). They argue that Popper is often understood to have a negative conception of freedom, 

to wit, to prefer a conception of ‘freedom from’ to a conception of ‘freedom to’. The main point of the 

paper, however, is to challenge this assumption, which, the two authors think, is too simplistic. 

Popper, they insist, has carved out a conception of freedom that strikes a delicate but intriguing 

balance between positive and negative freedom: ‘we argue… that Popper achieved a balanced 

perspective between positive and negative concepts of freedom insofar as his concept of freedom 

concerns not merely absence of coercion or constraint, for it also concerns community of criticism’ 

(Afisi and Oluwaseyi 2018, 18). Moreover, they deny that Popper’s concept of freedom is wholly 

individualistic, ‘for it trades in the communitarian or intersubjective requirements for critical 

reflection’ and thus the ‘inter-subjective critical engagement of the balanced view between negative 

and positive concepts of freedom in Popper imposes in a unique way a liberal demand for 

toleration’(Afisi and Oluwaseyi 2018, 18). Their main argument, in other words, is this: 

‘freedom for Popper is on the one hand individual, as it relates to one’s personal desire to 

perform an action, along with one’s being able to perform such action in relation to how it 

affects others. Yet freedom for Popper is on the other hand social, as it relates to one’s 

having engaged critically with one’s fellows, and by dint of this, to one’s having authored for 

oneself one’s own values’ (ibid., 23). 

Although this essay suffers from some weaknesses, the authors’ main argument is intriguing and 

important: Freedom, which is so central to Popper’s conception of open society, has an individual and 

a social dimension. As such, Afisi and Oyekan have made a first step towards a more elaborate 

analysis of the concept of freedom in the open society idea(l).  

There are, unfortunately, very few attempts to bring Michel Foucault into open society discussions. 

Jörg Spieker’s essay (2013), which sparks a conversation between Foucault and Hayek, is a notable 
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exception. His point of departure is Hayek’s ‘evolutionary argument regarding the relationship 

between the order of liberal capitalism and biological being or life itself’ (ibid., 304). This rather 

obvious biopolitical orientation invites an examination of Hayek through the prism of Foucault’s 

account of the problem of biopolitical order that he introduced in Society Must be Defended. Spieker 

concludes, however, that Foucault did not elaborate sufficiently on the relationship between 

biopolitics, liberalism, and the political rationality of evolutionism. This is why Spieker wants to 

engage in more detail with the liberal political philosophy of Hayek (Spieker 2013, 310). It is 

especially Hayek’s theory of evolution that Spieker focuses on in a splendid section entitled The open 

society and the struggle for life (ibid., 310). It is worth quoting a fascinating passage on the concept of 

open society: 

‘The protagonist of Hayek’s political philosophy is the liberal-capitalist order of the open 

society, which encompasses the market economy and the rule of law. It may be worth 

pointing out here that the model of the open society corresponds to the order that Foucault 

identified with late-modern liberalism in his studies of governmentality. In The Birth of 

Biopolitics, Foucault observes the emergence of a political rationality which conceptualizes 

its domain of governance in terms of an ‘economic-juridical complex’ (2008, p. 166). There 

is a market economy whose organizing principle is no longer exchange, but competition, and 

this economy is inseparably linked to a juridical framework which provides the rules that 

condition the possibility of economic processes’ (ibid., 310). 

Underlying the idea of open society, though, is Hayek’s evolutionary account of life, which implied 

that ‘the rules and institutions of liberal capitalism have emerged through a process of evolution by 

natural selection’ (Spieker 2013, 310). This evolutionary process also leads, in Hayek’s account, to a 

struggle between adaptive and tribal life that does not just end with the creation of an open society. 

The final section of the paper is aptly entitled The open society must be defended for it asks two 

important questions: ‘In what sense is Hayek’s open society an extension of the struggle for life? How 

is this fundamental antagonism inscribed into the order of the open society?’ (ibid., 314-315). 

Spieker’s attempt to address these questions, and to bring Hayek in conversation with Foucault, is 

truly enlightening. He concludes that Hayek’s evolutionary argument ‘provides a late twentieth-

century expression of a biopolitical discourse… a version of the liberal project of peace [that] remains 

tied to the logic of war, notwithstanding his claim to have finally left behind the friend-enemy relation 

(ibid., 318). Ultimately, ‘the peace of the open society is sustained by a regime of security and thus 

conditioned by the relationship of struggle/war between adaptive and tribal life’ (ibid.). It is true, of 

course, that the problem of relativism looms large over these conclusions. As many other interpreters 

of Foucault, Spieker downplays the constructive elements in his thought. That does not change the 

fact, though, that this is a superb article and a much-needed contribution to the literature on open 

society.   

For advocates of the open society, its relationship with ‘justice’ is certainly an interesting and complex 

one. Yet, this relationship has remained curiously underexplored in the literature. One important 
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exception is Alain Boyer’s Is an Open Society a Just Society? Popper and Rawls (2005). The paper 

commences with the interesting observation that there is only one piece of textual evidence that 

Popper read A Theory of Justice, and only one that Rawls read The open society (see the two 

epigraphs). This leads to the question if Rawls’ and Popper’s political theories are contradictory or 

complementary. Boyer works out main parallels, but also important divergences, in the respective 

political and moral philosophies. In doing so, he focuses on the following themes: justification, truth, 

intuition, the linguistic turn, individualism, suffering, the notion of a plan of life, the friend and the 

foe, liberty and the state, justice. By discussing so many different themes, it is not easy for the reader 

to follow the red-thread of the article. Nonetheless, this is an insightful article that offers a much-

needed comparison of Popper’s and Rawls’ political theories. Boyer concludes his analysis with the 

following – quite revealing – statement: ‘An open society is not necessarily a Rawlsian perfectly just 

one, but a Rawlsian just society would be necessarily an open society’ (2005, 25). Thus, we can see 

that a just society (in the Rawlsian sense), and an ‘open society’ (in a Popperian sense) are by no 

means congruent: An open society is, ultimately, less demanding than a just society and puts less 

emphasis on consensus than Rawls’ conception of justice – at least according to Boyer’s 

interpretation. Yet, it seems that there is much room for further exploration of the relationship between 

the ideas of open society and justice, and it is to be hoped that political theorists will take it up sooner 

rather than later.  
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2.3.  Open Society, the Politics of Identity, and the Critique of Liberalism 

At this point, we want to return to where we left off in the discussion Neil McInnes’ paper Popper's 

Return Engagement: The open society in an Era of Globalization. As stated, what is at stake here are, 

in fact, the politics of identity, belonging, and community. In the literature on open society, we can see 

the politics of identity playing out in two forms: right-wing authoritarianism and left-wing 

authoritarianism.  

Michael Ignatieff, in his introduction to Rethinking Open Society (2018b), insists that today’s enemies 

of the open society are very different from Popper’s: we are today faced with closed societies that have 

‘shed their totalitarian form’ and ‘assumed new authoritarian guises’ (2018b, 2). Ignatieff is most 

explicit about the ‘new’ threats to open societies in the Conclusion of the book: ‘authoritarian single 

party states that are actually parasitic on our freedoms’ (2018a, 335). And it is of the utmost 

importance to notice that they are not the ‘closed societies’ of the past as they are not in the grip of 

messianic, totalizing ideologies like Fascism or Communism. Rather, Ignatieff insists, the ‘new 

enemies’ of open society 

‘are rent-seeking machines whose goals are the preservation of power and the reward of their 

elites. They trade their goods and resources in an open international economy; they secure 

capital on international markets; their citizens travel to and from free societies; they share 

global information. Free societies are in a deeply collusive relationship with their 

authoritarian competitors, but this collusion and interpenetration confers levers of influence 

and counter-power that free societies can use to their own advantage (Ignatieff 2018a, 335). 

This statement shows how difficult it, indeed, is to comprehend the enormously complex situation of 

the present, let alone, to act against it. No longer is a simplistic ‘good vs. evil mentality’ a fruitful way 

to approach the multi-faceted moral, social, and political problems of our time. It is also clear, 

however, what kind of ‘enemies’ Ignatieff has in mind here: states and governments that are relying 

again on nationalist sentiments, on a sense of unity and (internal) solidarity that questions and even 

rejects the liberal democratic and cosmopolitan outlook of the open society.  

It must be noted that, unsurprisingly, the argument that authoritarian states challenge the values of 

open society runs like a red-thread through the literature. Mark Bovens (2020) stresses that 

authoritarian states like China or Russia, populist movements, and democratic backsliding around the 

world constitute a severe threat to the open society. It is reiterated by those who focus on Hungary’s 

eviction of Central European University, which they portray as an assault on open society (Bárd 2020; 

Gagyi 2017). Glenn Tiffert (2020), in a similar vein, identifies an ‘authoritarian assault on knowledge’ 

and demonstrates how skilfully authoritarian regimes have cast their net over knowledge production: 

‘Authoritarian regimes grasp these connections, and they are exploiting vulnerabilities in open 

knowledge economies to quash critical voices and subvert the independence of intellectual inquiry’ 

(Tiffert 2020, 30). And the most skilful of all authoritarian regimes, apparently, is China, which 
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occasionally exerts open pressure and intimidation, but more often reverts to more subtle strategies of 

control, surveillance, and intimidation (ibid., 30-31). 

One of the most interesting contributions to this literature is Basil Kerski’s (2016) reflection on Poland 

in a piece titled Der Illiberale Geist in einer Offenen Gesellschaft (The Illiberal Spirit in an Open 

Society’) .  Kerski who is, among many other things, director of the Europejskie Centrum Solidarności 

(European Solidarity Centre) in Danzig talks about the dangerous trajectory of Polish domestic politics 

in the last few years, and the erosion of liberal values in Poland. A central theme is the conflict 

between the national constitutional court and the increasingly authoritarian government. One of 

Kerski’s most intriguing points, however, is that it would be myopic to focus only on the government 

and to neglect the cultural transformation in Poland; there has been, he insists, a deeper cultural 

change (‘grundsätzlicher kultureller Wandel’) in Polish society that accounts for the success of the PiS 

(the Law and Justice Party): it is the desire for a national identity and the wish for simple explanations 

for the deep global changes that, paradoxically, has grown in many of the young people who have 

benefitted from open European borders and a more liberal educational system. Nationalism is en 

vogue again (ibid., 63-64). This, then, is an insightful and perceptive discussion of Polish society; it is 

also, however, a cautionary tale that pushing for ever more globalization and openness can easily 

backfire and produce counterproductive effects.  

While it is unsurprising that many authors see the authoritarian assault on liberal values as the main 

threat to open society, others see an equally serious threat emerging from the ‘progressive’ political 

Left. A particularly scathing criticism is developed by Danny Frederick in Identity Politics, 

Irrationalism and Totalitarianism: The Relevance of Karl Popper's Open Society (Frederick 2019). In 

this paper, he attempts to criticize leftist identity politics through a Popperian lens as ‘the latest fashion 

for totalitarianism’ (Frederick 2019, 33). Frederick starts-off with a solid summary of Popper’s main 

points on ‘open’ and ‘closed’ societies. Subsequently, he probes Popper’s conceptions of rationalism, 

irrationalism, and critical rationalism in considerable detail. This analysis culminates in what 

Frederick sees as the main defects of irrationalism and, by extension, identity politics:  

‘a. dogmatic; b. appeals to emotions and passions; c. makes uncritical appeals to tradition; d. 

dismisses arguments, except when they can be used in his favour; e. ready to settle 

disagreements by violence; f. opposes freedom of expression; g. authoritarian; h. affirms in-

group privilege rather than impartiality or equal human rights; i. makes ad hominem 

evaluations of the person, perhaps on the basis of the person’s group affiliation, rather than 

of the proposition the person expounds; j. favours tribal collectivism; k. refuses, sometimes 

hysterically, to bear the strain of novelty, dissenting opinions, insecurity, personal 

responsibility and rationality’ (Frederick 2019, 38). 

In the main part of the paper, Frederick argues that identity politics exhibit all of the defects of 

irrationalism; and in order to demonstrate this more concretely, he discusses a number of core 

concepts that are often employed by advocates of identity politics: Multiculturalism, cultural 

https://eds.b.ebscohost.com/eds/viewarticle/render?data=dGJyMPPp44rp2%2fdV0%2bnjisfk5Ie42eOG4%2bvwh%2b6k63nn5Kx94um%2bS62nr0ewprBJnqi4S7Owrk6exss%2b8ujfhvHX4Yzn5eyB4rOwTLWnr02xqLA%2b8d%2fiVeKvr1G13LJ%2bq6%2bzT7ejsk%2fgqatR4a%2b0ReGv5E7gp6954NffTr7p44vx3%2b2G693wSa6opITf5OVV4%2bSkfOCz43zgnPJ55bO%2fZqTX7FWvqbRPsKi2TrGc5Ifw49%2bMu9zzhOrq45DynOWN4%2bnyVdLo830A&vid=11&sid=d9197f4f-9579-47b3-9c96-c9f6b11abaa6@sessionmgr102
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appropriation, microaggressions, some speech is violence, trigger warnings, mansplaining, check your 

privilege, tolerance of contradiction (Frederick 2019, 39–40). All these concepts and discourses, he 

argues, demonstrate that ‘exponents of identity politics want to establish a closed society in which 

their ideological views are unchallenged, cultural traditions are ossified, a new caste system of 

approved identities is imposed, and respect for it is successfully indoctrinated’ (ibid., 41). While 

Poppers concept of open society might also be interpreted differently – as one that promotes critical 

race theory, postcolonialism, critical feminism, and all of the other approaches that Frederick criticizes 

– Frederick’s paper is a worthwhile attempt to show why Popperian philosophy matters in today’s 

world. 

As will be discussed in greater detail below, The Economist’s Open Future Series features a section on 

open society that focuses on ‘diversity, identity politics, and political correctness’. This is one of the 

articles that appeared in this series (S.N. and A.L. 2018). The authors seek to deal with the well-known 

problem of the ‘paradox of tolerance’ – can one tolerate the intolerant? – and promise to carve out a 

position ‘beyond the tyranny of tolerance’ (2018). In truth, though, the article is what is often (and 

rather misleadingly) called ‘culture wars’ in Western societies. The two authors argue that at the very 

heart of the problem are ‘competing views of what it means to live in an “open society”… [and] the 

question of how to balance the rights of different people.’ The fundamental questions to be asked are:  

‘How do you make sure that one group’s liberties do not infringe on another’s? Do quotas 

and affirmative action rebalance an unfair system or are they just another form of 

discrimination? Does allowing a transgender person to use a bathroom that aligns with their 

identity sideline the rights of others? Has #MeToo given too much weight to victim's voices 

over due process for the accused?’ (no pagination) 

And, of course, the answers to such questions have been many, varied and extremely divisive. In fact, 

the authors claim that the debate can be broadly divided into two groups: those who advocate a form 

of identity politics and those who do not. It must be said that the article gives a remarkably fair and 

balanced portrayal of the advantages and disadvantages of both camps: On the one hand, there has 

been a worrying backsliding in rights for oppressed groups, surge in hate crimes against minorities, or 

reluctance to protect refugees. On the other hand, the authors also think that it is right to question the 

excesses of some social movements that try to impose their ‘liberal values’ on others at all costs. 

Contrary to the essay title, however, the authors do not even attempt to address this problem. Their 

conclusion is merely stating the obvious: ‘How to balance these concerns with the goal of creating a 

tolerant society is a pressing question of our time.’ But there is also a more serious problem with the 

authors’ framing of the problem: they frame it, quite explicitly, as a conflict between liberals and 

conservatives. This is common but misleading as the academics and social activists who advocate 

various forms of identity politics explicitly reject liberalism as an ideology. It is important to 

understand this in order to fully grasp the criticism of these voices – it is not that they want to have 
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‘more liberalism’ but they argue that liberalism is in itself the yoke that oppresses certain groups 

within society.  

It is, thus, certainly true that liberal values have been rejected – often quite explicitly – on both sides 

of the political Left-Right spectrum. And it is certainly not the task of this report to take sides in these 

discussions. Yet, it can be observed that, in many cases, the rejection of liberalism is based on a 

politics of identity. And it is, indeed, the task of this report to introduce voices that have demanded a 

more serious engagement of advocates of open society with the politics of identity. Perhaps the most 

beautiful example of this is The Closing of an Open Society by the Polish poet, novelist and translator 

Adam Zagajewski (2016). Zagajewski describes the ‘dangerous phenomenon’ that haunts ‘his country’ 

(i.e. Poland) in the most eloquent and elegant terms: 

A nationalistic, xenophobic grouping is claiming the need to defend “traditional values” 

against the anonymous forces of “modernity”, and a parallel need to defend what’s “local” 

against what comes from abroad; it is trying to change the current of modern history and in 

doing so disregards the law, the constitution, the decency of political standards. A profound 

chasm divides society, which is slowly finding itself a prisoner in the cage of a more and 

more pervasive police surveillance’ (ibid., 1). 

But Zagajewski insists that anyone familiar with the history of ideas or the history of art knows well 

that the ‘struggle against modernity’ is, in fact, an ancient phenomenon. We find it in artistic 

expression, philosophical treatises and political movements. And, thus, he says he must ‘confess’ that 

he understands very well some of the arguments put forward by the defenders of ‘old Europe’ – 

though certainly not all of them (Zagajewski 2016, 2). For what we are confronted with in Poland – 

and in Europe more generally – is a highly complex battle of ideas that should not be reduced to 

simplistic dichotomies such as ‘progress versus reaction’ or ‘Enlightenment versus Middle Ages’ 

(ibid., 2). This clash of ideas has been going on for centuries and we are now witnessing only the latest 

iteration of it – ‘it looks as if we, Europeans, are permanently unable to harmonize the two major 

components of our experience, that of the day and that of the night, that of commonsensical action and 

that of ecstatic poetry’ (ibid., 2). Zagajewski’s very short article is, therefore, an extremely eloquent 

reminder that the sentiments that feed our cotemporary crisis are by no means new or unprecedented:  

These debates are quite old, we tend sometimes to regard them as belonging to a bygone era. 

And yet, an attentive reader, an attentive art lover will agree that there still exists a peculiar 

tension between what’s new in our civilization, the newness that strengthens the “rational” 

dimension of life – and can have the most beneficial pragmatic influence on our condition – 

and the “old beauty”, the Delacroix-like regret, the Rilke-like longing for the archaic, the 

Valéry-like attachment to some elements of the European tradition’ (ibid., 3). 

And yet, there is something new – and immensely dangerous – in our present situation: ‘In place of a 

modern state that’s flexible and not free from scepticism (a scepticism well motivated by recent 

history), we now face a state with philosophical and theological ambitions. And this is the worst that 

can happen’ (Zagajewski 2016, 4). This article, then, is of an erudition and beauty that is all too often 



  

31 

 

lacking in academic scholarship; it also, however, is a much-needed reminder for advocates of open 

society to engage seriously with the politics of identity rather than simply dismissing them as a form 

of misguided authoritarianism. 

Mark Lilla, in his contribution to Rethinking Open Society, makes a similar argument (Lilla 2018). He 

criticizes that in the open society ideal, there is almost a hostility towards ‘the sense of belonging’ that 

open societies (indeed, any society) need to flourish. Highly individualistic conceptions of open 

society, in other words, turn a blind eye to the glue that holds societies together. Even though Lilla is 

certainly highly critical of identity politics in general, he argues that the influence of this form of 

thinking will not go away and that a conception of open society that neglects these dimensions is 

doomed to failure. In a similar vein, Paul Scheffer (2010) (implicitly) follows Popper when he 

identifies a ‘liberal paradox’: 

The open society must make room for those who adhere to a closed world view and reject 

reciprocity. This is the liberal paradox: orthodoxy, whether religious or secular, has a place 

in a lively democracy. Equality extends that far. But an open society needs a majority of its 

citizens to believe fundamentally in reciprocity, to try to live according to the notion that the 

right of one entails the duty of another. Such a majority will not come into being of its own 

accord. Indeed, this is precisely the reason the open society is vulnerable. There can never be 

any guarantees’ (ibid., 19). 

The argument, then, that runs through Scheffer’s highly recommended piece like a red-thread is the 

tension between openness and identity. How, he asks, can subjects develop an identity in a society that 

is radically open. His answer is that since we are confronted with this tension between identity and 

openness, the only hope we have is to create a new form of identity: ‘a new “us” is required’ (2010, 

318), Scheffer demands. Unfortunately, though, many advocates of open society have still not 

properly engaged with ‘the question of identity’ and, more precisely, the question of the relationship 

between identity and the concept of open society.   
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2.4. Open Society Beyond ‘the West’ 

This report now turns to a section whose title might seem provocative. Already our workshop title 

‘Does Open Society Travel Beyond the West’ (see below) was criticized for being reminiscent of the 

European colonial project because it takes the (the largely imaginary) ‘West’ as its point of departure 

and main focus. The counterargument is, however, that one of the criticisms levelled against the 

concept of open society is that it is a (so-called) Western concept. This criticism is pervasive in 

academic circles, but it is also, as George Soros emphasizes, deployed to attack his philanthropic 

efforts. The OSRP takes this criticism very seriously as it is aware of the potential geographical 

limitations of a concept that was, after all, developed in ‘the West’, and of the dangers of imposing it 

on other societies. This is why the expression ‘the West’ in the section title does not reinforce a 

colonial logic, but, rather, reflects a sensitivity to post- and de-colonial critique. 

It is also worth noting, however, that it is upon closer inspection by no means clear what it means that 

open society is supposedly a ‘Western’ concept. The most obvious answer would be that the concept 

originated in Europe and is, consequently, a Western concept. However, all concepts have a specific 

origin and it is surely true that the ‘usefulness’ or the ‘uselessness’ of a concept should not depend on 

its geographical origin. A second potential answer is that there is no literature on open society beyond 

the West. The point of this section is to (largely) reject this assumption and to demonstrate that the 

concept of open society has been influential in South Africa and African countries, that Russian 

scholars are using the concept, that Karl Popper’s work has inspired Iranian intellectuals and society, 

and that there is a thriving literature on open society in South America. All this is not to say, of course, 

that the concept of open society is without risks or that its geographical scope should not be 

questioned or critically analysed. However, the point we want to make is that there is a considerable 

body of literature on open society ‘beyond the West’, which demonstrates that this is not just a 

‘Western concept’.
2
   

A good place to start this overview is The Open Society and its Enemies in East Asia: The Relevance 

of the Popperian Framework (G. Moore 2014). This edited volume seeks to demonstrate that, despite 

the fact that Popper’s The Open Society and its Enemies was a product of European space and time, 

there are several themes of the book that have universal relevance and are, in particular, germane to 

research in East Asian studies. Six of these themes are singled out in the extremely helpful 

Introduction by Gregory Moore: 1) the open vs. the closed society; 2) historicism; 3) critical 

rationalism; 4) a liberal, non-violent and humanitarian democracy; 5) piecemeal changes to minimize 

suffering vs. utopian dreams to maximize happiness; 6) intellectual history. The main virtue of the 

Introduction – and, indeed, the volume in general – is that it suggests a very useful strategy to 

                                                      
2
 A third counterargument is that ‘the West’ is neither a geographical region nor an analytical category. This is 

true. However, terms like ‘non-Western theory’ or ‘non-Western philosophy’ are widely used in academic 

circles (also by post- and de-colonial scholars), which is why it is legitimate to use this expression in this report.  
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understand the continuing relevance of the open society ideal. Moore alludes to this when he 

anticipates a potential criticism of the book (G. Moore 2014, 22–23): 

‘A… possible criticism of the studies that follow is that some authors engage directly and at 

length with how Popper’s vision is relevant to their case study, while other authors simply 

make passing reference to one or two of Popper’s insights in the process of considering the 

economic success or failure of a country with totalitarian inclinations.  

Moore continues with disarming eloquence, however: 

‘I believe, however, that this too is exactly what is wanted in a project with an objective of 

illustrating the relevance of a philosopher’s frame. The goal, after all, is not to construct an 

army of parroting Popperian epigones (which rather goes against the whole principle of 

critical rationalism), but to show how Popper’s vocabulary, philosophical ideas and historical 

conjectures may add value to any narrative devoted to East Asia.’ 

That is to say, the concept of open society should be understood as a ‘framework’ that contains a 

number of characteristics. It is true, of course, that Popper himself developed this framework in a very 

specific moment for a very specific region; this does not mean, however, that some of the concepts 

and discourses that make up the broader framework of open society cannot be relevant for other 

specific problems, at a different time, and a different region. To be sure, not all of the chapters in this 

volume succeed in demonstrating the relevance of Popper’s framework; and the essays could certainly 

do more to problematize the universalist assumptions expressed by Moore in the Introduction. 

Nonetheless, this is a very good volume that seeks to apply the idea of open society to East Asian 

contexts in often illuminating and interesting ways.  

Ali Paya and Mohammad Ghaneirad (2006) provide a fascinating discussion on Karl Popper’s 

influence in Iran. Popper, they write, 

‘is now a very famous name in Iran, and his views have become an integral part of the 

intellectual discourse in modern Iranian society. However… opposition to Popper’s ideas has 

remained as fierce as before, if not grown stronger, among certain strata of a number of 

secular and religious groups that are culturally influential in Iran’ (ibid., 186). 

For those who are interested in (and perhaps surprised about) Popper’s influence in Iran, this is an 

invaluable article that shows that ‘even those socio-political groups which are not in favour of his 

ideas, especially his model of critical rationalism, have felt the urgent need to make themselves 

familiar with them’ and that ‘many of Popper’s ideas have directly or indirectly influenced the 

thinking of the decision-makers in Iran since 1978’ (Paya and Ghaneirad 2006, 185). This is not 

limited to intellectual circles. Rather, even ‘policymakers, and high-ranking as well as middle-ranking 

executives in the state machinery are interested in his views’ (ibid., 186). The authors trace this 

intellectual influence that Popper had shortly before and after the Iranian Revolution through a number 

of writings and philosophical traditions in Iran. Of course, there is also fierce criticism of Popper in 

Iran. But the two authors of this article dismiss their critiques: 
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‘It is only fair to say that Popper’s critics in Iran have manifestly failed to come up with 

novel and cogent arguments against the ideas of the Viennese philosopher. For the most part, 

apart from few exceptions, they have remained content with ad hominem attacks. Even on 

the occasions where the critics have argued in a constructive way, their arguments hardly 

achieve anything over and above what has already been produced by Popper’s critics in the 

West’ (ibid., 203). 

It can only be reiterated that this is an extremely interesting, informative, and well-researched article; 

not only does it provide a powerful discussion of the reception of Popper in Iran, but it also offers 

intriguing insights into Iranian society.  

 

Masoud Alamuti is another Iranian scholar who engages in detail with Popper’s concept of open 

society. In Critical Rationalism and Globalization: Towards the Sociology of the Open Global Society 

(2015), Alamuti, who is affiliated with the Institute for Planning Studies and Management in Teheran, 

develops an international political sociology that brings together the two concepts of globalization and 

critical rationalism to develop a sociology of the ‘open global society’. In the words of the author: 

‘This book aims to turn the ideal of an open global society into a normative theory of global society 

for arguing how people of the world can create a just and free society on a global scale’ (ibid., xvi). It 

is, thus, the central aim of the book to shed light on the possibility of (global) change from the 

perspective of sociology. And although he thinks that critical rationalism holds the key for such an 

endeavor, he insists that it is not Popper’s critical rationalism that can guide us:  

‘Despite its origin in the philosophy of critical rationalism, Karl Popper’s theory of open 

society is not capable of addressing the question of social change from a closed society to an 

open society because it proposes a concept of critical reason according to which the existing 

value consensus, as the source of social integration, cannot be subjected to rational criticism. 

I have learnt that this sociological failure originates in Popper’s reading of critical 

rationalism in terms of irrational faith in reason’(Alamuti 2015, xvii). 

The book is, therefore, also an explicit critique of Popper and his understanding of rationality. Popper 

is still not able to ground his belief in rationality in reason itself as he thought that a belief in reason is 

itself irrational. Against this belief in the irrationality of reason, Alamuti draws on William Bartley to 

develop an alternative version of critical rationalism for international political sociology. To be sure, 

this book is not without flaws (no book is): One of the most salient weaknesses is that, as Alamuti 

himself acknowledges, his account of global order is an ‘ideal global society’. As such, however, it is 

highly unlikely (to put it mildly) that this ideal will come into existence (one of the reasons for this is 

that Alamuti turns a blind eye to the power struggles that characterize international politics). 

Nonetheless, it is a very good, highly readable, insightful, work that can only be recommended to 

philosophers, sociologists, political theorists and, not least, advocates of open society.   

Our assessment of another interesting publication is more ambiguous. Bachir Souleymane Diagne’s, 

Islam and open society: Fidelity and Movement in the Philosophy of Muhammad Iqbal (2010) revives 

https://api.taylorfrancis.com/content/books/mono/download?identifierName=doi&identifierValue=10.4324/9781315727530&type=googlepdf


  

35 

 

the work of Muhammad Iqbal (1877-1938), a Muslim writer, poet, and philosopher from British India 

(today Pakistan). Iqbal’s major philosophical work is The Reconstruction of Religious Thought in 

Islam, which offers a series of sophisticated reflections on the conflict between science, religion, and 

philosophy. Iqbal’s main goal was to unearth the rich tradition of Islamic thought as a powerful 

cosmopolitan philosophy for our time, and to show that the Islamic tradition offers tools to create 

spaces for deliberation and discussion beyond parochial boundaries. Bachir Diagne’s book, then, 

offers a powerful statement of why we should read Iqbal today. Iqbal himself felt a ‘spiritual affinity’ 

(Diagne 2010, 15) with Bergson whose conceptions of time and creative evolution resonated with the 

need for a ‘reconstruction of religious thought in Islam’. Accordingly, Diagne writes: 

‘Closely following Bergson’s text, Iqbal insists on the free creative movement that is original 

and that constitutes the universe, things being only what the intelligence carves out, whose 

more or less stabilized contours it outlines, thus creating the separation that isolates 

fragments of Reality with a view to the action we carry out on them. But he rejects in 

Bergson the idea that the analysis of our conscious experience can lead us to the notion of a 

“forward rush of the vital impulse” that would be “wholly arbitrary, undirected, chaotic, and 

unforeseeable in its behaviour’ (ibid., 15-16).  

Iqbal is certainly a fascinating thinker, and Diagne does a terrific job in showing why we should 

engage with his writings today. Nonetheless, it remains unclear why the concept of open society was 

used in the title. Diagne does not say that Iqbal ever used the concept; and his ‘spiritual affinity’ with 

Bergson is hardly enough to justify the use of the concept. As such, it is telling that the term open 

society appears only two or three times in the text itself. Thus, while Iqbal might, indeed, be a thinker 

to bring open society in conversation with the Islamic tradition, Diagne’s neglect of the concept does 

not sufficiently demonstrate how this can be done. 

There is a vital interest in the concept of open society in South America. One of the leading figures in 

this context is Mario Lagmarsino Montoya (Lagomarsino Montoya et al. 2018), who has collaborated 

with a number of scholars on articles that use the concept of open society. It must be said that the 

quality of these articles varies quite considerably. In what is perhaps the strongest of these essays, the 

various Chilean scholars seek to address a well-known problem: Despite the fact that we live in ‘the 

most advanced society in human history’, we still live in ‘a state of permanent subjection’ and 

‘permanent discontent’ (ibid.) (Lagomarsino Montoya et al. 2018) . The important point, the authors 

say, is to realize (and here they recall the widely accepted definition of the World Health 

Organization) that ‘health’ means more than the absence of disease and illness. It is, according to this 

holistic definition of the WHO, wrong to assume our health when we are, in fact, in this ‘permanent 

state of subjection’. This is why the authors insist that one of the (if not the) main challenges today is 

to ensure health by combatting depression and its underlying causes. They assert that  

‘the task of the 21st century is complex. It is the liberation of subjects and societies from the 

yoke of depression. However, since depression is undoubtedly a symptom of wider causes, 
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we must aim to tackle these causes and, thus, to combat depression and restore mental health 

and good living conditions' (Lagomarsino Montoya et al. 2018, 69; translated by Christof 

Royer). 

The intriguing aspect of this paper, and of the articles of this group of (mainly Chilean) scholars more 

generally, is that they employ the concept of open society explicitly in the Latin American context. 

Unfortunately, they are not always successful in doing so. In Educación y Democracia. Una alianza 

necesaria para la sociedad abierta y contra la demagogia, conducida por la Fake News (Education 

and Democracy. A Necessary Alliance for the open society and Against Demagogy Led by Fake News) 

(Lagomarsino Montoya et al. 2019), for instance, they seek to explore the complex relationship 

between education and democracy and give an answer to the question if there is an educational model 

that fosters and produces democracy. Here, though, it is disappointing that the authors hardly go 

beyond the argument that ‘a dialectical relationship between them is more necessary than ever (ibid., 

140). To be sure, they argue that educational institutions have to become ‘laboratories of democracy’ 

and that students must have the opportunity to ‘practice democracy’. This they see as one of the 

primary tasks of the state; it is the state that must provide ‘permanent education’ which, in turn, 

sustains and promotes democratic regimes (ibid., 141). But although all this is interesting, the authors 

do not propose new or innovative proposals. Moreover, the reference to ‘fake news’, which features 

prominently in the title, is half-hearted at best. Most importantly, though, it remains unclear what 

‘necessary alliance’ (alianza necesaria) and ‘open society’ (sociedad abierta) really mean to the 

authors; they never discuss these (apparently) pivotal concepts and seem to equate open society with 

democracy.   

In Japan, too, there is a vital interest in the concept of open society. One outstanding example is Kiichi 

Tachibana’s Japan is Still a Tribal Closed Society and it is Difficult to Transplant Critical Rationalism 

in it (Tachibana 2002). In this highly critical article, Tachibana asserts that Japanese culture is 

‘marginal’ and that, ‘the Japanized world-view is born from tribalism’ (ibid., 11). There are several (in 

fact, nine) reasons for this view. In general, though, Tachibana agrees with Levi Strauss’ judgment of 

Japan as a ‘tribal society’ (2002, 13). The most important point, though, for this assertion is that in 

Japan there have always been taboos on monarchy. Referring explicitly to Popper and his conception 

of a closed society as one in which taboos exist, he writes:  

‘The Japanese society had been a closed society. And I think it still is. You may say Japan 

was open to other cultures and foreigners, excepting the Tokugawa regime, which definitely 

closed the door. You may say, Confucianism, Buddhism, Christianity, Marxism, 

Constitutionalism and so on, are all from outside, so Japan was indeed an open society! My 

answer is "No"…. In this sense Japan is not a closed society. According to Popper, one of the 

characteristics of the closed society is tribalism based on taboos. There have been indeed 

taboos on Monarchy’ (ibid., 13). 
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And then he makes a point that we also find in other scholars of the open society but that is all too 

easily overlooked: too much ‘openness’ can generate a backlash and lead to ‘closure’. In Tachibana’s 

words: ‘Japan was compelled to open her country... as a reaction, Japan became nationalistic. As a 

result, it was regrettable but it was almost historically inevitable for Japan to return to the closed 

society. Therefore, Popper's idea of the open society and the idea of the opening of the country are 

related but have to be distinguished. For while the opening of the country can be an external help 

towards the open society, as a reaction it may make the society closed’ (ibid., 14). But despite his 

critical tone, Tachibana reveals himself as a patriot: ‘Japan is a dearest and irreplaceable country to 

me’ (Tachibana 2002, 15). Precisely because of his love for the country, he thinks that Japan must 

transform into an open society in which criticism – including his own – is valued and cherished. 

Another highly recommended article from the Asian context is Kenneth Ka-Lok Chan’s comparative 

study of Hong Kong’s struggle against mainland China, and the lessons Hong Kong can learn from 

Eastern European countries. According to Chan, Hong Kong suffers from ‘learned helplessness’ due 

to its colonial past (Chan 2018, 49) and Hong Kongers experience a strong feeling of ‘disillusionment’ 

(ibid., 50). For Chan, the predicament of Hong Kong is clear: it strives to be(come) a democracy but is 

dominated by a Communist, dictatorial regime (ibid., 50). The core of the paper is Chan’s attempt to 

bring Hong Kong’s democratic predicament together with the problems and phenomena witnessed in 

former Communist regimes for the purpose of comparison and lesson-drawing. Chan is interested here 

in Czech and Slovak dissidents, in particular Vaclav Havel, who had a vision of politics that Chan 

thinks should become a part of the struggle in Hong Kong: 

‘Politics not as the technology of power and manipulation, of cybernetic rule over humans or 

as the art of the useful, but politics as one of the ways of seeking and achieving meaningful 

lives, of protecting them and serving them ... Politics “from below.” Politics of people, not of 

the apparatus. Politics growing from the heart, not from a thesis’(Havel 1978, quoted in 

Chan 2018, 57–58). 

How does that relate to the concept of open society? Interestingly enough, Chan refers directly to 

Popper’s words that ‘the future depends on ourselves, and we do not depend on any historical 

necessity’ (ibid., 60). These words should also inspire the democratic opposition, which all too often 

exaggerates the power of the oppressors. For it is only ‘the moral commitment to press for change 

from below [that] has helped the democratic opposition to overcome fear and hopelessness in 

incessant uphill battles with the dictatorial regime’ (ibid., 60). As both the examples of the former 

Soviet states and Hong Kong’s more recent past demonstrate, there is absolutely no reason for fatalism 

or for believing that Hong Kong’s democracy is doomed. ‘A democratic opposition’, he insists, ‘could 

be built and rebuilt around the defence of Hong Kong as an open society’ (ibid., 61).   

Finally, some of the most impressive works on open society come from the African continent. In 

Nigeria, Oseni Afisi has emerged as one of the leading scholars on Karl Popper and open society (see 

the discussion of the comparative analysis of Popper and Berlin above), and has just published a 
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volume on Karl Popper and Africa (2021).  Here, however, we want to summarize two other 

outstanding papers.  

The first is Iba Der Thiam’s beautiful essay Black Africa's Open Societies (1992). Thiam, who was a 

prominent Senegalese writer, historian, and politician, focuses mainly on the theme of tolerance in 

(Western) African societies. For tolerance, as Thiam emphasizes,  

‘has always held a preeminent position in the thought of many African peoples. In West 

Africa, for example, it is the fundamental principle on which the entire social life of the 

Senegambian region is built, governing the interaction between individuals and ethnic 

groups as well as international relations’ (ibid., 31). 

This is demonstrated most clearly, he argues, by the ‘leitmotif for an inspiration for peace and 

security’ in Western African society that appears time and again in everyday conversations and 

prayers. Tolerance, quite simply, is ‘the principal element regulating relations between people and 

communities… the imperative that governs all social life’ (Thiam 1992, 31). Thiam also detects a 

distinctive cosmopolitanism in traditional African societies: for them, ‘humankind may be one in 

essence, but it is nonetheless diverse in its ways of living and thinking and in the manner in which its 

constituent groups come to terms with themselves and other peoples. Consequently they made the nitt 

or human being their principal frame of reference’(ibid., 32). This cosmopolitan orientation, of course, 

also extends to strangers: ‘Newcomers are welcomed with kindliness and generosity, no matter what 

language they speak or what their sex, age, religion or social or political condition may be, for they are 

human beings first and foremost’ (ibid., 32). There is a catch to this cosmopolitan narrative, however. 

Thiam asserts that such an openness was the predominant attitude that dominated African societies 

before the age of colonialism. Importantly, ‘despite long-held views to the contrary, these were in 

effect open societies where freedom and justice reigned’ (ibid., 33). However, slave trade and colonial 

conquest changed these societies to the point that they are no longer recognizable today. And yet,  

‘a precious heritage lies buried beneath the still-smouldering ruins of colonial imperialism. 

Contemporary Africa must rediscover it quickly, to create worlds of freedom, peace and 

social harmony in which all its children can find fulfilment’ (ibid., 33).  

Apart from its beauty and eloquence, the importance of this article for the idea of open society cannot 

be overestimated. This article demonstrates that the fundamental values that lie at the heart of the open 

society concept are by no means just ‘Western’ in origin. They have flourished in Africa before the 

age of colonialism and they can do so again when the world has finally freed itself from the scourge of 

colonial thinking and colonial practices (which is an insight that has been confirmed by our workshop 

‘Does Open Society Travel Beyond the West?’). 

A more recent contribution to the literature on open society is Thaddeus Metz’ Popper’s Politics and 

Law in the Light of African Values (2020) (a version of this paper was presented as the keynote 

address at the OSRP’s conference on 29 October). In this essay, Metz brings Karl Popper’s conception 



  

39 

 

of open society in conversation with African values and a ‘relational ethics typical of the African 

philosophical tradition’ (ibid., 185). The main argument of the article is that Popper gives us a false 

choice between individualism and collectivism as there exists a third alternative – this is the ‘relational 

approach’ that can be found, for instance, in the African philosophy of ubuntu, the Western feminist 

ethics of care, and the East Asian Confucian tradition (ibid., 186-87). This view is, therefore, also a 

shift in the understanding of what makes human beings ‘special’: for Popper it is their rationality, for 

Metz (and others) it is their relationality (ibid., 187). Metz, then, finds an alternative to Popper’s 

‘Kantian ethics’ in ubuntu – the African philosophy that holds ‘one is at bottom to exhibit ubuntu, that 

is, to live a genuinely human way of life’ (ibid., 193). Such an African ethics gives us ‘a different 

point of view on moral or immoral acts: what typically makes actions such as lying, promise breaking, 

abusing, kidnapping, and the like immoral is that they treat innocent parties discordantly and thereby 

disrespect their capacity to be harmonised with and to harmonise’ (Metz 2020, 195). This view rivals 

the Kantian-Popperian understanding of human rights and also leads to divergent prescriptions about 

how state institutions ought to be structured. An African communal ethic, according to Metz, requires 

‘virtue-friendly policies’ such as those:  

‘It would be reasonable… to use public funds to treat psychopathy, autism, narcissism, and racism 

with an eye toward enabling people to become more communal (where that includes treating 

innocent strangers harmoniously). For another example, when the state fights poverty, it would not 

merely dole out money that could be used to obtain whatever end poor people might want, but 

instead would in the first instance provide resources that are objectively good for them, such as 

enabling them to access nature, neighbourhood parks, artistic productions such as plays and 

concerts…’ (ibid., 198). 

In sum, then, this article does not reject the idea of an open society as Metz agrees that an open society 

is preferable to a tribal or collectivist one (‘I have no beef with open society’, Metz announced during 

his keynote lecture at our conference). Metz’ argument, rather, is that the indigenous African tradition 

of ubuntu shows us that our humanness lies not in our rationality but in our relationality, and that such 

a view leads to a virtue-based conception of politics and law. In sum, Metz has written a terrific essay 

that brings Popper in conversation with the tradition of ubuntu. And thus, he has done both traditions a 

tremendous favor.  
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2.5. Open Society in the Post-Socialist Context  

The term open society has acquired a particular salience in the post-socialist context. The Cold War 

and the post-socialist transformation shaped interpretations and understandings of the idea of open 

society across the Cold War divides. Subsequently, the term open society has been actively evoked by 

scholars and commentators based in post-socialist and Western countries.  

The use of the ‘open’–‘closed' society opposition within the Cold War rhetoric of ideological struggle 

encouraged the identification of open societies with Western countries, capitalist economies, and 

liberal democracies, while their communist counterparts were labelled as intrinsically closed. As a 

consequence, open society emerged as a binary category, though its potential as a means for society’s 

self-reflexivity and transformation never completely faded away (e.g., Silver 1964; Slade 2009).  

In the context of the ascendance of neoliberalism to the status of a hegemonic paradigm in politics and 

policies, open society has been increasingly understood with an emphasis on a free market as the 

fundamental principle of social organization and a pre-condition for democracy. For instance, a 

prominent critic of Marxism, the exiled philosopher Leszek Kołakowski (1997) criticized Karl 

Popper’s views of open society for underestimating the role of values (and unjustly dismissing 

Bergson’s conceptualization) since, in Kolakowski’s opinion, a broadly shared consensus on moral 

values and reliance on tradition is necessary for the reproduction of society and its ability to protect 

itself against threats. Furthermore, Kołakowski warned about the dangers of state intervention in the 

economy (also in the form of an expanded welfare system), due to the risks of descending into 

‘totalitarianism’ and called for accepting the contradictions that necessarily result from a free market 

economy. This vision appeared to be influential in the context of the post-socialist transition, which 

was characterized by the anticipation of a global convergence towards a society premised on a market 

economy and liberal democracy.  

The transition itself was often cast as the process of opening up ‘closed societies’. Thus, open society 

also came to be used as an aspiration in this transformation, referring to a rather vague image of a 

modern democratic society. The transition was often envisaged as becoming ‘more like’ countries in 

the West (e.g., Gruenwald 2006; Kets de Vries 2009). Open society, therefore, also emerged as a 

normative ideal, against which the actual situation in a given society was compared. While the 

transition proceeded with radical liberalization and uneven political developments, the perception of 

open society has also been shaped by the ambiguous outcomes of this transformation. Still, the 

concept of open society has been deployed not only to reflect on the post-socialist transformation, but 

also to construe global political developments in the post-WWII and the post-Cold War periods, and to 

explore general questions of political and social philosophy. Nevertheless, with some notable 

exceptions (e.g., Abdula 2008), the discussions of the conceptualizations of open society in the 
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perspectives of different thinkers (Popper, Bergson, Hayek, or Soros) in post-Soviet scholarship rarely 

offer a comprehensive analysis of their views.  

Furthermore, while Popper’s ideas remain the major reference point, scholarly discussions on open 

society in post-Soviet countries are characterized by relatively widespread references to Henri Bergson 

(e.g., Petrosyan 2009; Koroleva 2011; Murzina 2016; Pavlov 2011; Arshinov and Savicheva 1999; 

Rybalka 2009), as well as active engagement with George Soros as a theorist and proponent of open 

society (e.g., Fadeeva 2007; Tsymburskii 1992; Sysoyeva 2004; Voskanyan 2014). Although credited 

with coining the term, Bergson is often invoked to argue for the importance of ‘spiritual’ or non-

rational elements in the development of society or to rehabilitate a teleological view of history; for 

example, Arshinov and Savicheva (1999) suggest turning to Bergson’s idea of ‘evolution as co-

creation of the nature and spirit’ to develop a vision of open society centered on the individual.   

Addressing the issue of post-socialist transition, Oskar Gruenwald (2006) explores the sources of the 

anti-communist movement that led to the events of 1989 and attributes them to the rising civil society 

and acceptance of liberal values, framing the transformation as the shift towards a democratic, 

pluralist, and open society; this movement was characterized by adherence to broad universal ideals of 

human rights, tolerance, pluralism, and democracy in contrast to the subsequent post-socialist period, 

in which ethnonational ideologies have gained popularity and posed a potential threat of a reversal of 

the democratic transformation. Drawing on such a value-centered vision of open society, Gruenwald 

also addresses the variations in democratic performance among post-socialist countries. This 

performance is especially weak in CIS-states (Commonwealth of Independent States), which, 

according to the author, lack established traditions of the rule of law and democratic governance. Yet, 

Gruenwald acknowledges the threats posed to the movement towards a democratic, pluralistic, and 

open society by the unfulfilled expectations regarding living conditions (low standards of living, 

unemployment, loss of a social welfare network, corruption, and inequalities), intensifying 

ethnonational conflicts, and a general disillusionment with democratic changes. In general, this 

interpretation renders the change towards open society as a value-driven process, while less attention 

is being paid to its institutional and participatory aspects.  

In her article Open Society and Its Risks, Olga Afanasieva (2012) revisits Popper’s principle of 

individualism in the light of the aftermath of the transition. In particular, Afanasieva suggests that 

Russia’s ‘shock therapy’ also represented a realization of the principle of individualism. The 

consequences of these reforms can be used to question the viability of Popper’s ideas in practice; 

according to Afanasieva’s assessment, they might lead to disintegration. Afanasieva concludes that 

open societies and closed hierarchical societies bear their risks for social and political life, while 

emphasizing the role of strong social institutions in the reproduction of society, ensuring its openness, 

and sustaining solidarity between its members. Nevertheless, to what extent Afansieva’s criticism 
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adequately reflects Popper’s position on individualism and its implications for the social organization 

is debatable.  

The issue of individualism and the relations between individual, society, and state are also the subject 

of Elena Rybalka’s analysis (2009), which discusses and compares Bergson’s and Popper’s respective 

conceptualizations of open society. Rybalka argues that both Bergson’s focus on fostering the 

creativity of an individual and Popper’s emphasis on the importance of the freedom of critical thinking 

for sustaining democratic society suggests the centrality of the ‘openness of the social’ as the basis for 

an ‘open personality’. She further contends that the organization of an open society is always mediated 

by institutions and groups and challenges the juxtaposition of an individual and society or a state, 

since an individual has to be situated spatially and socially. As a result, Rybalka develops a group-

centered, collectivist, or even corporatist vision of an open society. Addressing a similar question of 

what holds an open society together, Linera Sultanova (2019) stresses the importance of trust (rather 

than free market or the rule of law) as the foundation of an open society, which she also associates 

with the ascendance of the ‘knowledge economy’. Recognizing self-realization of the individual as the 

ultimate goal of open society (an idea shared by both Popper and Marx), Sultanova (2019) argues that 

neither socialism, nor free-market liberalism can guarantee democracy. Still, she does not share 

Popper’s suspicion of ideology and instead suggests that it is always present in implicit forms and that 

society should be guided by a humanistic ideology. 

Roman Shamolin (2020) discusses the trajectory of open society as one of the core ideas behind the 

project of liberal democracy in the post-war period. He also sheds light on the subsequent challenges 

to this project in the form of a critique of bourgeois society and its increasing tendency towards 

relativism. Shamolin, furthermore, presents Francis Fukuyama’s ‘end of history’ thesis as a 

development of the idea of an open society (though the connection is not made explicit) and describes 

its intrinsic contradictions. The concepts of open society by Popper, Hayek, and Soros are also 

discussed by Larisa Sysoeva (2004), who concludes that, after the communist regime in Russia, the 

country did not develop a sound alternative, but finds itself in a phase of ‘robbery capitalism’.  

The philosopher Andrii Abdula (2008) develops an in-depth analysis of relations between closed 

rationality and open rationality, describing the latter as the basis of social organization in Popper’s 

perspective. In this light, Abdula identifies the following key elements of an open society: social 

engineering as piecemeal transformation, the abstract character of relations, democracy premised on 

humanitarian justice (egalitarianism, individualism, and the defense of citizens’ freedom by the state), 

and governance open to criticism and pluralism. Abdula also stresses the importance of the ‘public 

good’ as the limiting principle of criticism and policy intervention, in accordance with which, for 

instance, the state should limit the market and conduct necessary interventions to prevent imbalances. 

Abdula’s analysis links Gellner’s ideas on civil society with Popper’s concept of open society and 

underlines an important difference. Whereas Gellner stresses the supremacy of the autonomy of 
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economy, Popper emphasizes the supremacy of the autonomy of the political sphere. While the 

absolutization of closed rationality is embodied in a totalitarian society, Abdula notes that the 

absolutization of open rationality leads to the opposite extreme of an unchecked market. Therefore, he 

suggests, both elements of openness and closedness are needed to keep society from disintegrating.  

The approaches to open society also appear to be influenced by such general tendencies as the 

prominence of the geopolitical framework of thinking and the rise of anti- or illiberal political 

agendas. For instance, discussing the concepts of open/closed societies and positive/negative freedom, 

Alexander Pavlov (2011) addresses the negative connotations that liberalism has acquired in Russia 

and suggests that the country remains a rather closed society. Pavlov characterizes closed societies as 

those whose design and directions of development are defined by the ideologies of those in power, 

while, in open societies, the state provides  space for negotiations, and governing power is yielded to 

social organizations and corporations, so that the state itself functions increasingly as a mediator. 

Reflecting on the early years of the post-Cold War transformation, in an article entitled Open Society 

or New Goals for Europe, Vadim Tsymburskii (1992) identified open society with a ‘pan-European 

geopolitical project’, naming Popper and Soros as its key ideologues. Tsymburskii discusses in detail 

Soros’ views on open society. He associates them with social constructivism and a striving for the 

preservation of the stability of the social system, suggesting, ultimately, that this theoretical and 

practical project has ‘messianic’ tendencies. Tsymburskii’s views provide valuable insights into how 

the interpretation of open society has been defined by the historical conjuncture of the post-Cold War 

transformation, in particular, the imposition of liberalization projects and the impact of globalization. 

A similar engagement with ‘civilizational language’ is present in other works that use the term open 

society (e.g., Levyash 2011).  

Some materials coming out of post-Soviet countries link the reception and trajectories of open society 

as a concept to the activities of Open Society Institutions/Open Society Foundations. For instance, 

Zulfiya Khamidova (2016) dedicated a short article to the role of the Open Society Institute and 

related organizations in the post-Soviet transformation in Central Asian countries. Khamidova cites 

the Kirgiz sociologist Abdurakhimov to suggest that the idea of open society developed by Popper 

‘filled in the ideological vacuum’ left by Marxism, which had been practically and theoretically 

discredited (cited in Khamidova 2016, 117). According to the author, this model promoted critical 

thinking, democracy, and market relations in the region. The perception of open society as a rather 

abstract positive ideal is exemplified by Narbaev and Zhaksybekov (2013), who claim to trace the 

progress in the development of ‘open society’ in Kazakhstan, while ignoring the authoritarian regime 

established in the country and arguing for a decisive role of the state in guiding and shaping the 

activity of civil society. Such toying with a ‘depoliticized’ interpretation of open society can be also 

found in the official rhetoric of other authoritarian regimes. The then Russian Prime Minister, 

Medvedev, for instance, characterized Russia as ‘an open society’, which represents a developing and 
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rather complex democracy, and, in addition, asserted that the regime agrees with the opposition on 

questions of governance (Medvedev 2012).  

The topic of relations between open society and the freedom of media and expression has acquired a 

particular prominence in the post-socialist context. In this context, open society is often interpreted 

with a special emphasis on the freedom of expressing and exchanging information, ideas, and opinions 

as a necessary underpinning for sustaining democracy. Based on his Tanner Lectures on Human 

Values, Dick Howard (1995) reviews the situation of the freedom of media and expression in the early 

transition period in Central and Eastern Europe. He identifies ‘open society’ as a fundamental premise 

of constitutional democracy (along with respect for human dignity, the rule of law, and checks on 

power) and associates it with the ‘freedom to hold what opinions one will, to follow religious beliefs 

of one’s own conviction, to express even unpopular ideas, [and] to engage in full-ranging debate on 

the issues of the day’ (Howard 1995, 193). Subsequently, Howard discusses diverse challenges that 

the printed media faced during the transition period: from the impoverished readership and lack of 

resources to the necessity of navigating the new space of freedom and challenges, or the dilemmas and 

potential threats of using legislative restrictions on media. While Howard regards post-socialist 

countries as lagging behind the West in terms of freedom of media and speech, he acknowledges that, 

in the West, there were also setbacks in the movement towards an open society (such as McCarthyism 

or resistance to the Civil Rights movement).    

The dilemmas of media freedom in the context of the post-socialist transformation are also at the 

center of attention of the volume Media and Open Societies: Cultural, Economic and Policy 

Foundations for Media Openness in East and West, edited by Jan van Cuilenburg and Richard van der 

Wurff (2001). The collection contains contributions by media researchers from the Netherlands and 

Russia, which explore different aspects of the ‘role of communications policies in supporting the 

development of open societies’ with a special focus on post-Soviet Russia. Associating open society 

with freedom of speech and access to information, the authors offer different takes on the 

opportunities and challenges in the post-socialist transformation. In his contribution, Yassen 

Zassoursky discusses the potential of open society as a ‘positive idea’ of ‘the new right’ liberal 

ideology in post-Soviet Russia (Zassoursky 2001, 227) that could mobilize those he identifies as the  

‘new city generation’ by appealing to anti-etatist and anti-paternalist attitudes, which can oppose pro-

communist forces.  Still, the author admits that the term has been largely used ‘among fundraisers.’ 

More specifically, Zassoursky suggests that ‘instead of isolationism, “historical destiny”, the 

unbearable weight of “common fate”… the open society concept offers plurality, freedom of personal 

choice, and natural optimism’ (2001, 226).  

In her book Freedom of Speech in Russia (2017), Daphne Skillen also draws on open society but does 

not closely engage with the concept. Open society is understood, in a broader sense, as an ideal goal of 

a transition (liberal democracy), and, in a more specific sense, as the society where freedom of speech 
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and expression is ensured. In particular, the author describes the illusive expectations of rapid 

transformation with the break of the communist system, which informed the actions and plans of then-

leading reformers. The book also cites the skepticism, expressed by Popper regarding the possibility of 

such a radical change. Nevertheless, Skillen still characterizes Russia’s ‘Yeltsin period’, with all its 

drawbacks and controversies, as a free and open society, due to its largely upheld commitment to 

freedom of speech, including tolerance of media criticism of the government. The book, in particular, 

asks the question of how the departure from the freedom of speech and the re-subordination of media 

to the state was accomplished so swiftly after 15 years of opposite politics (starting with glasnost). 

Skillen also points to the lack of appreciation of freedom of speech from the general public and 

citizens’ disinterest in defending media freedom.  

The contributions to the edited volume De-Stalinisation Reconsidered: Persistence and Change in the 

Soviet Union  (Bohn, Einax, and Abesser 2014) on the history of post-Stalinist USSR engage with the 

concept of open society to describe the shift from the totalitarian Stalinist society to a more ‘open’ 

society starting with Khrushchev’s rule. This shift was reflected in the renegotiation of relations 

between state and society and the increasing acknowledgment of individuals, including their needs and 

demands. By this means, the volume challenges an established pattern of presenting Soviet society as 

inherently and completely closed and invites a closer look at the tendencies that could be recognized 

as changes towards a relative openness. 
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2.6. The International and Global Dimensions of Open Society 

From the previous section (‘Open Society Beyond ‘the West’), it is a logical step to an exploration of 

the international and global dimensions of the concept of open society. Again, it is important to note 

what we mean here. By international/global dimensions, we mean the works in which the concept of 

open society has been used to discuss or address issues with a scope that transcends national borders. 

These are, basically, the themes that are dealt with by the discipline of International Relations. This, it 

should be noted, is a not unproblematic guide because the concepts of ‘international’ and ‘global’ have 

themselves come under intense scrutiny (and criticism) in International Relations. At any rate, we have 

decided to include the following subsections here: International Relations Theory, Globalization, 

Environmental Issues, Migration,  

There is another reason why an analysis of the international/global dimensions of open society is 

important: In many of his writings, George Soros has insisted that open society can serve as a 

universal principle with the potential to transcend sovereignty-based international relations and replace 

it with a ‘global open society alliance’ (e.g., Soros 2000; 2019). It is, therefore, important to know if 

and how scholars of international politics have taken up this idea. This is why we start this section 

with an overview of theoretically oriented works. 

2.6.1. International Relations Theory 

It is unfortunate that International Relations scholars have shown very little interest in the concept of 

open society. This is illustrated by the fact that the OSRP’s conference Call was sent to approximately 

200 International Theorists (based mainly in the UK) and not a single abstract was submitted by them. 

This neglect, however, is also reflected in an extremely underdeveloped literature on open society and 

International Relations Theory. We have below provided three examples of ‘engagements’ of 

prominent International Theorists with the concept of open society, but it will become clear that even 

these examples are, in many respects, problematic. It is obvious, therefore, that there needs to be much 

more theoretical analysis, which brings together International Relations and open society. There is 

undoubtedly plenty of potential to spark conversations between open society and International 

Relations Theory, International Political Theory, and the so-called English School of International 

Relations (whose central concept is that of an international society). 

One example of a not very innovative engagement with the concept of open society is Stephen Walt’s 

Open Societies at Home and Abroad (2018). At first glance, Walt, a leading scholar of International 

Relations, makes a welcome contribution to the existing literature. Walt is a self-professed ‘realist’, 

and realists are often said to be hostile towards liberal ideals. But Walt announces that he has 

considerable sympathy for liberal societies since they are ‘less likely to commit mass killings or other 

human rights violations, and when liberal states make mistakes, as all countries do, they are usually 
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quicker to figure it out and take corrective action. Liberal states have longer life expectancies, higher 

rates of education, and they do not engage in intense fratricidal quarrels or ideological schisms with 

each other. After all, it would be inconsistent for one open society to tell another open society how to 

run its own internal affairs’ (Walt 2018, 140).  

But Walt is consistent with his ‘realist’ orientation when he states that the really problematic aspect of 

liberal policies (especially those of the US) has been that they tried to ‘spread’ democracy and liberal 

values; this has been an expression of American ‘hubris’ that sought to remake the world in America’s 

image (Walt 2018, 141). However, all of this is by now familiar terrain; it has become one of political 

realists’ stock arguments, and nowadays even liberals agree that the attempt to create a liberal 

hegemony (which was, in truth, supposed to be an American hegemony) backfired with devastating 

consequences. Walt, moreover, does not engage with the concept of open society at all: for him, open 

society is an expression of liberalism, which allows him to immediately revert to the old ‘realist-

liberal’ dichotomy that has dominated the discipline of International Relations for a long time. The 

upshot of all this is that Walt’s critique of ‘spreading liberalism’ should be heeded by advocates of 

open society; however, an innovative approach that brings together International Relations and the 

ideal of open society must venture far beyond these well-trodden paths.  

George Lawson is a leading International Political Sociologist/International Historian. This article, 

entitled Historical Sociology in International Relations: Open Society, Research Programme and 

Vocation (Lawson 2007), starts with the assumption that Historical Sociology has become an 

important subfield of the discipline of International Relations. Lawson fears, however, that Historical 

Sociology in IR (HSIR) has lost its distinctive character, and that it is no longer clear what this 

approach entails. The title of the article suggests, then, that Lawson is one of the very few authors to 

use the concept of open society in the context of International Relations Theory. But what does it 

mean that HSIR can be seen as an open society? According to Lawson, ‘there is considerable variation 

within historical sociology. Historical sociologists appear as foxes and hedgehogs, lumpers and 

splitters, sweepers and detailers on a broad continuum between universality and particularity, thick 

description and the generation of concrete universals. Historical sociology, therefore, is not a 

homogenous field in which it is possible to lay down definite border positions – the enterprise is a 

prototypical open society’ (Lawson 2007, 356). 

Thus, while Lawson is not explicit about his understanding of the term open society, and while he 

does not seem to link it to Popper (who appears in the article in a slightly different context) or any 

other theorist of open society, he uses the term to describe the very openness of the discipline of HSIR, 

its inclusivity, diversity, and plurality. He also uses the term to demonstrate that such a plural 

discipline is constantly in search of its own disciplinary identity. In sum, this article might be 

interesting for a certain niche of International Relations Theory and its disciplinary identity; it is not, 

however, particularly helpful for our present purposes.  
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In many respects, the best engagement of an International Theorist with the concept of open society is 

Michael Zürn’s Autoritärer Populismus vs. offene Gesellschaft - eine neue Konfliktlinie? (Zürn 2018). 

The paper revolves around the concept of ‘authoritarian populism’, and – riffing on Marx – Zürn 

opens the paper with the statement that a spectre is hunting the world – the spectre of authoritarian 

populism (ibid., 3). The characteristic of this phenomenon of authoritarian populism is that it is ‘anti-

liberal’, ‘anti-pluralist’, and ‘anti-multilateral’ (ibid., 3). Although authoritarian populism expresses 

itself in different ways, Zürn focuses on right-wing protest parties. To do so, he identifies a (relatively) 

new ‘line of conflict’ (Konfliktlinie) that runs between ‘cosmopolitans’ and ‘communitarians’ (ibid., 6-

8). This new line of conflict is a consequence of globalization as this process inevitably produces 

‘winners’ and ‘losers’ (ibid., 9). But while the ‘cleavage theory’ is certainly interesting, Zürn insists 

that it is also limited in several respects. He, therefore, works out three causal explanations for the 

global rise of authoritarian populism: 1) an economic explanation (ibid., 9ff); 2) the cultural 

explanation (ibid., 11ff); 3) the political explanation (ibid., 12ff). In the final part of the paper, Zürn 

proposes a number of solutions (Handlungsempfehlungen) that aim to provide a defense for 

cosmopolitanism and open societies (ein ideelles Verteidigungsprogramm für den Kosmopolitismus 

und für offene Gesellschaften) (ibid., 13ff). The first proposal is that cosmopolitans must leave their 

passive position and advocate cosmopolitan values proactively. This entails creating spaces for 

political opposition within international organizations to avoid that these critics join the anti-EU camp. 

Secondly, international and transnational institutions have to provide financial support to lower 

income segments of the population in industrial countries. From a cultural perspective, cosmopolitan 

elites must get rid of their counterproductive and dangerous arrogance that condemns anything that 

does not correspond with their cosmopolitan worldview as ‘backward’. As stated above, this is a 

superb paper that (for those who read German) outlines our contemporary crisis in broad strokes. What 

is, nonetheless, striking is that even a writer of the caliber of Zürn does not find it necessary to treat 

‘open society’ as a distinct political/philosophical concept. For him, ‘open society’ seems to mean 

‘cosmopolitanism’ – and it is obvious that this is a rather simplistic understanding of the concept of 

open society.  

2.6.2. Globalization, Immigration, and Open Society 

While engagements of International Relations Theorists with the concept of open society have 

remained all too rare, the literature on globalization and immigration is extensive and diverse. We 

have taken these two categories together for several reasons: first and most importantly, they often 

overlap in the respective writings and speeches; second, the diversity of both categories expresses 

itself in the fact that the literature is not limited to academic scholarship – rather it also includes 

statements and speeches by politicians and leaders of international organizations, magazine and 

newspaper articles, and many more. Third, in both (related) categories, we encounter substantial 

differences in the quality of the sources – we, thus, will try to give a fairly representative overview 
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through our selection of sources below. Fourth, we find in both literatures (globalization and 

immigration) a general tendency not to take open society seriously as a philosophical political concept. 

There are, accordingly, many examples that quite simplistically equate open society with open society 

(e.g., Joffe 2002; Cotgrove, Bob 2003; Peters and Besley 2016) or ‘open borders’ (Lilla 2018) or, most 

commonly, have open society in the title but never refer to the concept in the text. This, of course, 

leads to the difficult questions of the relationship between globalization and open society and 

immigration and open society – these questions have remained theoretically and practically 

underexplored in the literature. Finally, these two areas demonstrate quite clearly – like many other 

concepts (think, for instance, of ‘political freedom’ or ‘sovereignty’) – open society has often been 

used as a rhetorical weapon in political struggles between the Left and the Right.  

Let us start with Zygmunt Bauman, one of the most influential sociologists of the 20
th
 century who has 

repeatedly used the concept of open society. In this article (2005), Bauman argues that under the 

influence of globalization, the ‘open society’ is increasingly associated with feelings of fear, 

uncertainty and threat. Under these conditions the nation-state in crisis seeks a legitimizing position by 

responding to themes related to personal safety, while nurturing fears by drawing attention to 

‘dangers’ (scare quotes in original) such as terrorism, Al-Qaeda and immigrants. Based on his 

analysis, Bauman emphasizes the increasing powerlessness of the nation state in a global open society. 

Quite characteristically, Bauman draws a rather depressing picture of globalization – a process that 

fosters inequality and injustice and ‘blocks the way to peace’ (Bauman 2005, 259). Bauman 

perceptively observes that ‘open society’ has taken on a new meaning that Karl Popper could never 

have imagined. Under the relentless forces of globalization, the open society is no longer a precious 

and delicate product of a brave – but stressful – self-affirmation, but an inescapable destiny, a 

consequence of ‘negative globalization’. By ‘negative globalization’, Bauman means a globalization 

that is selective, based on trade and capital, intelligence and security services, coercion and weapons, 

crime and terrorism. It is also, however, a globalization based on excessive individualism: 

‘This new individualism, the letting go of human bonds and the weakening of solidarity are 

just one side of the coin, of which the other side bears the image of globalization. In its worst 

form globalization is a parasitic process that feeds on the energy it draws from the bodies of 

nations and their citizens’ (ibid., 268). 

This form of globalization has rendered the nation state increasingly powerless. Thus, while the idea 

of an ‘open society’ refers, in Popper’s account, primarily to the self-determination of a free society, 

proud of its openness, an open society today equals the fearful experience of a heteronomous and 

vulnerable population, overwhelmed by forces beyond their control and confused by its inability to 

defend itself. Today, open societies are, consequently, completely fixated on the security of both its 

citizens and its borders. But when we try to ponder solutions, we have to realize that globalization has 

rendered security problems inherently global – consequently, there can be no local solutions to global 

problems. In short, global problems demand global solutions. Yet, since we know that such global 
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solutions either do not exist or do not work (i.e. are not effective), we are permanently haunted by 

what Bauman calls ‘the demon of fear’ (ibid., 270); we are, in other words, trapped in a vicious cycle 

of fear, impotence and insecurity that perpetuates violence. This article, then, exhibits the perceptive 

critical insights that are so characteristic of Bauman’s work. In his view, the open society has been 

completely transformed by globalization: what was once an ideal to strive for has become a relentless 

reality that we are unable to escape. This, undoubtedly, is a grim analysis of the world today (or better 

in 2005); it is also, however, insightful and thought-provoking.  

Tony Blair, the former British Prime Minister, would undoubtedly reject Bauman’s pessimism, but he 

agrees with him that globalization has fundamentally transformed our world. While it is often assumed 

that the concept of open society has not found its way into practical political discourse, Blair’s 2007 

speech (2007) is perhaps the most high-profile example in recent times that demonstrates that it, in 

fact, has. In the speech, he asserts that globalization and immigration have led to a paradigm shift in 

politics, so much so that ‘the real dividing line to think of in modern politics has less to do with 

traditional positions of right versus left, more to do today with what I would call the modern choice, 

which is “open versus closed”’ (ibid., no pagination). Blair emphasizes that ‘open’ and ‘closed’ are, of 

course, not absolutes. No one, he assumes, would advocate unregulated immigration and, apart from 

North Korea, no country really wants a closed economy. This is not the point, however. Rather, ‘the 

basic predisposition is what counts. Do we prefer to be open and when we can we are? Or do we open 

up only from necessity, closing if we are able?’ (ibid., no pagination). While Blair asserts – 

unsurprisingly – that in Great Britain the Labour Party has upheld the values of an open society, he 

also stresses that in most countries, open vs. closed does not map neatly onto the traditional left vs. 

right spectrum. ‘You'll find the open and the closed on either of the traditional political categories of 

right and left. And it has got some fascinating implications… for electoral calculations.’ For Blair, 

then, who does not give a concrete definition or characterization of ‘open society’ (unlike Nick Clegg, 

see the entry on Clegg’s speech in our database/repository), globalization and open society are 

inextricably linked. And he concludes his speech with the following words: 

‘In the open versus closed debate I stand clearly for the side that is open. I believe that is the 

progressive position. I also believe it is only progressive and not reactionary, or even small c 

conservative values, that can guide the world best, if it opts decisively to support the open 

view’ (ibid., no pagination).  

It must be noted, though, that this is a highly problematic position because it excludes all conservative 

positions (even ‘small c conservatives’) from the sphere of the open society. It might well be argued 

that such a view is clearly wrong since an open society – marked by plurality and diversity – depends 

on the vital struggles between conservative and progressive views. Or, as the conservative philosopher 

Roger Scruton put it: ‘Liberals see the open society as a society without conservatives; conservatives 

would like an open society in which it is still permitted to be a conservative, as it is permitted for me 

to stand in this lecture hall and say the outrageous things I have just said’ (Scruton 2018, 46). 
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If we move along a path from Bauman’s ‘globalization scepticism’ to Blair’s more neutral position, it 

seems apt to continue with a highly positive picture of globalization. Under the title Open Societies Do 

Better, Michael Moore (2000), then Director-General of the World Trade Organization (WTO), gave a 

speech in 2000 in which he addressed some of the major criticisms that had been levelled against the 

organization by the anti-globalization movement in Seattle. He commences the speech by asserting 

that globalization is the ‘millennium subject’. He also declares, however, that he is deeply unsatisfied 

with this word as it 

‘conjures up a vision of an uncaring, unrepresentative future where ordinary people, 

Parliaments, cultures and Nations lose their character, power and sovereignty. In the absence 

of an "ism" to hate and to march against, globalism has become the target. Globalization is a 

process, an idea not an ideology. But every great lie has within a germ of truth. There is 

injustice, the world is unequal and we are faced with unequalled opportunity and challenges’ 

(M. Moore 2000; no pagination). 

In essence, then, the speech is an eloquent attempt to defend, und uphold the legitimacy of, the 

multilateral trading system. Although he acknowledges that the WTO is not without mistakes and 

expresses ‘some empathy’ with the protestors in Seattle, he insists that critics are wrong to blame the 

WTO for injustice, inequality, and climate change. The WTO, after all, is ‘owned by Governments 

who represent hundreds of millions of voters.’ His argument, therefore, is that it would be wrong to 

abandon ‘great institutions like the WTO’; the task, rather, is to address the ‘democratic deficit’ that 

haunts the global institutional order, make it more democratic, and, ultimately, ensure that ‘people are 

the masters of globalization and not the servants’ (M. Moore 2000). Yet, it is striking that while the 

phrase ‘open society’ is used in the title it is not discussed in the text itself. For Moore, it seems, an 

open society is quite simply one that embraces international organizations and a system of global 

governance. Thus, despite the undeniable eloquence of Moore’s speech, his (implicit) characterization 

of ‘open society’ is not only simplistic, it is also highly problematic. 

The next text we want to include in this subsection is Katalin Fábián’s terrific Open Societies? 

Connections between Women's Activism, Globalization and Democracy in Central and Eastern 

Europe (2010). One of the aspects that makes this paper so valuable is that it – at last – brings a much-

needed feminist perspective to the scholarship on open society (a perspective that is almost completely 

absent from the literature). The purpose of Fábián’s article is to analyze the emergence of women’s 

groups in post-Soviet countries as a response to globalization and democratization in these regions. 

The emergence of these movements is, according to Fábián’s analysis, inextricably linked to the fact 

that ‘the regime transitions have opened up a space where gender analysis, social movement activism, 

and domestic and international economic and political changes clash’ (ibid., 124). The article, then, 

brings to the fore how the ‘new openness’ (i.e., the pressure of international exposure) contributed to 

two apparently divergent effects on gender relations in this region. On the one hand, the newly 

revitalized capitalist economy maintained traditional gender segregation and made it more difficult for 
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women to find and keep full-time jobs, especially during their reproductive years. On the other, 

international norms, including democratization, human rights, and various global social movements 

(e.g. environmentalism, anarchism, and feminism), have contributed to a relaxing of the traditional 

social barriers between the sexes. What Fábián observes, however, is a complex dialectic between 

‘openness’ and ‘closure’, or better perhaps, an ambiguity of openness. Clearly,  

‘Central and Eastern European societies have become much more open toward diversity, a 

move strengthened by more international exposure. In particular, women’s NGOs in the 

region have benefited from the increased global interactions and they adopted some of the 

most resonant items on the agenda of the international human rights and women’s 

movements, such as criminalizing domestic violence’(ibid., 126).  

But at the same time, ‘the region has reacted to the powerful effects of globalization by producing a 

number of exclusivist and nationalist social movements. Twenty years after the communist-regime 

changes in Eastern and Central Europe, societies are more open, not only to various global forces but 

also to historically well-established, self-protective mechanisms that are exclusivist in nature’ (Fábián 

2010, 126). For Fábián, however, there is a rather obvious ‘antidote’ to this: ‘incorporating the diverse 

women’s voices in local, national, and international decision-making’(ibid., 126). To say it again, a 

feminist perspective on the open society is much needed and appreciated; and Fábián’s article 

demonstrates almost perfectly how fruitful such an approach can be.  

In principle, the edited volume Migrants, Refugees and the Media: The New Reality of Open Society 

(Krishna-Hensel 2018), would be well placed to bring to the fore the link between globalization and 

migration. The book, after, all is devoted to the analysis of media framing of migrants and refugees in 

European countries through a variety of methods and lenses. Unfortunately, the level of scholarship in 

this volume is, by and large, mediocre–poor. To start with the obvious, the volume would have 

benefitted from at least one more round of editing to avoid embarrassing mistakes (already on page 1, 

we find the sentence: ‘The broader impact of new technologies on public perceptions and policy 

cannot be understated’) and countless grammar mistakes. Many passages of the book (including the 

Introduction) make for tedious reading and many sentences simply seem banal or redundant. This is 

not to say, of course, that all contributions are poor. Paul C. Adams analysis of maps as ‘multivalent 

performances’, for instance, is innovative (and well-written). This does not change the fact, though, 

that too many of the individual contributions are underdeveloped and sloppy. What is most striking for 

our purposes, however, is that not only is there no discussion of the concept of open society but the 

term ‘open society’ (or ‘open societies’) is not even used in the book. This, of course, makes it almost 

impossible to interpret the subtitle The New Reality of Open Societies. As such, this book is one of 

those examples in which ‘open society’ is used in the text but not taken seriously by the authors.  

A much stronger contribution to the literature is supplied by Magdalena Nowicka, Łukasz 

Krzyżowski, and Dennis Ohm (2019) in an article that, essentially, seeks to introduce a new 

understanding of transnational solidarity. And it does so against the background of the arrival of 



  

53 

 

refugees that has, as the authors point out, challenged Europe’s political unity and fanned the flames of 

anti-Muslim populism. These discourses bring to the fore an important question: If open societies are 

‘shaped by migration and mobility of people, ideas, commodities and images’ (ibid., 384), how can 

they, simultaneously, produce the solidarity that serves, as it were, as a glue to hold them together? 

This, the authors argue, is a practical problem that has its roots in an outdated theory of solidarity; this 

(outdated) view of solidarity holds on to the concept of the state and an ‘international system’ in which 

‘the Other’ stays in their own country of origin. Consequently, solidarity with strangers is not 

envisioned by this territorially and culturally bounded view of solidarity (ibid., 385ff). Against this 

parochialism, a stronger idea of transnationalism, understood as ‘an outcome of the multiple 

belongings, practices and dispositions coming together’ (Nowicka, Krzyżowski, and Ohm 2019, 388), 

must be developed; and such a transnationalism has important consequences for how we think about 

solidarity: 

‘First, if the incorporation of individuals into nation-states and in various (more or less 

formal) structures spanning their borders is not a contradiction,… the notion of solidarity 

ought to acknowledge this simultaneity. Second, it has to recognize the possibility of 

multiple norms underpinning attitudes and practices of solidarity. Consequently, the notion 

of “transnational solidarity” has to engage with the boundaries of belonging that signal or 

enact a conscious connection, empathy or obligation to a particular collectivity, and the 

actual practices of assistance’ (ibid., 388). 

This understanding of transnational solidarity is subsequently illustrated and fleshed out through a 

case study of Polish migrants’ solidarity with refugees in Germany. Their case study eventually leads 

the authors to the following conclusion: 

‘The notion of transnational solidarity, we suggest, refers to the outcome of this process; it is 

a new arrangement, and a constantly self-renewing arrangement of solidarity as 

interconnection across differences… In this sense, the notion of “transnational solidarity” is 

a heuristic device that enables us to better understand the attitudes and practices towards 

refugees arriving in Europe’ (ibid., 394). 

The authors, unfortunately, do not find it necessary to discuss open society as a philosophical and 

political concept. For them, it is clear that it stands for societies that are ‘shaped by migration and 

mobility of people, ideas, commodities and images’ (ibid., 384). It is also interesting that they frame 

(transnational) solidarity as an ‘obligation’ – unfortunately, though, they never specify the concrete 

content of this obligation. But despite these weaknesses, and even if one does not fully agree with the 

details of the authors’ argument, it is beyond doubt that those who are interested in the idea of a global 

open society must seriously engage with the concept of (transnational) solidarity. 

The next piece is written by Nathan Gardels (2017), the editor in chief of The World Post, a global 

media platform associated with The Washington Post, and is a ‘weekend roundup’ on the topic of 

immigration. Gardels summarizes three papers on immigration that have been published in The 

Washington Post: he starts off with Tony Blair’s ‘center-left position’ that the political left must begin 
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to admit that immigration poses very real challenges to receiving countries. Aje Carlbom, a Swedish 

social anthropologist, flags up the problem of ‘imported anti-semitism’ and the prevalent view of ‘the 

purity of the victim’. There is, he argues, a taboo to criticize those who are seen as ‘victims’ and ‘the 

oppressed’ for their political and moral views that stems from Sweden’s self-image as an open society. 

Finally, Former Canadian Prime Minister and co-founder of the G-20 Paul Martin takes on the 

immigration issue by focusing on why people migrate in the first place. He argues that rather than 

focusing on how to keep migrants out of the country, there should be an effort by Western countries to 

give them fewer reasons to leave home. For Gardels himself, the upshot of these discussions is clear: 

‘Societies and cultures are not closed systems, but the capacities of states are limited by the 

fiscal and economic realities of territories with boundaries. As such, nation states have the 

right to control immigration based upon criteria that not only ensures newcomers will abide 

by the values and norms of the host society but also can contribute positively to the economy 

and tax base of a given jurisdiction and not be a drain on finite resources. Open societies, in 

short, require defined borders’ (ibid., no pagination). 

This short ‘roundup’ is a very useful overview of some of the challenges that open (and, especially, 

multicultural) societies face. It does not, of course, engage in detail with the concept of open societies; 

yet, this article flags up some of the challenges that open, multicultural societies have to confront 

today.  

As noted above, the concept of open society has frequently served as a rhetorical weapon in political 

struggles. One striking feature here is that the concept has been used again and again after terrorist 

incidents, predominantly by newspapers. The pattern here has frequently been the same: One camp 

insists that the open society must be defended against terrorists, while the other camp insists that open 

societies must remain open despite the danger of terrorism. Much of this ‘literature’ is not particularly 

sophisticated. After the terrorist acts in London in 2013, for instance, David Gardner (2013) insists in 

The Financial Times that ‘Open Societies can always defeat this warped savagery’ (i.e. terrorism). 

Unfortunately, though, the title of this editorial seems to be little more than a cliché. Neither is the 

concept of open society discussed nor are we told why exactly we should subscribe to the optimism 

that an open society can always defeat terrorism. Yet, there are also more interesting examples. One of 

them was published by Ulrich Beck (2005) in the Süddeutsche Zeitung. ‘Mit jedem Terrorattentat 

stirbt ein Stück offene Gesellschaft’ – ‘with each and every terrorist attack a piece of open society 

perishes’. This is how Beck starts his article, referring to various terrorist attacks at the beginning 

of the new millennium. Beck draws explicitly on Karl Popper and his distinction between the open 

and closed society; he also claims, though, that this contrast has taken on new meaning and 

relevance. ‘If it was fascism and communism then, today it is the ubiquitous risk of terrorism that 

threatens the freedom of the open world’ (Beck 2005). However, the terrorist danger is easily 

misunderstood. The most serious danger (‘die Gefahr der Gefahr’) is that with the ubiquity of 

expected acts of terrorism, normality will be replaced by a permanent state of emergency. With 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/theworldpost/wp/2017/12/19/investment-africa/?utm_term=.64d887cf04b1&itid=lk_inline_manual_21
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the perceived threat of terrorism, the temptation to use the spectre of terrorism to wield 

authoritarian state power that frees itself from the fetters of the rule of law grows. And thus, ‘the 

politics of fear inject new energies into terror’. It is not difficult to see what Beck is doing here: 

terrorists are still an enemy of the open society, in his narrative; they are so, however, primarily 

because they drive the state into an authoritarian state of exception. The mechanism behind this is 

that terrorists ‘are more than enemies’. They are portrayed as inhuman and thus stripped of their 

humanity. Ultimately, even the suspicion of being a ‘terrorist’ is enough. The principle of ‘no 

punishment without a court judgment’ is relaxed, and so is the principle that the appropriateness 

of the punishment must be in proportion to the proven offense. Currently, Beck insists, there is 

hardly any public resistance to these strategies under a perceived state of emergency. And yet, 

Beck insists, these ways of transforming an open society into a closed one ultimately hand victory 

to the terrorists. Terrorists, after all, are incapable of directly attacking the survival of freedom in 

modern societies. To do this, they need the support of those who dismantle the foundations of 

freedom and an open society in order to protect the open society from the dangers of their terrorist 

enemies. What Beck does not say explicitly, but what comes through pretty clearly, is that 

terrorism poses a double threat: on the one hand, the terrorists themselves  are a threat; on the 

other, and more significantly, those who abandon freedom in the name of protecting the open 

society threaten it. In sum, then, this is a penetrating and thought-provoking article by one of the 

leading thinkers of the 20
th

 and early 21
st
 century.  

It is also a positive sign that politicians have adopted a critical attitude towards anti-terrorism 

measures based on the concept of open society. One prominent public figure who has used the 

discourse of open society time and again (and even quoted Popper frequently) is Germany’s 

Chancellor, Angela Merkel. In a speech, delivered after the 2015 terrorist attacks in Paris, Merkel calls 

for support for the principles of the open society, even – and especially – in the face of the terrorist 

threat (Deutscher Bundestag 2015). Merkel also does not shy away, however, from calling Islamist 

terrorism and antisemitism ‘two of the biggest evils of our time’. One thing is clear, Merkel asserts: 

‘Freedom and tolerance never have the slightest understanding for left- and right-wing terrorism, 

antisemitism and violence in the name of a particular religion’ (no pagination). This is one of the 

reasons why she will not allow a ‘general suspicion’ (Generalverdacht) against Muslims in Germany. 

For the Islam belongs to Germany just like Christianity or Judaism. Once again, then, this is an 

intelligent and powerful speech by one of the world’s leading politicians which counts Karl Popper as 

one of her favorite philosophers and employs the discourse of open society frequently.   
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2.7.  Environmentalism and Climate Change 

The literature that draws on the concept of open society in the context of environmentalism and 

climate change is peculiar. On the one hand, these themes come up quite frequently in papers on open 

society (e.g., Monk 2010; Carius 2020; Sleigh 2021); on the other, there are really only a handful of 

sources that use the concept of open society for a more focused analysis of environmentalism and 

climate change. Thus, despite the fact that we were able to identify at least some papers that combine 

environmental issues with the concept of open society, it would perhaps be an exaggeration to claim 

that there is a thriving literature here.  

A relatively early (and particularly sophisticated) paper on this theme is Ludwig Krämer’s The Open 

Society, its Lawyers and its Environment (1989). Krämer is an authority in the field of European 

Environmental Law, who has had a career as both an academic and a civil servant for the European 

Commission. The main question of this article seems deceptively simple: What is the role of the 

environmental lawyer? In developing this answer, Krämer utilizes Popper’s philosophy and his 

concept of open society in extremely interesting and fruitful ways. His overarching argument is that 

‘environmental law could be and should be made the subject matter of a [Popperian] trial and error 

examination since it has the following three specific features which make it particularly apt for such an 

undertaking’(ibid., 2): environmental law is essentially virgin law, unprecedented in history; 

environmental legal standards shall first of all serve to prevent pollution, not to repair it; the possibility 

of measuring data. The concept of open society, then, is used by Krämer as an ideal in which 

‘governments derive their right to govern from the consent of the governed and where the setting of 

standards does not consist of transforming shadows of the Platonic idea of Justice into a piece of 

legislation, but are conceived, scheduled and accepted by way of democratic procedure’ (ibid., 4). The 

implementation of this ideal would strengthen the legal regime protecting the environment in the EU 

considerably. Unfortunately, at the moment (that is, in 1989, but we might doubt that much progress 

has been made on that front since then), an environmental open society remains a lofty ideal: for ‘in 

Western Europe, we have hardly set up instruments for piecemeal engineering with respect to 

environmental law-making and environmental law-monitoring. Our decision-making process in 

preparing and monitoring standards is much more that of a closed than of an open society’ (Krämer 

1989, 6–7). And this, according to Krämer, has several consequences for environmental lawyers: the 

main outlook of the environmental lawyer should be preventive rather than reactive; due to the very 

nature of climate change, lawyers must be internationally, even globally, oriented; and, most 

importantly, lawyers must play an active role in the democratic criticism of environmental politics, 

policies, and law (the role-model here should be Socrates). The great virtue of this terrific article, then, 

is that it demonstrates in innovative and creative ways how central Popperian ideas are relevant for 

thinking through contemporary problems of environmental politics.  
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In 2017, Yannick Jadot (2017), a French environmentalist and member of the European Parliament, 

gave an interview to the Green European Journal, in which he brought together his conception of 

open society with his vision of political environmentalism. A political programme centred on 

environmentalism and social rights, he asserts, can serve as an antidote to the rise of populism in 

France and Europe. According to Jadot, populism is ‘not a response of the poor to class inequalities’; 

rather, he thinks, ‘populism comes from the abandonment of a large part of the population, and 

governments’ unwillingness to fight for social justice, against discrimination, and against 

environmental degradation’ (ibid., no pagination). Against this dangerous development, the project of 

Europe must, on the one hand, be defended and, on the other, be reconceptualized. What France needs 

and, indeed, what Europe needs, Jadot insists, is more democracy, more social justice, more promotion 

of culture, more toleration, more focus on the environment, and less fixation on economic and 

financial interests. This vision is encapsulated in his conception of open society: 

‘Clearly for us, an open society is all-encompassing. We need to arrive at this open society 

from the Left and firmly establish it in order to counter the National Front’s discourse. We 

must offer an alternative: local open communities, where someone who just arrived from 

Syria is equal to a person who believes they come from a purely French family. Indeed, they 

must be guaranteed the same rights, be treated with the same dignity, and be given the same 

agency, or power to act (ibid., no pagination). 

This, undoubtedly is an eloquent and powerful political vision that insists on an all-encompassing 

vision of open society. 

An even more recent contribution to this literature is to be found in the IOS Think Paper Series at the 

University of Utrecht (see description below). Giuseppe Feola, in ‘Open societies and ecological 

challenges: transformation to sustainability?’ (2020) takes the four-pronged framework of Mark 

Bovens (see above) as a jumping-off point for the analysis of ecological challenges. Feola’s main 

argument is that contemporary ecological challenges bring to the fore the dysfunctions of our common 

socio-economic perspective of open societies. His point is very critical: On the one hand, ecological 

degradation ‘poses an existential threat to our open societies as we know them’ (ibid., 27). On the 

other hand, though, our socio-economic perspective of open society is both a normative ideal and an 

empirical reality with regard to the societal institutions and practices that have contributed to 

environmental degradation in the first place. But if our current conceptions of open society are part of 

the ecological problem, it must be clear that a central task of social scientists must be to conceive of 

and contribute to realizing societies that are socio-economically open in other ways. As such, they 

should ask critical questions about the kinds of socio-ecological relations that we collectively wish to 

construct and, moreover, engage with civil society in experiments with concrete principles and 

practices of other types of openness (ibid., 27). He develops this argument through two overlapping 

questions: 1) What can open societies do to engender a transformation to sustainability? 2) What do 

ecological challenges do to the normative ideal and empirical reality of open societies? In responding 
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to the first question, he draws on Ulrich Beck and Bruno Latour to emphasize the ‘bi-directional 

relationship between open societies and ecological challenges’ (ibid., 33ff). Most importantly, open 

societies should – and also have the potential to – draw on governance regimes that transform 

societies. In response to the second question, he argues that the existential threat posed by ecological 

challenges calls into question some fundamental premises of open societies. The major challenge, 

therefore, is that a shift towards sustainability must involve the reconsideration of some of these core 

characteristics. He singles out and discusses: individualism; the dominant role of markets; the 

characterization of socio-economic openness in terms of the broad availability of material means for 

individual development; and a high degree of geographical mobility (ibid., 34). The upshot of this 

fascinating and sophisticated analysis is that it is crucial to create societies that are ‘open in other 

ways’. ‘Openness’, according to Feola’s view, would mean to create institutions and social 

arrangements that would allow us – as humanity – to respond more effectively to ecological crises. 

The last point, obviously, remains somewhat elusive; nonetheless, this is a fantastic paper that 

connects open society to the important issue of climate change in very interesting and thought-

provoking ways. 

 

2.8.  Technology, Openness, Transparency 

A burgeoning literature has evolved that brings the concept of open society together with new 

technologies, Big Data, or surveillance (the more ‘technical’ of these sources can be found in our 

database, we have not included them in this report). As in other areas, the quality of the sources differs 

quite considerably. A salient feature of this literature, however, is that in many cases, authors use the 

concept of open society to demand complete transparency from governments and corporations. While 

it is by no means our intention to downplay the value of transparency, the selected sources below 

should make clear that there are also good reasons to remain critical of (absolute) transparency.  

Before we turn to the theme of transparency, however, we would like to outline Ian Hosein’s paper 

Transforming Travel and Border Controls: Checkpoints in the Open Society (2005). In this fascinating 

essay, the reader follows the trip of Ian Hosein, a sociologist, from London to New York via Montreal. 

Hosein vividly describes the experience of traveling through three different jurisdictions, being 

subjected to countless different laws and, most importantly, passing the numerous checkpoints along 

the way. These personal reflections provide the background for Hosein’s broader analysis: It is clear, 

he says, that with the passing of each and every checkpoint, a traveler gives away vast amounts of 

personal data to government agencies. But we should be worried as ‘these policies increase the 

collection of information and surveillance of individuals to an unprecedented level. These changes are 

generating tremors in the international landscape, creating obligations upon other countries to amend 

their own laws or otherwise face sanctions’ (ibid., 595). Hosein’s argument, in other words, is that the 
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state of exception has, indeed, become permanent. Measures implemented to combat terrorism are 

here to stay; and they do not only target terrorists, but each and every one of us. What makes this 

article truly outstanding, though, is Hosein’s sophisticated analysis of how these shifts came about 

through legislative processes. Quite fittingly, he discusses these processes under the title ‘silent 

discourses’, for it is remarkable how little resistance and public outcry they have generated. Hosein, 

therefore, sketches out a number of new laws in different countries (and the EU) that have 

fundamentally altered the way we travel. It is important, though, not to miss the subtlety of Hosein’s 

argument: It is not so much the existence of these regulations, he argues, but the lack of public 

deliberation about them that should make us worried. This lack of deliberation, he insists, is what 

challenges the open society today. For 

‘the open society relies on a diversity of views, people willing to question policy. Even 

though the DHS official and I are on the opposite ends of the debate table, he and I both 

recognized that it is important that the debate table exists. In a number of policy instances 

since September 11, 2001, we not only needed to slow down our legislative processes, we 

needed to recall the principles of open debate. As such, I am not calling for deliberation in 

the hope of coming to a consensus through some political process, I am calling for 

deliberation for the sake of deliberation. We need opposing views, not only because it may 

lead to better policy but also because it leads to public discourse. And the lack of public 

discourse was the first and greatest casualty in this new security environment’ (Hosein 2005, 

620).  

Hosein has penned a highly readable and thought-provoking article that questions the lack of public 

deliberation on airport checkpoints and biometrical surveillance from an ‘open society perspective’. 

Even though he does not engage with the concept of open society in detail, this is a highly 

recommended paper.  

Burkart and Leslie Holzner’s Transparency in Global Change: The Vanguard of the Open Society 

(2006) brings together (at least in the title) the concepts of open society and transparency (see also 

Taylor and Kelsey, Transparency and the Open Society (2016)). ‘Transparency is growing, but it is 

still surrounded by an ocean of opacity’ (Holzner and Holzner 2006, 336), they insist. Thus, the book 

is constructed around three concepts: ‘transparency’ – access to information; ‘opacity’ – an absence of 

information; and ‘secrecy’ – the deliberate withholding of information. On the whole, as we can see 

from the quotation above, the authors find ‘reason for some optimism’ (ibid., 2) in what they regard as 

the ‘culture shift to transparency’ (chapter 1), even if there is still an ‘ocean of opacity’ to be dealt 

with. The authors seek to corroborate their views through case studies highlighting the dangerous 

effects of opacity and secrecy. But why do they use ‘open society’ in the book title? The authors 

believe Karl Popper’s book ‘is very relevant to our theme’ (ibid., 35). Yet, interestingly enough, they 

never really tell their readers why the book (or the concept of open society, for that matter) is 

‘relevant’. There is simply a short paragraph that outlines what the authors think are the main elements 

of the open society, but Popper’s philosophy or the concept of OS are never incorporated into the 
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narrative of their analysis. If we turn to the book’s more general content, the author’s defence of 

transparency is interesting but not terribly original. Most importantly, the authors shy away from a 

critical analysis of transparency itself. Their argument, essentially, is: Western societies are a lot more 

transparent today than in the past, but there is still a lot of work to do to achieve even greater degrees 

of transparency. What is absent from their account, however, is a critical exploration of the concept 

and the practice(s) of transparency. Scholars of technology and surveillance have become increasingly 

worried about the relentless promotion of transparency in today’s world; yet, we find very little 

engagement with such critical voices in Transparency in Global Change. In sum, then, this is by no 

means an uninteresting work; it suffers, however, from a lack of critical analysis that would have 

strengthened this book considerably.  

Defending the Democratic Open Society in the Cyber Age – Open Data as Democratic Enabler and 

Attack Vector (Kallberg et al. 2017) suffers from the same weakness. The authors discuss – in the US 

context – the tension between maintaining an open, democratic society with access and dissemination 

of digital, public information while, on the other hand, maintaining a high degree of security. Can, in 

other words, the democratic open society be defended when security threats seem to call for the 

‘closure’ of society? But since this is a rather large question for a short paper, the authors focus on one 

‘visualization of the democracy-secrecy dichotomy’: Open Data. Not unlike other publications on data 

and open society, the authors place considerable emphasis on the values of transparency and 

accountability: ‘The US needs transparency to survive as a society and democracy’ (ibid., 135). But 

they also recognize, of course, the question that follows from the first proposition: ‘How do we do that 

[i.e. maintaining transparency] without creating an unprecedented cyberattack vector into the core of 

our community?’ (Kallberg et al. 2017, 135). Ultimately, it is disappointing that the authors shy away 

from developing any concrete answers, and it is quite telling that the paper ‘concludes’ with the 

following passage:  

‘We are early in the learning curve and have not thoroughly researched or addressed the 

security concerns of Open Data. Initially, the Democracy-Secrecy Dichotomy as it relates to 

Open Data dissemination needs to be a primary inquiry. How do we strike a balance between 

living in an open society and protecting citizens from the harmful release of data? What can 

we do to meet both goals? Is there a systematic approach that can be applied?’ (ibid., 136) 

(Kallberg et al. 2017, 136).  

What is also quite striking is that the authors equate an open society with transparent government. Just 

like Burkart and Leslie Holzner, then, the authors do not engage critically with the concept of 

transparency itself. 

More balanced and sophisticated is Ronald Tetreault’s (2014) analysis, which deals with the problem 

of privacy in our ‘open society’. Scholars of surveillance will find much familiar stuff in this article: 

the claim that we live in an age of heightened visibility, the reference to a panoptic society, the shift 

that increasingly the watchers become the watched, etc. One thing that is particularly interesting – at 
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least for the present project – is the dichotomy that Tetreault sets up between openness (and the open 

society) and privacy. Consider the first paragraph of the article: 

‘Openness is one of the most cherished ideals of liberal democracy. J. S. Mill believed that 

keeping "[the] mind open to criticism" was essential to freedom of thought and discussion…; 

and Popper valued an open society because it "sets free the critical powers of man". Any 

constraint on the free exchange of thought, debate, and information has for so long been 

regarded as inimical to justice and good government that occasional insistence on privacy 

has come to seem almost anti-social. After all, unless you are guilty of something, you 

should have nothing to hide. However, since no right is absolute and each claim to a right is 

limited by competing rights, the imperative of openness has for some time existed in delicate 

balance with our right to privacy’ (Tetreault 2014; no pagination).  

An important question, therefore, arises: Openness seems to be – at least in some respects – opposed 

to privacy. The literature on open society that relentlessly promotes transparency confirms such a 

view. Does that mean, however, that in an open society there is no space for privacy? Unfortunately, 

neither Popper nor any other theorist of the open society has discussed the concept of privacy directly. 

Yet, what Tetreault’s short article demonstrates is that there is a complex relationship between the 

concepts of open society, surveillance society, and privacy, and that, ultimately, a lot more research 

must be done to dispel the myth that an open society requires absolute transparency and has no need 

for privacy.  

The final book we want to introduce in this section is Thomas Grumke’s, and Armin Pfahl-

Traughber’s Offener Demokratieschutz in einer Offenen Gesellschaft (Open Protection of Democracy 

in an Open Society) (2010). Advocates of the open society principle are sometimes quite suspicious of 

intelligence services – this suspicion can culminate in the assertion that the existence of these agencies 

is irreconcilable with the ideal of an open society. This is not particularly surprising as intelligence 

agencies, in the words of one contribution to this volume, prefer to avoid the public (chapter 14: ‘Ein 

Amt, das sonst die Öffentlichkeit eher meidet’). The volume under discussion, however, offers a 

much-needed counter-discourse to this. In 14 well-written chapters, lawyers, political scientists, 

sociologists, and also civil servants address the central question: In what ways can a modern 

intelligence service (Verfassungsschutz) contribute to an open society, and what are the necessary 

limits of these agencies? It is true that virtually all of the contributors equate an open society with 

liberal democracy. It must be emphasized, though, that this volume brings together theoretical 

deliberations and empirical phenomena in truly interesting, sometimes even enlightening, ways (while 

Part I has a theoretical focus, Part II is more empirically oriented). Perhaps the best chapter of the 

volume is Armin Pfahl-Traughber’s Anlysekompetenz und Öffentlichkeitsarbeit des 

Verfassungsschutzes (chapter 2). Here, Pfaul-Thraughber’s deliberations on the democratic paradox 

(he calls it demokratisches Dilemma, though) and militant democracy are intriguing. He argues that we 

can distinguish between two positions – one authoritarian, one relativistic (ibid., 16). The authoritarian 

view is held by Popper who insists that there can be no tolerance towards the intolerant. The 
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relativistic position is held by Norberto Bobbio, who argues that even the enemies of freedom should 

enjoy certain freedoms (ibid., 16-17). Pfahl-Traughber rejects both of these positions and thinks that 

the actions of intelligence services can carve out a viable middle-ground position based on the maxim 

‘there can be no freedom to abolish freedom’. Thus, in an open society, which he characterizes as ‘a 

pluralistic and dynamic democratic constitutional state’ (ibid., 19), ‘intelligence services and open 

society do not contradict each other. These agencies, rather, have the task of protecting the freedom of 

citizens against extremists’ (Grumke and Pfahl-Traughber 2010, 30). This scintillating chapter alone 

makes this edited volume worthwhile. There are also, however, several other very insightful 

contributions, which make this a much-needed and very welcome contribution to the literature on open 

society. This is all the more true as open society is quite often equated with (absolute) transparency 

and an absence of secrecy. Such an equation is all too often simplistic and counterproductive; and the 

present volume shows with admirable lucidity why this is so.    

 

2.9.  Law, Constitutionalism, and Open Society 

Allow us to commence this section of the report with a confession: we were truly surprised and also 

impressed how influential the concept of open society has been in legal theory and practice. We will 

start this overview with two exceptional works on constitutional theory, followed by an article on 

Private International Law, then turning to the legal systems of South Africa and the United States, and 

conclude with a paper on civil disobedience. The upshot of our survey of the literature is not 

necessarily that the literature on law, constitutionalism, and the open society is vast; the upshot, rather, 

is that we made some of the most interesting insights and discovered some of the most insightful 

pieces in this category.  

We would like to start with Robert von Ooyen’s Hans Kelsen und die Offene Gesellschaft (2017). This 

book is, in fact, a collection of essays that is driven by what van Ooyen calls a ‘renaissance’ of Hans 

Kelsen in Germany. For this project of particular interest is the chapter Rückfall in die Barbarei? 

Leistungen und Grenzen der „Offenen Gesellschaft“ von Popper als Werk der Totalitarismustheorie 

(Return to Barbarism? Popper’s Open Society and Research on Totalitarianism), in which van Ooyen 

discusses the ‘return to barbarism’ through the lens of Popper’s The Open Society and its Enemies. For 

the author, The Open Society is in a common tradition with Arendt’s Origins of Totalitarianism or 

Talmond’s Totalitarian Democracy – all these works are attempts to analyse totalitarianism from the 

perspective of political theory. It is, therefore, curious that Popper’s work does not feature prominently 

in the literature on totalitarianism (von Ooyen 2017, 94). The really fascinating aspect of the chapter, 

however, is that it uncovers important parallels between Popper and Kelsen: from the aversion to the 

belief in (inevitable) progress of the Vienna Circle (and Wittgenstein), the criticism of Plato, or the 

thesis that totalitarian regimes were a step back from the open society (and not, as Talmond argues, its 
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‘dark side’). According to van Ooyen, there is also a central blind-spot that runs through both Popper’s 

and Kelsen’s work. For Popper and Kelsen, totalitarian thinking has its roots in Plato’s philosophy; 

with this starting point, however, they overlook that totalitarianism might well be a genuinely and 

distinctively ‘modern’ phenomenon. It is, thus, this chapter, which gives not only a terrific overview 

and interpretation of The Open Society and Its Enemies, but that might well be seen as the central part 

of the book and allows for a better understanding of Kelsen’s constitutional theory for an open society. 

And insofar as it is true that Popper’s deliberations on a concrete legal and constitutional order for the 

open society remained sketchy, Kelsen’s legal theory might well offer the necessary complement to 

Popper’s ideal of the open society. To be sure, this book is by no means an easy read and van Ooyen 

presupposes a considerable knowledge of German legal theory in his complex and at times jargonistic 

deliberations. But its demanding nature does not change the fact that this is an enormously 

sophisticated collection of essays that will be of great interest to legal and political theorists, and – not 

least – to scholars who work on the concept of open society.  

Equally interesting and sophisticated is Peter Häberle on Constitutional Theory: Constitution as 

Culture and the open society of Constitutional Interpreters (Kotzur 2018). Peter Häberle is a 

prominent scholar of constitutionalism who has devoted much of his career to the idea that processes 

of constitutionalization are inherently cultural processes and, thus, the constitution itself is a 

crystallization of these cultural processes. It is striking how strongly Häberle is influenced by Popper 

and how central the doctrine of open society is in his work. Already in the first essay (Fundamental 

Rights in the Welfare State), Häberle uses Popper and the concept of open society to present a dynamic 

‘fundamental rights legal doctrine’. Most prominently, however, features the concept of open society 

in the essay The Open Society of Constitutional Interpreters. An ‘open society of constitutional 

interpreters’ means, essentially, that citizens should be included in the process of constitutional 

interpretation – it becomes a process of pluralistic and procedural interpretation. For 

whoever fills a norm with ‘life’ is equally involved in (co-)interpretation. Any update of a 

constitution (regardless by whom) is, at the very least, a piece of anticipated constitutional 

interpretation… Anyone who lives within the scope and with the circumstances governed by 

the norm is indirectly, and possibly directly, a norm interpreter. The addressee of norms is 

more strongly involved in its interpretation than is generally believed (Kotzur 2018, 131–

32). 

This concept of the open society of constitutional interpreters is an immensely powerful democratic 

reframing of constitutions. Thus, what Häberle introduces to the field of constitutional theory is a 

‘bottom-up’ element of interpretation modeled on Popper’s concept of open society. As such, 

Häberle’s theory is not so much one of constitutional democracy but of democratic constitutionalism 

(there are clear parallels to James Tully’s work here). As such, this is a work of immense originality 

and sophistication, which also demonstrates the (radically) democratic potential of the open society 

ideal.  And it is also worth mentioning how influential Häberle’s concept of the open society as 
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Constitutional Interpreters has been in Latin American legal theory where it has been taken up, for 

instance, by Natasha Abreu (2015) or Manueal Dantas and Silva Machado (2015). 

Jürgen Basedow’s article Multiculturalism, Globalisation and the Law of the Open Society (2009) can 

be seen as condensed version of his tome The Law of Open Societies (2015). But since this article is 

obviously based on a conference paper on multiculturalism, the theme of multiculturalism occupies a 

pivotal role in this piece. Basedow distinguishes between two forms of multiculturalism: a factual 

approach and a policy approach and argues that the factual approach frames multiculturalism as partly 

resulting ‘from the coexistence of several cultures within contemporary states and partly from various 

developments of the modern world which are usually summarised under the heading of globalisation 

and which lead to what political philosophy has called the open society’ (Basedow 2009, 715). For 

Basedow, there is a strong correlation between globalization and the open society: processes of 

globalization are not only produced by cross border migration of people, but also by the increasing 

permeability of national borders for trade in goods and services and transfers of capital (Basedow 

2009, 725). But although the sub-chapter bears the title ‘Globalisation and the Open Society’, he 

writes:  

It [globalization] is a concomitant of an open society, as described in particular in the 

political philosophy of Karl Popper. While this concept cannot be treated in greater depth 

here, it is sufficient to say that an open society is permanently renewed by the influx of 

foreign people, foreign goods and services, and foreign capital, which may affect a great 

variety of social institutions and sectors of public life (ibid., 725). 

In the remainder of the article, Basedow focuses on the role of Private International Law as a relatively 

new legal regime with the potential to regulate the conflicts that arise in multicultural societies – this, 

it must be emphasized, is an enormously insightful discussion that steers the discussion away from 

narrow legal argumentation and shows the broader telos of Private International Law. Nonetheless, the 

passage quoted above leads to an uncomfortable question: Even if we are suspicious of the equation of 

open society with globalization, it is undeniable that the processes of globalization are inextricably 

linked to the ‘opening up’ of societies. At the same time, though, there has been such a strong (and 

often compelling) criticism of globalization that we seriously have to ask the question if more 

openness really leads to ‘better’ results for the lives of individuals. Inadvertently perhaps, Basedow’s 

article forces us to question the normative value of openness itself.  

Ludwig Krämer’s The EU, Access to Environmental Information and the Open Society (2013) starts 

off with an important reminder that the EU treaties emphasize at least five times that the EU is 

committed to the idea of open society – and, indeed, the entire first section of this article is devoted to 

a discussion of the concept of open society in the EU treaties. Subsequently, Krämer gives a very short 

outline of the concept of open society (focusing on Popper’s account) that he then links back to the EU 

treaties again:  
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‘The concept of the Lisbon Treaties is that of an open society, where the EU administration 

is transparent, actively engages in a dialogue with civil society and representative 

associations, tries to make public preparatory documents and other papers to the extent 

possible and favours with all means a discussion at EU level which is as broad as possible. In 

contrast to this, the “diplomatic way”, where discussions and negotiations are led in 

confidentiality, away from public awareness and by avoiding controversial exchanges, is the 

typical expression of a closed society. It may be concluded that the model of a closed society 

does not find any support in any of the provisions of the Lisbon Treaties or of the EU 

Charter on Fundamental Rights’ (ibid., 466). 

The problem is, Krämer argues, that while the spirit of the open society permeates EU treaties in 

theory, the practice resembles more a closed society. In order to demonstrate how and why this is so, 

Krämer draws on examples from the area of environmental information. In section 3 of the article, he 

teases out no less than 15 areas of environmental law in which secrecy, confidentiality and non-

transparency are endemic. This, he argues, undermines the very legitimacy of the EU:  

‘Citizens and civil society as a whole are in desperate need to see the EU moving to more 

openness, transparency and democracy. They see less and less sense in participating in 

European elections only in order to be largely excluded, for the years between elections, 

from really participating in the EU decision-making process. In this regard the environmental 

sector, on which this contribution concentrated, is only pars pro toto’ (ibid., 473). 

Rather than a sophisticated, let alone critical, engagement with the concept of open society, this article 

takes open society as an ideal that should/must be achieved. Some, to be sure, will be critical about 

Krämer’s lack of critical engagement with the concept itself; nonetheless, the argument that there is a 

discrepancy between the EU’s theoretical, normative commitment to open society and the practice of 

its institutions is carefully worked out and convincingly defended in this article.  

Switching the geographical focus from the EU to South Africa, the interesting thing about the South 

African constitution is that it explicitly refers to open society as one of its central values. Donrich 

Jordaan’s The Open Society: What does it really mean? (2017) focuses on this – at least, formally – 

central position of the concept of open society in the country’s legal system. But despite the centrality 

of open society as a legal concept, Jordaan argues it is, in reality, a widely underappreciated doctrine. 

Hence the purpose of this article: 

‘I intend to focus on the open society and submit that this supposed lodestar of our 

Constitution can, and must, illuminate our human rights jurisprudence. Based on case law 

and the principle of purposive interpretation, I argue that the open society should be 

interpreted according to how the concept was developed in the political philosophy of Karl 

Popper’ (Jordaan 2017, 396). 

Such revitalization is necessary, Jordaan insists, because even South African courts and judges do not 

use the concept in any systematic way. Indeed, ‘the meanings that the courts allocated to the open 

society were… nothing more than the unsubstantiated, idiosyncratic opinions of the particular judge or 

judges’ (Jordaan 2017, 397). Against this ‘analytical paucity’, the author reminds us that OS ‘is indeed 



  

66 

 

a technical term in political philosophy with an established, well-developed meaning’ (ibid., 397). 

Most importantly, the concept must be interpreted against the backdrop of the country’s apartheid 

system – one of the clearest manifestations of a ‘closed society’ in world history. And it is also against 

this backdrop that the central conceptions of ‘freedom’, ‘humanness’, and ‘rational criticism’ must be 

implemented in legislation and court decisions. The great virtue of this article, then, is not so much 

that it suggests any innovative (re)interpretations of the concept of OS; indeed, the author’s 

characterizations largely consist of direct quotations taken from Popper. Its virtue, rather, is that 

Jordaan urges South African judges to take the ‘lodestar’ of open society seriously as a legal concept. 

For  

‘recognition of the open society as a meaningful concept in its own right accomplishes more 

than reinforcing our constitutional ethos. It opens up a rich source of philosophical 

thought… that can inform and enhance our understanding and application of the 

Constitution’ (ibid., 404-5). 

 And this reminder, undoubtedly, is urgently needed in our present moment – not only in South Africa 

but, arguably, globally.  

An even more comprehensive analysis of the South African legal system is provided by a Master’s 

thesis written at the University of Johannesburg in 2007 - Margaret Langlands’ An Evaluation of the 

Constitutional Court's Contribution Towards the Attainment of an open society in South Africa (2007). 

Langlands focuses on the concept of open society as it was developed by Karl Popper and argues that 

the concept is constructed around five major principles: 1) state power must be limited and strictly 

controlled; 2) the aim of public policy must be the reduction of misery; 3) massive reconstruction must 

be foresworn in favour of incremental changes, guided by critical feedback from the citizenry; 4) 

institutions to enable free criticism are essential to an open society; and 5) individualism and diversity 

must be cherished as the source of a richer and more valuable critique. Taking this interpretation of 

open society as her analytical framework (developed in Chapters 2 and 3), she conducts a detailed 

analysis of the Constitution in Chapter 4 and an equally detailed analysis of the jurisprudence of the 

Constitutional Court in Chapter 5. The upshot of Langland’s study is remarkably positive: The South 

African Constitution has contributed decisively to the crystallization of an open society in four out of 

the five above-mentioned categories. The area in which it does not succeed is in providing for 

incremental social change: ‘The Constitution does not provide the enabling conditions for Popper’s 

piecemeal social engineering. If anything, it provides a blueprint for a reconstructed society, 

something Popper would label Utopian’ (Langlands 2007, 95). The assessment of the Constitutional 

Court is a bit less positive: While the Court was initially reluctant to use its considerable powers 

against the abuse of state power, it has more recently shown signs of increased assertiveness, finding 

for government on fewer occasions and attaching structural interdicts to its orders. Yet, the Court must 

become an even stronger player, Langlands insists, to make the contribution it should towards 

https://ujcontent.uj.ac.za/vital/access/services/Download/uj:8241/CONTENT2
https://ujcontent.uj.ac.za/vital/access/services/Download/uj:8241/CONTENT2
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attaining an open society. Ultimately, this is an outstanding thesis and in and of itself an extremely 

valuable contribution to the literature on open society.  

The book chapter Private Morality and Public Policy: Moral Values, the Constitution, and the Open 

Society (McKenzie et al. 2014) describes (already back in 2011) an increasingly polarized American 

society that is divided on major political and social issues. This is, interestingly enough, presented by 

the authors as a divide between advocates of the open society and right-wing (ibid., 478-80)  and left-

wing radicals wing (ibid., 480–81). The authors argue that ‘the concept of the open society, which 

provides for tolerance and diversity of all political, social and religious points of view, is a philosophy 

that the United States Supreme Court has appeared increasingly more willing to side with when 

interpreting the constitutional rights of individuals’ (ibid., 477). Thus, they authors suggest that the 

concept has had real political and legal impact in the US more recently. How is ‘open society’ 

characterized by the authors? They follow Joseph Schumpeter (see endnote 2) and provide the 

following characterization:   

‘The concept of the open society entails tolerance of diversity in all social, political, and 

religious points of view, that is, acknowledgment that different judgments on these subjects 

all have a right to be held and advocated. Democratic political institutions in the modern 

world are characterized, at a minimum, by genuine, regular competition among alternative 

political elites for the occupancy of decision-making roles’ (ibid., 481).  

The point is that groups on the political left and the political right have increasingly sought to impose 

their individual moral ideas on society and, thus, undermine the very spirit of the open society. For 

‘the open society further entails the principle that each perspective on these essentially subjective 

matters on which reasonable people will always disagree is equally legitimate – that there is no official 

position on matters of morality and religion. The open society refers to a libertarian view of how 

government treats morality. The new politics of social issues, however, centers on such concepts as 

family values, community, and political correctness that entail the assumption that some positions on 

such issues are preferable to competing positions and thus ought to be protected or encouraged with 

public policy. More importantly, competing positions are penalized and therefore not tolerated by 

public policy’ (ibid., 482). Today, we would perhaps speak of a ‘cancel culture’ (although this is a 

controversial term) that emerged around social and political issues such as abortion, homosexuality, 

religion, race, birth control, assisted suicide, etc. At issue here, the authors rightly stress, is also the 

first amendment right of the freedom of speech (ibid., 497ff) that is of particular importance in an open 

society. The bulk of the paper is, therefore, devoted to a relatively detailed and comprehensive 

overview of how the law and legal courts have dealt with the issue. In sum, this is a fantastic chapter 

that brings to the fore many of the crucial issues surrounding the concept of open society today. It 

should be noted, though, that some characterizations of open society are rather problematic. On page 

483, for instance, we find the statement that ‘the central precepts of the open society and of 

multiculturalism, that all perspectives are equally legitimate, exist in a state of tension with the 
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recently rediscovered concept of community’; this, however, frames the open society as a relativistic 

idea, which it is simply not. Nonetheless, this chapter is highly recommended to anyone interested in 

the legal and public policy questions surrounding open society.  

The final paper in this section discusses the important institution of civil disobedience. Here, Jan-

Michael Simon (2019) analyzes the ‘minimal conditions’ that ‘make civil disobedience possible in 

open societies’. To be sure, Simon’s conception of civil disobedience is more or less familiar: 

minorities in a state, he insists, have the right to protest and violate norms (and even laws) if they have 

no other option to resist the unjustly imposed rules of the majority. However, he also develops the 

concept of ‘endemic minority’ (ibid., 4) to bring to the fore the various ways in which minorities are 

often excluded from political and legal processes. Ultimately, Simon contends, there are three 

requirements for legitimate acts of civil disobedience (see ibid., 10-11): First, acts of protest (or other 

acts of civil disobedience) must have the overarching aim of informing fellow citizens about the 

injustice experienced by an endemic minority; the intention, in other words, must be to channel a 

society's sensitivity towards the plight of the oppressed. Second, any action of this type is contingent 

upon what the author calls ‘agotamiento previo del ejercicio de la ‘libertad de la pluma’ – the prior 

exhaustion of the exercise of the ‘freedom of the pen’. This means, basically, that acts of civil 

disobedience must be the ultima ratio. And finally, any such action must leave a margin to enable an 

authentic position of a politically free person in the face of injustice to which the endemic minority 

group is subjected. It should be said that this is, in principle, an interesting discussion of the idea of 

civil disobedience; it is, however, not clear in what ways Simon really adds anything new to the theory 

of civil disobedience – luminaries like John Rawls or, more recently, William Scheuerman have 

discussed the concept at length, and the novelty of Simon’s account is not obvious. Does it lie, 

perhaps, in the combination with the concept of open society? There is also no clear answer to this 

question. For Simon does not really discuss the concept of open society; he does not engage in detail 

with Popper, Bergson, or any other philosopher of the open society; and he uses ‘open society’ merely 

as a synonym for democracy.  On the other hand, though, this article represents at least an attempt to 

bring together the two ideas – open society and civil disobedience – together; and while this attempt is 

far from perfect, the author deserves credit for it. It is to be hoped that more scholars will use the 

concept of open society to discuss civil disobedience (and vice versa) in the future. 
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2.10. Education and Open Society 

The widespread use of open society as shorthand for liberal democracy and advanced modern society, 

along with the intrinsic interconnectedness of epistemological (critical rationalism) and social aspects in 

Popper’s philosophical project, make it hardly surprising that open society has often been evoked in 

discussions on education. The usages and interpretations of this concept vary depending on the concrete 

education-related theme and the author’s perspective. In all instances, however, debates acknowledge the 

fundamental role of education in shaping and reproducing society at large. 

While the range of discussions referencing open society in connection to education is broad, we can 

identify three major themes which, while interrelated, deal with different aspects of this relationship:  

 The first is related to the question of how education can contribute to bringing about and 

sustaining an open society or what is an appropriate form of education for an open society;  

 The second theme engages with the concept of open society to describe the transformation of the 

education system and associated reform projects in different localities across the globe. This 

theme also has a historical dimension, as some authors explore the variation and evolution of 

models that informed the organization of education;  

 The third theme is associated with the way ideas about open society informed the emergence of 

the notion of ‘open education’, which lately has been increasingly associated with technological 

aspects. 

 

2.10.1. Education Fostering an Open Society  

With respect to the question of how education should contribute to an open society, it is possible to 

roughly identify two approaches depending on an authors’ interpretation of open society and its 

fundamental underpinnings: a values-centered approach and a critical-rationalism-centered approach. 

While these approaches are not mutually exclusive, they foreground different aspects in understanding 

open society.  

Within the values-centered approach, education tends to be cast as the means of cultivating values and 

orientations that are ‘conducive to an open, democratic society’ (Jones 2000, 3). Open society, in turn, is 

often used as a general synonym for liberal democracy. Hence, authors tend to discuss the values that are 

of primary importance for sustaining liberal democracy; proposed sets of core values typically include 

tolerance, diversity, secularism, gender equality, and the value of an individual (Jones 2000; Majbroda 

2018; Grinin, Korotayev, and Tausch 2018; Norrlof 2019). In this perspective, the liberal ideal of political 

and social organization is juxtaposed with those traditional and illiberal elements embodied in 

authoritarianism, nationalism, populism, or religious fundamentalism, whose sources are identified in the 

adoption of inappropriate values. While these works often do not engage closely with Popper’s conception 

of open society, their emphasis on ‘values’ seem to be at variance with his views. Popper, after all, saw 
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totalitarianism not as a ‘moral’ failure, but as a failure of understanding and reasoning (Popper 1963). This 

approach is represented both in scholarly works and in general media discourse; it is also relatively 

widespread in the analyses that focus on the post-socialist region.  

Discussing the reforms of the education system in post-socialist Central and Eastern Europe, Richard 

Jones (2000) asks about the contribution of higher education to broader societal change, which includes 

the formation of political and legal systems, public administration, market-oriented economy, media, and 

the development of an informed and active public. The report notices that market mechanisms and 

privatization were not sufficient for transforming closed societies into open ones. The study specifically 

focuses on the transformation of school education for ‘preparing democratic citizens’, which implies 

turning schools into platforms for dialogue, cultivating mutual respect (especially for minorities), revising 

the curriculum (departing from nationalist narratives), and reforming pedagogical training. Re-establishing 

social sciences is considered as a particular challenge in relation to facilitating democracy through the 

popular spread of knowledge and what the author calls the production of ‘future elites.’ In general, the 

study defines the cultivation of proper attitudes and values through higher education as its key task for 

sustaining democracy, thus suggesting that the lack of democracy is a result of the lack of ‘enlightenment’ 

and proper knowledge. Meanwhile, open society is largely identified with Western countries. 

In her article, Education Policy and History Education as Tools for Shaping an Open Society in Poland: A 

Critical Anthropological Analysis, the anthropologist Katarzyna Majbroda (2018) seeks to uncover the 

messages and values disseminated through the education process in today’s Poland and asks whether 

‘modern educational policy helps create an open society, which—according to Karl Popper—is a society 

founded on freedom, tolerance and human dignity in which individuals have the right to make personal 

decisions’ (Majbroda 2018, 4). Majbroda criticizes the prominence of exclusive nationalism in educational 

discourses in Poland, which foster essentialist values and xenophobia; she situates this tendency within the 

wider tradition of ‘patriotic education’ in the European Union. Instead, Majbroda advocates for a 

curriculum that would promote ideas about cultural and ethnic diversity and acceptance of otherness, and, 

ultimately, a move away from ethnocentrism.  

Discussing the rise of populism, Carla Norrlof (2019) identifies its cause in the backsliding of liberal 

values in Western countries. The author suggests promoting liberal education as the primary means of 

fostering a commitment to liberal values and, thus, restoring a liberal order (in contrast to indirect means 

of addressing inequalities, introducing protectionism, or ‘curbing’ migration). In this context, open society 

is loosely identified with the liberal international order that is ‘characterized by individual freedom, open 

markets, and fairly peaceful international relations’ (ibid., 133). Apart from increasing college enrolment 

rates, Norrlof advocates for ‘fixing’ higher education itself, that is, combating the forms of discrimination 

and entrenched hierarchies that have a long historical tradition in universities and today tend to evade an 

adequate response, due to an institutionalized lack of transparency and accountability. Exploring the 

political dynamics in Arab countries (the Arab Spring, religious radicalization, and antidemocratic 
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tendencies), Leonid Grinin, Andrey Korotayev, and Arno Tausch (Grinin, Korotayev, and Tausch 2018) 

suggest that in order to achieve democracy the Arab world should ‘devise ways to become a more 

democratic civil society, combining a commitment to educating children in a spirit of tolerance and 

respect for other people, accepting neighbors, including people of a different religion, a commitment to 

gender equality in politics and education, a separation of lawmaking and religious authorities, and a 

commitment against male domestic violence’ (Grinin, Korotayev, and Tausch 2018, 325).  

The critical rationalism-focused approach sees the central tasks of education as promoting independent 

critical thinking and open discussion (Bailey 2018; Lam 2013a; 2013b; Yehezkely 2012; 2020; Piggott 

2015); questioning ideas about naturalized social laws and hierarchies (Hayhoe 2017; Abdula 2020); and 

resisting authoritarian claims to ‘ultimate truth’ based on the authority and non-evidence backed 

arguments (Salamun 1999). This perspective suggests that values and ideas should not only be transmitted 

and imposed on students, but also continuously subjected to reflection, testing, and revision as the learning 

process is envisaged as premised on critical thinking and problem-solving. Furthermore, the authors 

following this perspective stress that the education system itself, in its organization and practices, should 

comply with the principles of open society, and, on this basis, can and should be criticized. One feature of 

these works is that they typically closely engage with Popper’s idea of critical rationalism as the basis of 

interactions within an open society, that is, the intrinsic connection of epistemological and social aspects 

of his philosophical project.  

Chi-Ming Lam (2013a; 2013b), for instance, argues for the centrality of education for open society, while 

acknowledging the high demands it poses to citizens (active participation, rational critical thinking, self-

control, and assuming responsibilities). Essentially Lam develops a middle-ground perspective between 

value-centered and critical rationalism approaches. He draws on Popper’s concept of open society and 

discusses its core values (freedom, tolerance, respect, rationalism, equalitarianism) and practices 

(democracy, state interventionism, and piecemeal engineering). Lam defines the overriding aim of 

education in open society as nurturing ‘the abilities, skills, and dispositions they [students] need to fully 

participate in democratic life’ (Lam 2013b, 853), which requires rational argument, critical thinking, and 

the ability to participate in discussions. However, Lam also points to the insufficiency of Popper’s 

minimalistic approach to a curriculum and suggests the necessity of including the transmission of core 

values and broadening the scope of taught skills and knowledge (e.g., discussion skills and psychological 

knowledge). Still, Lam seconds Popper's argument about the necessity of combining the existing dominant 

tradition of knowledge with critically discussing that ‘first order’ tradition. In so doing, Lam further 

focuses on the necessity of organizing the educational process around active engagement and involvement 

of students through trial-and-error cycles (with Socrates as a model). The author specifically raises the 

issue of societies disapproving of public expressions of criticism and describes his experience of 

implementing corresponding pedagogical techniques in education institutions in Hong Kong (Lam 2013a).  
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Focusing on the case of kibbutz education, Chen Yehezkely (2012; 2020) asks about the contradictions 

and implications of closed and antidemocratic forms of education systems in societies that aspire to be 

open and democratic. The author stresses the interconnection between the epistemological and socio-

political aspects of open society and uses this concept as a model to analyze and criticize an existing 

system of education, which, according to him, inculcates the belief in the infallibility of authority and 

submission to it. This, in turn, encourages irrationality, heteronomy, and inability to cooperate, while 

inhibiting individual autonomy and the ability to make decisions. Yehezkely’s counterproposal is that 

education programs should be oriented towards open-endedness to allow for flexibility and students’ 

agency; thus, the education system should be founded on the acknowledgment of fallibility. 

Simon Hayhoe (2017) draws on Popper’s distinction between natural and normative laws and the ways 

misleading ideas about naturalized social laws are transmitted through the education system and thereby 

perpetuate the principles of a closed society. The same ‘naturalness’ is projected onto existing categories 

of social division and power hierarchies. Hayhoe argues for the necessity of teaching children critical 

thinking in order to make them able to question dominant epistemologies and reveal the constructed 

nature of existing social classifications. Clearly, Hayhoe associates open society with a democratic 

political culture that enables an understanding of the constructed and dynamic nature of the organization 

of social and political life. 

Kurt Salamun (1999)  identifies three anti-democratic ideologies that, according to him, gained strength 

after the end of the Cold War: aggressive nationalism, religious fundamentalism, and modernization 

ideology (the latter assumes the necessity of an authoritarian leader or ‘a small elite of technocrats’(p. 

83)). To criticize these ideologies, Salamun turns to Popper’s ideas about the absence of manifested, 

absolute truth and fallibility of any position. Essentialism and holism, Salamun asserts, are often related to 

authoritarian elitism and charismatic leaders. In addition, there is a tendency to exclude from criticism 

some underlying sets of beliefs and a refusal to subject them to rational discussion. The third tendency is 

associated with reductionist interpretations that rely on rigid binary categories. Such binaries are also 

transposed to the political field, which is represented as the opposition between friends and enemies. In 

Salamun’s view, the education process should address and avoid these negative tendencies. Salamun 

juxtaposes an authoritarian society to an open society, based, first of all, on the epistemological principles 

that undergird its political processes and organization.  

In his book Education in the Open Society – Karl Popper and Schooling, Richard Bailey offers a 

comprehensive application and development of Popper’s philosophical program to the field of education. 

In particular, Bailey addresses the implications for education of the core principles of Popper’s 

epistemological system (described by the author as non-justificationist epistemology), which includes the 

unattainability of the truth, falsifiability, critique of induction, and an evolutionist view of the growth of 

knowledge. Bailey also addresses Popper’s views on the mechanisms of children’s learning as the 

philosopher opposed the empiricist perspective and inductionism and argued for a more dynamic 
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understanding of knowledge, an active role of students, and learning as an active problem-solving 

exercise. Bailey dedicates a substantial part of his book to the discussion of the concept of open society 

and its meaning for education as he also highlights the intimate interrelation between the epistemological 

and political aspects of Popper's philosophical project.  He discusses at length the central tenets of 

Popper’s idea of open society including the issues of equality, institutionalism, limits of state power, 

negative utilitarianism, openness to critical debate, and his original view of democracy. Bailey further 

develops a Popperian theory of education, stressing the educative character of democracy itself and the 

need for the active participation of citizens in the political process. At the same time, unlike many 

Popperian theorists of education, Bailey argues against ‘progressivist’ interpretations of Popper’s 

approach, which advocate for a ‘minimalistic’ curriculum and disprove any indoctrination with views or 

values. Instead, referencing personal conversations with the late philosopher, Bailey suggests that Popper 

agreed that some core values should be imposed on students, along with a basic corpus of knowledge that 

would enable them to pursue their own interests By this means, the autonomy of students and the role of 

the critical approach is expected to increase through the years of education. In general, Bailey argues that 

the Popperian approach to education is essentially child-centered and seeks to cultivate children as 

independent critical thinkers.  

Some scholars specifically stress the essentially anti-elitist and democratic thrust that runs through 

Popper’s views on education (Abdula 2020; Salamun 1999). In this perspective, education should not aim 

at breeding elites and selecting ‘the best’ but at expanding communities of knowledge (Abdula 2020; 

Salamun 1999). Education, therefore, is seen not as a separate system providing some input for 

democracy, but as an integral part of open society. These authors ask about the political and social 

consequences of compliance or non-compliance of the current education system with the principles of 

open society and call for making it more open and democratic (Lam 2013a; Yehezkely 2012; 2020; Rose 

2014). Education, as Mike Rose puts it, should provide the ‘experience of democracy itself’ (Rose 2014, 

43). At the same time, higher education scholars stress that there is no prescribed modality of the impact 

of educational institutions as they can be associated with both progressive and conservative or anti-

democratic tendencies and often contribute to the reproduction of the status quo (Tomusk 2016).    

Thinking about education as an integral part of society also brings to the fore such an aspect of open 

society as the availability of opportunities for social mobility. Education is supposed to function as a 

central means of providing channels for social mobility and, thus, addressing inequalities. Yet, the 

available accounts in different regions of the world suggest that today this function appears to be 

increasingly problematic as achieving higher levels of education becomes less and less associated with 

better chances of social mobility and access to corresponding professional opportunities (Tomusk 2016; 

Thompson 2019; Becker, Jann, and Widmer 2017). 
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2.10.2. Transformation of Education System and Educational Reform  

Considering its important societal role, education emerges as the object of reforms that also seek a broader 

societal change and impact. Authors have used the concept of open society to construe transformations of 

the education system and practices, including the analysis of the factors that shaped these processes and 

their social outcomes. As such, a number of works engage with the notion of open society to develop a 

critique of top-down neoliberal reforms, the dominance of economic rationality, and technocratic 

approaches in various regions of the world (Rajani 2011; Trippestad 2011; Rose 2014; O’Hear 2011). A 

report on education reforms by Rakesh Rajani (2011), for instance, criticizes the existing practices of 

expert-driven interventions and development, especially in Sub-Saharan Africa. Rajani notes that despite 

fifty years of experts’ involvement in African countries, they have not managed to bring about the change 

needed. In general, the author suggests that currently experts work in a technocratic paradigm of a closed 

society and this situation might be addressed by moving away from a ‘technocratic paradigm’ and 

introducing an ‘open architecture’ premised on the plurality of knowledge, critical scrutiny, and attention 

to local practices.  

Tom Are Trippestad (2011) harnesses Popper’s conception of open society to critically analyze the 

reforms of the Norwegian school system introduced in the 1990s. Moreover, he explores the consequences 

of established models of leadership and public management. The reforms, according to Trippestad, was 

meant to meet the challenges of growing international competition; the heightened requirements of the 

knowledge economy to the competence of workers; the globalized information and media environment, 

with growing flows of information accompanied by local fragmentation; and multiculturalism, which was 

often presented as a threat to national culture and unity. The core thrust of the reforms became the radical 

centralization of curricula, teaching methods, and cultural politics. Trippestad observes that the leadership 

of these reforms were portrayed as almost omnipotent and that they were expected to take on the role of 

social architects. The dominant rhetoric, Trippestad argues, ‘introduced a political–scientific model to 

governing’(2011, 638), which sought to achieve a wholesale transformation of the system. Ultimately, the 

analysis of this policy shift through Popper’s differentiation between piecemeal and utopist engineering 

leads him to the conclusion that ‘the reform process and its logic became too political and ideological, and 

ignored and undermined important pedagogical qualities’ (Trippestad 2011, 640).  

In the research on education reform and transformation in post-socialist countries, the notion of open 

society is frequently used, due to its prominence in the post-communist transition and the visibility of 

activities of OSI/OSF and related organizations. The reforms in the post-socialist region are approached 

from diverse perspectives with reference to open society: values-focused (Jones 2000), market-driven 

(Newton-Smith 2007), and critical (Silova 2008; Tomusk 2004). The latter perspective is closely 

associated with the works of education specialists, who collaborated with OSI/OSF and were directly 

involved in designing and implementing education projects in this region.  
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The collection NGOs React: Globalization and Education Reform in the Caucasus, Central Asia and 

Mongolia (Silova and Steiner-Khamsi 2008) reviews experiences and outcomes of education reforms in 

post-socialist countries conducted in the 1990s and the early 2000s, mainly from the vantage point of civil 

society and non-governmental organizations. It focuses on the activities of the organizations related to the 

Open Society Foundation and the emerging later spin-off NGOs. The volume problematizes the outcomes 

of the involvement of different international actors in the specific settings of different countries. In 

particular, it is argued that their activities were driven largely by an institutional logic rather than the local 

needs and the particularity of the local context. As a result, despite multiple initiatives, the education 

system of the post-socialist countries degraded during the transition period. Different chapters focus on 

the case studies of individual countries (in Caucasus, Central Asia, and Mongolia) that involved programs 

led by Open Society. The chapter by Iveta Silova brings up the issue of establishing open society as the 

core of the general mission of Soros Foundation’s educational programs in the post-socialist countries and 

explores the institutional logic within which the affiliated national organizations operated. Open society is 

characterized by Silova as the absence of a monopoly on truth, the rule of law, democratically elected 

government, a strong civil society, and protection of minority rights (Silova 2008, 45). Silova highlights a 

wide variation of activities of local and national organizations, which tried to organize their work in 

response to the opportunities, constraints, and objective needs of specific countries. Still, she describes the 

growing tensions related to the ability to stick to the mission of the program:  

instead of directly addressing educational issues related to promoting the open society values 

– equity, justice, and critical thinking – education programming became dominated by 

technical aspects of policy reform. As some program staff notes, the open society mission 

began to get lost in the technicalities of policy jargon (Silova 2008, 74).  

She concludes with a reflection about the shift of focus from transition to the issue of open society and 

globalization. She describes how the attempts to foster open society were facing challenges stemming 

from the institutional logic of the organizations involved, the mechanics of the interaction between 

different stakeholders, and the impact of the local context.  

A similarly critical assessment is provided by Voldemar Tomusk (2004). His book The Open World and 

Closed Societies (Tomusk 2004)  offers a critical account of the reforms of higher education in the post-

socialist countries that had been ‘opened up’. It provides a broad overview of the challenges that arise 

from today's condition of these countries, the historical legacies, and trajectories of societies and 

institutions, as well as the current global situation of transnational capitalism and uneven development. 

The book explores the cases of individual countries (Romania, Estonia, and Russia) as well as specific 

aspects of reforms, their historical and global context, and the roles of diverse (local and international) 

actors involved. In Tomusk’s assessment, the higher education reforms seem to perpetuate the problems of 

countries that lack the financial, administrative, and intellectual resources to carry out the transformation. 

While featuring open and closed societies in the title, Tomusk uses open society to refer to a ‘global 

society’, the inadequate technocratic framework of reforms imposed by the West, and the international 
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agents who are ‘opening up’ the ‘closed’ post-socialist societies. He, thus, generally embraces a 

pessimistic vision when suggesting that: ‘establishing a global open society as an ultimate goal may too 

easily turn into its own opposite. For the best of our future and our children we should perhaps maintain 

the right to have our closed societies as long as we want them and define our identities within 

those’(XIV). 

Open society has also been used by Pieter Schoeman (1995) to envisage possible pathways for reforming 

the education system in the context of another radical societal transformation and acute social conflict, 

namely post-apartheid South Africa. Schoeman analyzes the educational reform as part of the broader 

change from ‘closed’ to a more open society (that is tolerant, human, and convivial) in post-apartheid 

South Africa. South Africa sought to overcome a system premised on the supreme value of ethnonational 

culture and its intergenerational transmission as the existing education system used to function as an 

instrument of sustaining apartheid. Following Popper’s ideas about change and governance in an open 

society, Schoeman suggests that these lasting structures of domination should be redressed through 

piecemeal engineering, rather than a radical transformation, which harbors new threats. Still, during 

apartheid, there were also references to the open society (along with academic freedom) to object to the 

exclusion or stigmatization of pro-apartheid views (Lingle 1990). 

It should be noted, though, that these debates are not confined to discussing the transformation of an 

education system exclusively within the framework of a nation-state. Marijk van der Wende (2018), for 

instance, draws on the concept of open society to probe the social implications of internationalizing higher 

education. Her concern, more specifically, is whether today’s internationalized higher education system 

serves to redress the negative consequences of globalization (growing inequalities, rising nationalism) and 

adequately responds to local needs.  

A number of works engage with open society while exploring the evolution of ideologies that informed 

models of education in different historical periods. In the article Americanization versus Open Society: 

Answering the Challenge of Multicultural Education (Rasmussen 2008), Svetlana Rasmussen discusses 

the development of different perspectives on cultural pluralism and assimilation in American education 

after WWII represented by Glazer’s cultural pluralism and Pratte’s modified pluralism. Pratte’s model 

embraced a wide range of cultural, racial, and religious differences by depriving them of political and 

social consequences through ‘structural assimilation’, which corresponds to open society. This perspective 

suggested that multicultural education should teach about different ethnic groups in American society but 

not reproduce them as separate social entities. David Geoffrey Smith (2008), in turn, has investigated Leo 

Strauss’ ideas, which became one of the key intellectual pillars of the neoconservative movement, their 

role in the assault on liberal modernity (including the refutation of an open society), and their implications 

for pedagogy. Strauss is identified by Smith as a founding intellectual of this movement, whose legacy has 

been propagated through institutional lineages. In particular, Smith names Strauss’ Ph.D. students Allan 

Bloom and William Bennet as high-ranking administrators, who contributed to the reinforcement of 
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Eurocentric curricula and the corporate takeover of public education. Smith describes Strauss’ critical 

assessment of a pluralism-based open society, which Strauss viewed as essentially nihilistic. Smith 

suggests that pluralistic open society can be better understood as infinite ‘referentiality’, which opens a 

way for continuous exploration of meaning and an acknowledgment of the limits of any given knowledge. 

Thus, according to Smith, liberal education should not be premised on a golden canon and a standardized 

curriculum but be flexible and accept a constant proliferation of meanings. 

2.10.3. Open Education and Open Society  

In the studies on education, open society is often referenced as one of the ideas behind the emergence of 

the notion of ‘open education’ (e.g., Baker 2017; Nascimbeni 2015; Peters, Liu, and Ondercin 2013). 

Fredrick Baker (2017) discusses different meanings of openness in relation to education and identifies 

three main approaches to the interpretation of this notion: grounding openness in historical accounts of 

developments that continue their impact today, ascribing openness as the characteristic of the context, and 

relating it to the practical contexts. Popper’s open society emerges as one of the landmarks in the 

development of the concept of ‘open education’. Baker highlights Popper’s emphasis on the role of critical 

discussion and consideration of opposing views. Fabio Nascimbeni (2015) traces the influence of the open 

society as a concept on the movements associated with openness: open government, open innovation, 

open data, open access, open-source, as well as open education. However (and, in many respects, 

unfortunately), in the wake of the advances in communication technologies in recent decades, open 

education came to be largely associated with new technological opportunities and accessibility.  
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2.11. Public Health 

Open society also proved to be relevant in debates on public health. Engagements with this concept, 

mostly drawing on Popper, offer a vision of a healthcare system and social policy, which stresses social 

justice and equity. In particular, they draw attention to socio-political determinants of public health. A 

prominent role in introducing the concept of open society to discussions on public health was played by 

Dorothy B. Nyswander (1967), who wrote The Open Society: Its Implications for Health Educators. The 

literature that brings into conversation the themes of open society and public health, and the questions that 

these works address, are particularly relevant in the current situation of the pandemic.  

Following Nyswander, Meredith Minkler (1989) defines open society as ‘a society that concerns itself 

with the rights and dignity of the individual, respect for diversity and dissent and with increasing social 

justice and individual sense of control and self-determination’ (ibid., 17). Minkler relies on this vision to 

criticize the ascendence of the individual- and market-centered neoliberal approaches to healthcare and 

healthcare education. Reviewing examples of more comprehensive policy approaches at a city level, she 

suggests thinking about the city as an open society in a microcosm that draws on 'respect for the human 

rights and the dignity of individual, broad means of ensuring communication and participation in decision 

making and opportunities for employment, education, and other key components for a full and healthy life' 

(ibid., 27). Thus, the concept of open society allows us to recognize structural factors and broader systems 

of relations that determine public health (income inequalities, infrastructure, access to education, etc.), as 

well as to develop more inclusive and comprehensive approaches to addressing these challenges.  

Similarly, Tarun Weeramanthri (2019) refers to Popper’s open society to stress the societal determinants 

of health and warns against the threats of authoritarianism and power abuse. He draws a direct link 

between the condition of society in general, including the political threats of populism and 

authoritarianism, and the challenges to the public health system (in particular, distrust of the welfare state 

and skepticism towards science and experts). According to Weeramanthri, to address these challenges, it 

is necessary to reflect on the socio-political prerequisites of public health. In addition, Weeramanthri 

stresses the significance of the rational organization of discourse and the importance of language that 

pertains to 1) the principles of framing problems and searching for solutions 2) communication with the 

broader public in an informed, convincing, and relatable way to re-establish trust and build bridges 

between individuals, experts, and society. The author concludes by stating that ‘open society is a bedrock 

determinant of health, critical to a fairer world, a freer world and a sustainable environment’ 

(Weeramanthri 2019, 514). He thereby makes clear that public health and prevention can best succeed in 

an open society.  

The broader social and political determinants of public health are also brought to the fore by Ulrich 

Laaser, Donco Donev, Vesna Bjegović, and Ylli Sarolli (2002). Drawing on what the authors see as an 

intrinsic interrelation between peace, public health, and economic welfare, they assert that the necessary 
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synergies between the ‘informed public’ and ‘efficient administration’ can be achieved only in an ‘open 

society’. The authors identify four key conditions for fostering public health and reducing violence: 

equity, participation, subsidiarity, and sustainability. 

A particularly original conception and application of open society is to be found in a recent article that 

addresses the issue of the values that underpin psychiatric practice and the problem of value auto-

blindness of mental health professionals. Bill Fulford, Colin King, and Anna Bergqvist (2020) develop a 

concept of an ‘international open society’ that draws on perspectives from moral philosophy and 

psychoanalysis (Hare, Murdoch, and Fanon). Such an open society of mental health stakeholders should 

serve to uncover diverse underlying values through ‘communicating across differences in the entrenched 

“social whole” life-worlds operative in interpersonal encounters in an open-ended way’ (ibid., 32). 

Fostering ‘an international open society of mental health stakeholders’ would serve as a ‘hall of mirrors’ 

and help to elucidate certain values as part of psychiatric (and broader medical) practice. This concept 

emerges as the result of ‘a dynamic two-way partnership’ (ibid., 33) between philosophy and psychiatry 

and brilliantly demonstrates the potential of such a transdisciplinary approach. 
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2.12. Organizational and Management Studies 

Several works have productively engaged with the concept of open society in the field of organization and 

management studies. Again, only give a very short (and selective) overview of the existing literature can 

be given, although some of the engagements with questions on bureaucracy and other organizational 

themes shed additional light on the concept of open society. In other words, the concept of open society 

can elucidate central topics in management studies, while the engagement with themes from 

organizational and management studies sheds light on some of the underexplored dimensions of the open 

society as a concept.  

A particularly insightful example is the article Uncharted Territories of Organizational Research: The 

Case of Karl Popper’s Open Society and Its Enemies by Thomas Armbrüster and Diether Gebert 

(Armbrüster and Gebert 2002). Here, the two economists use Popper’s concept of open society to review 

and critique anti-bureaucratic approaches in organization and management. Organizational researchers, 

they argue, have neglected or even rejected Popper’s insights. Against this trend in the literature, 

Armbrüster and Gebert seek to use ‘the Popperian frame of reference’ for the purpose of a reordering of 

the material in organization studies, according to whether it reflects closed patterns of thinking and, thus, 

is likely to create and propagate tenets of the closed society (ibid., 170-171). It is quite remarkable how 

closely the two authors engage with the concept of open society. They are well aware, for instance, that all 

too often ‘the term open society is merely used as a catch phrase in political and social philosophy’ (ibid., 

170). They also know, however, that ‘problems of closedness are always considered to be very relevant’ 

(ibid., 170). They are, therefore, in a strong position to characterize ‘open’ and ‘closed’ societies by 

establishing the following dichotomies: collectivism vs. individualism; the certainty of knowledge vs. 

continuous learning; all-encompassing planning vs. stepwise improvements; substance of content vs. 

procedures for change (ibid., 173-174). In their next step, the authors focus on two central concepts in 

organizational research: bureaucracy and collectivist organization. With regard to the former, Armbrüster 

and Gebert argue against the predominant views of contemporary Popperians that bureaucracy leads to 

closedness. In fact, they insist that bureaucracy is a necessary step away from feudal or charismatic forms 

of governance; to a large extent, openness actually rests on bureaucracy (ibid., 178-179). With regard to 

the latter, the authors show how and why a collectivist organization of work ‘fosters closedness in 

organizations’ (ibid., 183). The broader point that emerges from their analysis is that Popper (just like 

Foucault, Derrida, or Habermas) does not offer a holistic theory of organization. Rather, a Popperian 

approach provides ‘a frame of reference for observing management and organization in a manner that 

sheds new light on phenomena such as anti-bureaucratism or collectivist organizations of work’ (ibid., 

183). What a Popperian analysis brings to the fore, then, is that anti-bureaucratism and the collectivist 

organization actually foster the tenets of a closed society. It is, therefore, high time to (re)introduce 

Popper’s concept of the open society to organizational studies. And with this argument, Armbrüster and 

Gebert make a meaningful contribution to both organizational research and the literature on open society.    
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In a similar way, Andrew Waxman (2017) engages with open society to promote the idea of risk 

management as a collective effort that ought to involve the collective of employees rather than a narrow 

elite, within an organization. To achieve collective involvement, Waxman argues for the importance of 

removing barriers of information exchange within an organization and encourages the implementation of 

relevant practices, solutions, and approaches across divisions. An important strategy of effective risk 

management is, according to him, the shortening of the distance between the divisions of global 

operations and the activities of subdivisions. Moreover, Waxman stresses the importance of avoiding 

jargon and sticking to conventional, commonly understood language, which facilitates the adequate 

exchange of information. In the section entitled An Open Society, Waxman describes the importance of 

practices of publicly acknowledging and sharing mistakes that were made as well as of an open discussion 

of flaws and problems. He calls this type of organization an ‘open society’ and describes it as one that 

‘takes seriously the flaws and incidents that occur, and discusses them up, down, and across the 

organization’ (ibid., 119). Importantly, though, Waxman concludes that establishing an open society 

should be complemented with the promotion of an ethical culture, which demonstrates ‘a clear sense of 

right and wrong’ (Waxman 2017, 120). 

Finally, Christian De Cock and Steffen Böhm (2007) embark on a more critical analysis of the reliance on 

the notion of ‘openness’ in liberal thought. De Cock and Böhm discuss the anti-bureaucratic trend in 

management, which became mainstream in the neoliberal era, and its subsequent critique grounded in the 

liberal-democratic perspective (along the lines of Armbrüster and Gebert, discussed above). The authors 

further inquire into the philosophical underpinnings of these two approaches linking them to Leo Strauss 

and Karl Popper, respectively. The first approach is associated with an assertion of a defined set of 

universal values and the role of the elite, which informs anti-bureaucratic thought and leads to a more 

closed social organization in the Popperian sense (ibid., 822). The second liberal approach envisages 

society as organized around liberal-democratic institutions, premised on rational interactions, pluralism, 

and proceduralism. The central argument of the authors is that the liberal approach lacks real openness, 

due to the intrinsic link between liberal democracy and capitalism. As a potential alternative, De Cock and 

Böhm turn to Slavoj Zizek’s concept of revolutionary acts and utopian thinking (yet, without formulating 

any concrete alternative), which they regard as a potential break with tradition. However, the authors’ 

reflections remain extremely vague and with no concrete hints at how such an approach can be realized in 

organizational and management practice. 
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2.13. Architecture and Urbanism  

The final theme we want to introduce in this report is Architecture and Urbanism. While this category 

might perhaps sound surprising, the very interesting existing literature demonstrates two major 

applications of the concept of open society in this context: initiatives aimed at redressing discriminatory 

divisions and segregation in the urban space; and the tradition of embodying the ideals of transparency 

and openness as central principles of democratic government in the built environment of public buildings. 

As the following overview will demonstrate, this burgeoning literature opens up further avenues for 

research, especially as the link between architecture and political theory has recently been revived by 

innovative scholars (see Duncan Bell and Berardo Zacka, Political Theory and Architecture). 

Dirk van den Heufel’s edited volume on Jaap Bakema (1914-1981), a leading Dutch architect of the post-

war modern period, provides a starting point for the exploration of literature on this topic. Bakema’s 

mission was to, quite literally, build for an open society: democratic, egalitarian, and accessible to 

everyone. He felt that architecture should contribute to the emancipation of the masses, whilst also leaving 

room for the development of the individual citizen (see https://jaap-bakema-study-

centre.hetnieuweinstituut.nl/en/projects/open-society). The edited volume on Jaap Bakema and the Open 

Society features a number of essays and interviews on the importance and talent of Bakema as an architect 

of the open society. While Bakema never mentioned Popper (and Bergson only occasionally), one 

contributor notes: ‘Bakema seemed to embrace the competition and the challenging of his propositions. 

To him, contestation and critique were part of the discursive game, completely in line with a Popperian 

understanding of what an open society stands for’ (ibid., 252-235). The most interesting aspect of this 

book, then, is that the concept of open society,  including its key elements of critique and contestation, 

have found their way into theoretical and practical architecture.  

In The Transparent State: Architecture and Politics in Postwar Germany, Deborah Barnstone (2005) 

analyzes the interconnection between the architectural style of government buildings and the post-War 

political project of the German state, developed in opposition to the totalitarian past. Barnstone describes 

the equivalence that was discursively established between transparency and accessibility in governmental 

buildings and political democracy. She calls these assumptions ‘new myths’ that were supposed to provide 

a foundation for Germany to start anew after the Second World War. In particular, Barnstone describes 

how the vocabulary of openness was prominent in discussions on the architecture of symbolically 

important buildings. Barnstone largely identifies open society with a democratic society, which also 

generally reflects the political discourse of the period she describes. 

Thomas Bohn (2014) explores the transformation of the project of a socialist city and corresponding 

policies in the context of the Soviet industrial urbanization, with a special focus on the post-War 

development of Minsk. Bohn specifically addresses the dynamics created by the countervailing movement 

of opening up of the Soviet society during Khrushchev’s era, and, simultaneously, the introduction of the 

https://jaap-bakema-study-centre.hetnieuweinstituut.nl/en/projects/open-society
https://jaap-bakema-study-centre.hetnieuweinstituut.nl/en/projects/open-society
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policy of ‘closed cities’ aimed to tame the exodus from rural areas to the cities and achieve the general 

stabilization of society. Instead of erasing the difference between urban and rural contexts, however, the 

system created strong antagonism with significant differences in citizens’ rights and statuses. The author 

evokes Popper’s concept of ‘open society’ to highlight the tensions that emerged with the policies of 

‘closed cities’ as well as to suggest that the true opening up of society started only with Gorbachev.  

In the book on the life and public works of one of the leaders of the Civil Rights movement, a black 

businessman called John Hervey Wheeler, Brandon Winford devotes a chapter to “Urban Renewal and the 

Prospects of a Free and Open Society” (Winford 2019) in his description of Wheeler’s involvement in the 

urban renewal project in Durham (US), which was carried out in the 1960s and had mixed success. The 

initial aspiration of achieving an ‘open society’, understood as a society free from racial discrimination, 

through opening up the housing market and full integration, met with diverse handicaps and has not yet 

yielded the anticipated results.  

The final piece in this overview is Susan Szenasy’s short article Designed for an Open Society in the 

Metropolis magazine. Metropolis is a magazine for architecture and design with a focus on sustainability. 

This piece is, essentially, an interview with Stephen G. Breyer, a judge at the US Supreme Court. It takes 

place at the judge’s (apparently) impressive office at the John Joseph Moakley United States Courthouse, 

and the editors of Metropolis are ‘struck by the openness of the space, unusual at a time when ham-fisted 

security measures corrupt our public realm. With its accessible park, waterfront promenade, and a popular 

restaurant, the courthouse reflects our open democratic principles’ (n.p.). Asked about the open style of 

the courthouse, and the relationship between openness and security more generally, the judge responds: 

‘If we construct buildings all over the world that look like Fort Knox, we do not tell those 

who see them who we are as a society. We’re an open society. We should not appear to be 

otherwise. If we appear to be otherwise, we may become otherwise’ (n.p.).  

As this overview has shown, there is a burgeoning literature on open society. But this statement by Justice 

Breyer is surely one of the most eloquent statements on the mutual relationship between architecture and 

open society.  
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3. Open Society Institutions 

As noted in the Introduction to this section, the OSRP’s second fundamental research objective has 

been to map the operationalization of the concept of open society in organizational and institutional 

contexts. In other words, we have sought to shed light on the operationalization and implementation of 

the (abstract) ideal of open society by various actors and to address the following question: Which 

actors have used the concept of open society in practice, in what ways, and to what purpose?  Our 

goal, then, has been to identify institutions and organizations that have ‘open society’ in their name, or 

their mission statement, or draw on the concept in significant ways, and to probe  

▪ the usage and the purpose of the open society concept in these organizations; 

▪ how they have implemented and operationalized the principle in practice;  

▪ if (and to what degree) the ideal continues to play a pivotal role in their agenda. 

In our research, we have identified 20 of these institutions – ten of them are discussed in more detail 

below. It is worth mentioning that we have interpreted ‘institution’ and ‘organization’ in a very broad 

sense, which is why we have looked not only at Universities or NGOs, but also at University courses 

(such as the Master’s Program in Open Society Technologies at Tallinn University) or initiatives such 

as the Initiative Offene Gesellschaft. What follows is an overview of the ‘Open Society Institutions’ 

we have identified, followed by a condensed and limited version of our larger research project on 

‘Open Society Institutions’. What our research demonstrates is that... 

 there is continuing institutional and organizational interest in the concept of open society in 

academic and activist circles; 

 many of these institutions frame their missions as a response to what they see as illiberal 

tendencies on a global scale; 

 some (but not all; see the criticism of the Open Society Common Purpose Taskforce below ) 

institutional responses do not only emphasize threats to open societies, but also seek to 

harness the concept of open society as a counterforce to the rise of illiberalism; 

 in some cases there is a lack of engagement with the powerful critiques of liberalism that has 

been leveled by progressives (a critique that, in many respects, resonates with Karl Popper’s 

original conception of open society); 

 there is growing awareness of the potential and challenges posed by the rapid development of 

modern technologies such as Artificial Intelligence. 
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Finally, it should be mentioned that the OSRP reached out to several of these institutions (Utrecht 

University, Initiative Offene Gesellschaft, Sydney Policy Lab), and it is to be expected that we will 

forge closer ties with them in the coming years.  

3.1. An Overview of ‘Open Society Institutions’ 

 Adelphi (German think tank). Online: https://www.adelphi.de/en 

 Biological Innovation for open society (Australian non-profit social enterprise). Online: 

https://cambia.org/bios-landing/the-cambia-bios-initiative/ 

 Bundesarbeitsgemeinschaft Humanistisch Studierender (German student society), Online: 

https://bag-humanismus.de/ 

 Central European University (University). Online: https://www.ceu.edu/ 

 Die Offene Gesellschaft (also Initiative Offene Gesellschaft) (German initiative). Online: 

https://www.die-offene-gesellschaft.de/ 

 Foundation open society DOTS (Latvian organization). Online: Fondsdots.lv. 

 Friedrich Naumann Stiftung für die Freiheit (German foundation). Online: 

https://www.freiheit.org/ 

 Fundacja MOST (Mobile Open Society through Wireless Technology) (Polish organization). 

Online: either http://entrepreneuria.eu/fundacja-most/ or https://fundacjamost.pl/.  

 Humanists UK (UK-based humanist society). Online: https://humanists.uk 

 Master’s Program in Open Society Technologies at Tallinn University (University course at 

Tallinn University). Online. https://www.tlu.ee/en/open-society-technologies 

 New Zealand Association of Rationalist and Humanists (New Zealand-based humanist 

society). Online: http://rationalists.nz/ 

 Open society Foundations (global network of institutions). Online: 

https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/  

 Open society University Network (global University network). Online: 

https://opensocietyuniversitynetwork.org/ 

 openDemocracy (UK-based global media platform). Online: 

https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/ 

 Otevrena Spolecnost (Czech organization). Online: https://www.otevrenaspolecnost.cz/ 

 Rationalist Society of Australia (Australia-based humanist society). Online: 

https://rationalist.com.au/ 

 Sydney Policy Lab: Open Society Common Purpose Taskforce (research institute at 

University of Sydney). Online: https://www.sydney.edu.au/sydney-policy-lab/our-

research/open-society-common-purpose-taskforce.html 

 The Economist: Open Future Initiative (initiative by UK-based newspaper). Online: 

https://www.economist.com/open-future 

 University of Utrecht, Institutions for Open Societies (research center based at Utrecht 

University). Online: https://www.uu.nl/en/research/institutions-for-open-societies  

https://www.adelphi.de/en
https://bag-humanismus.de/
https://www.freiheit.org/
https://rationalist.com.au/
https://www.economist.com/open-future
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 Fund ‘Open Society’ (Fond ‘Otkrytoje Obshjestvo’; Belarusian NGO). Online: 

http://www.data.minsk.by/opensociety/info.html 

3.2. Central European University (https://www.ceu.edu/) 

Central European University is undoubtedly one of the most prominent institutions devoted to the 

concept of open society. Founded in 1991 by the Hungarian-American financier and philanthropist 

George Soros, the University is based upon the conviction that open societies can flourish only with 

people in positions of responsibility who are educated to promote them. Soros’ vision has been to 

recruit professors and students from around the world to build a unique institution, one that would 

train future generations of scholars, professionals, politicians, and civil society leaders to contribute 

to building open and democratic societies that respect human rights and adhere to the rule of law. CEU 

was initially established as a multi-campus University offering graduate level programs in the social 

sciences, law and the humanities in Prague, Budapest, Warsaw, and eventually moved all activities to 

Budapest, which became the main campus by 1995. In 2020, the university was forced out of Hungary 

by the Orban government and relocated to Vienna. CEU has always been driven by Soros’ belief in the 

idea of open society, which he had picked up during his studies with Karl Popper at the London 

School of Economics. The book, according to Soros himself, ‘hit [him] with the force of revelation’ 

when reading it for the first time (see separate entry on Soros’ foreword to The Open Society and Its 

Enemies in our database). In his own writings, Soros further developed the concept of open society, 

adding a distinctively ‘global’ dimension to it (‘global open society’). The concept also, however, 

remained central to his philanthropic activities and the institution of CEU. Today, CEU describes its 

mission as fostering an environment where the values of open society thrive and critical, reflective 

debate is encouraged. The ‘methodology’ to create such an environment is to emphasize 

interdisciplinarity. That is to say, as a young and flexible institution, CEU enables and encourages 

faculty and students to reach across disciplines to address the complex social and political issues of the 

21st century, including bioethics and corporate responsibility, climate change and environmental 

security, media freedom and data privacy, gentrification and urbanization, minority- and gender-rights 

policies, terrorism, and human security. As such, CEU is at the (academic) forefront of tackling the 

interconnected, complex issues of our time. At the same time, it is true that CEU had to adapt to these 

new realities. The concept of open society at the heart of CEU’s mission had for quite some time been 

understood as a concept to foster the transition from authoritarian regimes to democratic societies. 

Today, as Michael Ignatieff in the volume ‘Rethinking Open Society’ stresses, the enemies are no 

longer totalitarian regimes. In many respects, then, CEU’s challenge is to remain committed to the 

concept of open society, which, simultaneously, has to be (re)interpreted against the changed realities 

of the 21
st
 century. This challenge plays out on both a theoretical and a practical level, and it will be 

crucial for the future of CEU – and its unique profile – to bring together the theory and practice of 

open society, to retain a self-critical attitude and engage seriously with its critics, but also to 

vigorously defend its values against those who reject or violate them.  
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3.3. Open Society University Network 

(https://opensocietyuniversitynetwork.org/) 

At the World Economic Forum in Davos in 2020, George Soros announced the creation of this new 

global university network, which seeks to better prepare students for current and future global 

challenges and integrates teaching and research across higher education institutions worldwide. It 

offers simultaneously taught network courses and joint degree programs to promote the values of open 

society – including free expression and diversity of beliefs. When formally launching OSUN, Soros 

said:  

‘I believe our best hope lies in access to an education that reinforces the autonomy of the 

individual by cultivating critical thinking and emphasizing academic freedom. I consider the 

open society University Network to be the most important and enduring project of my life and 

I should like to see it implemented while I am still around.’  

As such, OSUN has been designed to - expand access to higher education at a time of growing 

inequities; - educate students to address tomorrow’s global challenges by getting to know other 

societies from the inside; - foster critical thinking, open intellectual inquiry, and fact-based research to 

strengthen the foundations of open society amid authoritarian resurgence; - counteract polarization by 

promoting global research collaboration and educating students to examine issues from different 

perspectives and advance reasoned arguments; - bolster efforts by universities in challenging 

environments to build their own capacity through global  partnerships to make greater contributions to 

their societies. At the time of writing this description, the OSUN network comprises close to 40 

institutions, with Central European University and Bard College as its founding members. As its name 

suggests, OSUN is strongly committed to the values and principles that lie at the heart of the concept 

of open society. Leonard Bernardo, the Vice President of Open Society Foundations, said in this 

context that while ‘there are lots of networks out there, lots of higher educational networks…what 

makes this distinctive if not unique is that it is imbued with what we think of as an open society ethos, 

the focus on the open society as it pertains to rights and justice, democracy, inequality, climate’. While 

OSUN’s website does not currently feature a section on this concept, the Open Society Research 

Platform is affiliated with OSUN (as well as with CEU). At any rate, OSUN has already created 

fruitful spaces for critical discussion on a variety of issues and questions and it is to be hoped that it 

will evolve into an even more integrated network of universities and research institutions across the 

world.  
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3.4. Open Society Foundations 

(https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/)  

Open Society Foundations (OSF) is a sprawling network of institutions, offices, and initiatives that 

was founded by George Soros in the 1980s (albeit under a different name). OSF is the world’s largest 

private funder of independent groups working for justice, democratic governance, and human rights. It 

provides thousands of grants every year through a network of national and regional foundations and 

offices, funding a vast array of projects. OSF does not have a special section dedicated to the concept 

of open society on its website, but open society, nonetheless, permeates its mission statement as well 

as its numerous activities. Accordingly, OSF operates on the belief that the solutions to the national, 

regional, and global challenges we face demand the free exchange of ideas and thought, and that 

citizens should have a voice in shaping policies. Its overarching goal, therefore, is to work to build 

inclusive societies, respect for human rights and the rule of law, and governments that are accountable 

and open to the participation of all people. One way to achieve this goal is to support a diverse array of 

independent voices and independent organizations around the world (i.e. civil society). Also in line 

with the open society concept is OSF’s special focus on supporting those who face discrimination or 

find themselves at the margins of society. As mentioned, this is an extensive global network, which 

comprises more than 20 regional and national foundations, 16 thematic programs that engage in global 

issues such as access to healthcare, education, or human rights, and geographic programs such as open 

society US or the Asia Pacific Regional Office. Thus, it should not be surprising that OSF’s core 

activities are extremely diverse. Ultimately, though, OSF seeks to harness the values that underlie the 

concept of open society to achieve ‘a call for change’ – change in the way we think about others, and 

in the ways we work together. Together with Central European University and the newly established 

Open Society University Network, OSF is a central pillar of George Soros’ impressive effort to 

promote open societies and make the world a better place.  
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3.5. openDemocracy (https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/) 

openDemocracy does not, strictly speaking, have the concept of open society in its mission statement. 

However, the parallels become obvious already in the name of this UK-based organization as well as 

in its motto of ‘free thinking for the world’. Thus, openDemocracy describes itself as ‘an independent 

global media platform covering world affairs, ideas and culture which seeks to challenge power and 

encourage democratic debate across the world.’ This principal orientation is reflected in the 

institution’s core values: 1) Accountability; 2) Independence; 3) Excellence; 4) Agility; 5) Pluralism; 

and 6) Intersectionality. As a global media platform, the thematic focus of openDemocracy is, 

unsurprisingly, extremely broad. It includes: conflict and security; crime, justice, and law; cultural 

politics; economics; environment; gender and sexuality; healthcare; media and communications; and 

more. Equally broad is openDemocracy’s geographic orientation that covers all regions of the world. 

On its website, we can also find openDemocracy’s strategic plan for 2020-2022. Its clear focus is on 

‘challenging power and inspiring change’, by producing reliable, trustworthy journalism and through 

building skills, knowledge and capacity within the media and civil society across the world. It is clear 

that since its founding in 2001, openDemocracy has become an influential and important platform for 

journalism with what might be called an ‘academic spin’. This ‘academic spin’ also derives from the 

fact that many prominent academics from the UK and beyond contribute articles on contemporary 

issues to openDemocracy. What remains, nonetheless, very tangible is the activist character of 

openDemocracy. The institution stands for certain values (it is, by its own admission, ‘not neutral’) 

and promotes these values through its coverage and the selection of its authors. This, of course, is by 

no means reprehensible. Nonetheless, the reader should always be aware that openDemocracy seeks to 

promote a very particular conception of justice and ‘calls out’ what it regards as injustice and 

oppression. By its own admission, disagreement is only accepted on ‘competing ideas about how to 

address them’ [i.e. injustice and oppression]. If this is really compatible with the ‘deep’ plurality that 

openDemocracy purports to promote, the reader has to judge for themselves.  
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3.6. The Economist: Open Future Initiative 

(https://www.economist.com/open-future)  

In 2019, The Economist launched its ‘Open Future Initiative’, which is organized around five 

themes. ‘Open Markets’, which examines the future of capitalism; ‘Open Ideas’, which focuses on 

questions surrounding the right of free speech; ‘Open Society’, which discusses the balance between 

diversity, identity politics and political correctness; ‘Open Borders’, which explores questions 

surrounding immigration and asylum; and ‘Open Progress’, which considers whether technology is 

still a route to human progress. While it is surely interesting that the editors have linked the concept of 

open society to ‘diversity, identity politics, and political correctness’, the theme of open society cuts 

across most of these categories. The explicit purpose of the Open Future Initiative is, thus, to provide a 

platform for controversial and provocative discussion of important issues – from privatization to drug 

legalization, same-sex marriage, freedom of speech, University culture, social justice, and many more. 

It is also striking, however, how strongly the ‘classical liberal character’ of The Economist is 

emphasized: a belief in human progress, distrust of powerful interests, and respect for individual 

freedom. This is the liberalism, they stress, of great 19th-century thinkers such as John Stuart Mill, and 

not the big-state leftism that is promoted by liberals in the United States. It might be asked why The 

Economist launched this attempt to promote liberal values in 2019. The answer is that the editors have 

noticed the return of populism and growing levels of authoritarianism, which puts liberal values under 

a greater threat today than they have faced for many years. This is the main reason why The Economist 

has launched this ‘exploration of ideas’, which should involve critics and supporters alike, which 

should create a space for critical discussion and which, ultimately, should demonstrate the continuing 

relevance and importance of liberal ideas. At any rate, the Open Future Initiative is an intellectually 

stimulating platform that provides an enormously fruitful space for critical exploration and discussion 

of some of the central moral, social, and political challenges of our time.  

  

https://www.economist.com/open-future
https://www.economist.com/open-future/2018/04/16/fixing-the-flaws-in-todays-capitalism
https://www.economist.com/open-future/2018/04/16/the-clash-of-expression
https://www.economist.com/open-future/2018/04/16/beyond-the-tyranny-of-tolerance
https://www.economist.com/open-future/2018/04/16/the-case-for-immigration
https://www.economist.com/open-future/2018/04/16/technology-and-its-discontents
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3.7. Die Offene Gesellschaft (also Initiative Offene Gesellschaft) 

(https://www.die-offene-gesellschaft.de/) 

Die Offene Gesellschaft sees itself as an initiative that creates new spaces for ideas and ‘concrete 

utopias’. It has been initiated by the scholars/activists/public intellectuals Harald Welzer, Alexander 

Carius, and Andre Wilkens. The platform seeks to rethink and implement fresh ideas – always, as they 

emphasize, in the spirit of an open society. As such, the activist character of the initiative is pivotal: In 

2019, the initiative went on a major tour around Germany (and some other countries) with 14 stops to 

collect ideas, get input, and initiate discussions on a variety of themes. The guiding motto of these 

discussions has always been: ‘Welches Land wollen wir sein?’ (What kind of country do we want to 

be?). Another highlight of the initiative was the organization of the first ‘Berlin Democracy Day’ in 

September 2020, which saw the organization and initiation of events and campaigns all over Berlin. 

This event took a critical look at some of the democratic barriers and practices of exclusion in the city, 

but it also brought to the fore the shared commitment to democracy and equal participation. The 

initiative’s website features an impressive section on projects – from the Open Society Day to Ideas 

Lab, Berlin Democracy Day, Lockdown Lessons, Online Debates, or the Wall against the Wall (an 

open letter to Trump, written on a piece of the Berlin Wall). The guiding idea of the platform is the 

one that we encounter in most of the (more academic) writings of the platform leaders: critique, 

resistance, and agenda-setting must not be (or remain) a domain of the political right. The political left 

must become active, stand up for an open society, and be prepared to defend its values. It must be said 

that this is an utterly impressive initiative that, guided and shaped by its activist spirit, tries to initiate 

change through participation, open discussion, and common action. This, then, is one example of 

‘lived democracy’ that seems to be more important than ever. Of course, one could argue that the 

website should include a section on the concept of opens society – what it means for the organization, 

how it implements its fundamental principles, etc. However, it is also refreshing to see an initiative 

that puts less emphasis on producing abstract documents and guidelines and more on political action. 

As such, this platform is truly remarkable and remains one of the most impressive expressions of 

democratic activism in the German speaking part of the world.   
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3.8. Bundesarbeitsgemeinschaft Humanistisch Studierender (BAG) 

(https://bag-humanismus.de/) 

The Bundesarbeitsgemeinschaft Humanistisch Studierender (Federal Working Group of Humanistic 

Students) is the federal society for all groups operating at German universities who define themselves 

as humanistic, rationalistic and/or atheistic. The BAG, according to its mission statement, fights for 

equal representation of interests and an end to the preferential treatment of religious groups in higher 

education. In all of its activities, the BAG is strongly inspired by Karl Popper and his conception of 

open society, which is – as noted – one of the central values in their mission statement. The BAG’s 

section on ‘open society’ is quite extensive and also powerful. They start by asking: When people 

today commit suicide in the name of their worldview and, in the worst case, drag others along with 

them, this raises uncomfortable questions: Is an idea worth dying for? Or is it even worth killing others 

for these ideas? They call themselves ‘peace-loving democrats’ who cannot hide their irritation and 

discomfort whenever they encounter such thoughts. After all, the idea of placing one's own political 

goals and ideals over the lives of other people has become alien to them (note that while they 

constantly use the word ‘we’ in this section, it is not clear if they mean only the members of the BAG 

or society more broadly). Emphasizing that this moderation is a relatively young phenomenon, they 

draw explicitly on Karl Popper’s philosophy, which ‘puts people above ideas’. For history gives us too 

many examples of societies that had ‘put ideas above people’, attempted to ‘create paradise on earth’, 

and let people pay the heavy price for their ‘ideological madness’. The organization claims that with a 

few unfortunate exceptions, these collectivist-holistic societies have now disappeared and the 

democratic states of the western world emerged as winners from the 20th century. These states are, at 

least in theory, embodiments of the ideal of open society. Since the open society must be able to 

change and adapt, freedom of expression, freedom of association, and freedom of assembly as well as 

strict religious neutrality are of fundamental importance. While institutions are inevitable, they are 

exposed to constant criticism in open societies and must continually be improved. In an open society, 

the state should guarantee, above all, a social structure without the rule of ‘closed elites’. The BAG 

knows well that the open society is by no means perfect. For the democratically constituted, open 

society is ‘the worst form of society in the world – apart from all those that we have already tried’. 

Finally, the BAG emphasizes that the open society does have enemies and that it is more fragile than 

we tend to believe. This is why they reject unrestricted tolerance, which (echoing Popper again) 

necessarily leads to the disappearance of tolerance: ‘We should therefore, in the name of tolerance, 

claim the right not to tolerate the intolerant. We should argue that any movement that preaches 

intolerance places itself outside of the law, and we should treat inciting intolerance and persecution as 

tantamount to inciting murder, robbery, or reintroducing the slave trade’. Obviously, this final passage 

of the mission statement is highly problematic and somewhat clichéd. Nonetheless, it is interesting not 
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only that the BAG has selected open society as one of its guiding principles, but that they unpack how 

they understand this principle and how it shapes their work and activities in considerable detail. 
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3.9. Friedrich Naumann Stiftung für die Freiheit 

(https://www.freiheit.org/) 

The Friedrich Naumann Foundation for Freedom is a German organization that seeks to promote 

liberal principles and values in Germany but also – and importantly – globally (in fact, many of the 

publications that are produced at the foundation have a regional focus beyond Germany – see below). 

One focus of the foundation’s work is that it, based on the principles of liberalism, offers political 

education in Germany and abroad. The foundation, therefore, seeks to encourage people to become 

actively involved in politics through publications and events. This mission chimes with the views of its 

namesake – Friedrich Naumann – who was convinced that a strong democracy needs responsible 

citizens. Only when individuals take part in the political process and assume responsibility, when they 

get involved and express their opinions, does a liberal society grow and flourish. The concept of open 

society plays a prominent role in the organization’s mission statement: 

‘The open society is the counter model to totalitarian forms of government such as National 

Socialism or Communism. In an open society, everyone has the freedom to express their 

belief, opinion, and personality as they please. This enables people to shape their own life and 

fortune.’  

Although this characterization is by no means wrong, it is clear that the concept of open society is 

much more complex than this very brief statement suggests. But how does the concept influence and 

shape the work of the foundation? One major aspect here is the promotion of human rights globally. 

This is why the foundation sheds light on the human rights situation in a number of countries around 

the world (for example in Bulgaria, Serbia, Ukraine, South Africa) through a relatively comprehensive 

report. Another initiative that comes under the rubric of ‘open society’ is the promotion of LGBTQI+ 

rights. Yet another initiative is an analysis of the spreading of ‘fake news’ through social media. A 

further initiative is to shed light on the existing gender discrimination in South Korea. It must be said 

that under the rubric of ‘open society’ we find exclusively publications and reports on the mentioned 

topics. And while the majority of these reports are informative and well-written, none of them really 

engages with the concept of open society. This does not change the fact, of course, that the website of 

the foundation is a very rich source of interesting articles on topics related to open society. 

  

https://www.freiheit.org/
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3.10. Humanists UK (until 2017: British Humanist Association) 

(https://humanists.uk/) 

Humanists UK is a charitable organization that seeks to promote a tolerant world in which rational 

thinking and kindness prevail. Its works aims to support lasting change for a better society, based on 

humanistic values. These, of course, are rather broad slogans, but they are concretized by the 

Humanists UK as follows: ‘Humanism is understood as an ethical and fulfilling non-religious 

approach to life involving a naturalistic view of the universe.’ Thus, the organization uses a number of 

channels – events, courses, publications, online resources, teaching materials and speakers for schools 

and colleges, the press, broadcast, online and social media – to extend and deepen public 

understanding of humanism as a worldview. The core idea behind these campaigns is to emphasize 

that humanists strive to be rational beings, looking to science in attempting to understand the universe, 

and ethical beings, seeking to act in a way that puts human welfare at the center of morality. Although 

the concept of open society is not an explicit element of its mission statement, this ideal has always 

influenced its activities. In 1969, the association organized the seminar ‘Towards an Open Society’ to 

explore practical ways of bringing about an open society. As such, ‘the concept of an open, enabling 

society… was at the heart of the BHA’s work, and animated much of its campaigning for media and 

governmental accountability, for effective and inclusive education, against censorship, and through 

cooperative efforts with religious bodies’ (see https://heritage.humanists.uk/towards-an-open-society/). 

Two years later, the conference papers, which explored the character, challenges, and opportunities of 

an open society, were published as Towards an Open Society: Ends and Means in British Politics 

(1971; this volume, however, seems to be unavailable today). Since then, the association has remained 

closely connected to the concept of open society. This commitment can be found in publications such 

as, Andrew Copson’s and David Pollock’s Religion and the State in an Open Society (2006) or Julian 

Baggini’s The Case for Secularism: A Neutral State in an Open Society (2013). What really sets the 

Humanists UK apart from other rationalist and humanist institutions is that although it promotes a 

secular society, it does not categorically reject religion. Their members, in fact, argue that in their 

vision of secularism, no one is prevented from expressing their religious beliefs whenever they wish; 

at the same time, though, they also insist that arguments based on religious doctrine lack persuasion 

outside the specific religious community and rely for their influence only on the exaggerated respect 

still shown for religion. The secular society proposes only that specifically religious arguments be 

discounted and disregarded: if believers can support their proposals on grounds that are wider than 

their religious beliefs they are acting within the terms of the secular society. This is an interesting and 

eloquent defence of a secular state framework that is much better compatible with the critical spirit of 

an open society than the more categorical rejections of religion that can be found in the literature.  

 

https://humanists.uk/courses
http://understandinghumanists.uk/
http://www.youtube.com/BritishHumanists
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3.11. Sydney Policy Lab: Open Society Common Purpose Taskforce 

(https://www.sydney.edu.au/sydney-policy-lab/our-

research/open-society-common-purpose-taskforce.html) 

The Sydney Policy Lab is affiliated with the University of Sydney and led by the political 

scientist/theorist Marc Stears. Its fundamental aim is encapsulated in the slogan: ‘Creating research 

and action for change’. The Lab is, thus, devoted to policy relevant research, publications, training, 

and education. In so doing, it follows the so-called ‘relational method’. This approach is based on the 

conviction that the best new knowledge emerges when people connect across difference, not when we 

remain separate from one another. One subdivision of the Sydney Policy Lab is the ‘Open Society, 

Common Purpose Taskforce’, which is an independent taskforce that strives to promote a society that 

is outward-looking to the world and enhances social connections at home. At the very heart of this 

initiative is the question: How can Australia re-engage with the world? We can already see, therefore, 

that the outlook of the taskforce is at once national and international; it is inward- and outward-looking 

at the same time. This double-gaze is reflected in the programmatic statements of the taskforce: ‘To be 

prosperous, fair and strong, Australia must be open to the world at the same time as being close-knit at 

home. Never have both of these been so important, but rarely have they ever been so difficult to 

achieve’. Not since the end of the Second World War, the taskforce emphasizes, has there been a 

threat to Australia’s future as an open society as there is now. It is, therefore, beyond doubt that this 

‘open society taskforce’ is urgently needed in a country that has – long before the outbreak of the virus 

– closed many of its intellectual and physical borders. And yet, it is striking that we do not find a 

serious discussion of open society as a political/philosophical concept on the website of the Sydney 

Policy Lab (which is all the more surprising given Marc Stears’ extremely strong background in 

political theory). It is also quite telling that the chancellor’s announcement of the creation of the 

taskforce focuses very strongly on the question of re-opening borders in the post Covid-19 period, 

which seems to have become the main focus of the taskforce. In summary, then, this is an important 

and extremely relevant new initiative under the auspices of the Sydney Policy Lab; it would also be 

interesting, however, to see how a more serious engagement with the very concept of an open society 

would (or would not) shape the mission and the activities of the taskforce. 
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3.12. Master’s Program in Open Society Technologies (Tallinn 

University) (https://www.tlu.ee/en/open-society-technologies) 

Tallinn University does not have the concept of open society in its mission statement but it has 

developed a postgraduate course entitled ‘Open Society Technologies’. This program is based on the 

(not unproblematic) assumption that in the 20
th
 century societies are becoming increasingly ‘open’. 

This means that societies have to balance ‘between choices of top-to-down and bottom up, individual 

and collective, passive responsibility and proactive entrepreneurship, exercising tolerance, inclusion 

and democracy’. The stated goal of this program, then, is to develop new professionals like ‘open 

society system architects, analysts, software developers or development managers, gardeners of cyber-

physical systems in open society, digital policy advisors in society, social entrepreneurs etc. able of 

maintaining the dimensions of open society.’ The approach of the course is highly interdisciplinary 

and includes aspects of Public Policy and E-Governance, Legal Regulation of E-Governance, Social 

and Political Theory, or Civil Society and Social Innovations. All this leads, of course, to the question 

of how the concept of open society is understood and characterized here. There are, as the program 

description outlines, three dimensions to the open society concept: 1) the ‘politico-legal dimension’, 

which tries to channel persons’ political agency and, thus, move them from responsive to proactive 

behaviour, political activism, and civic engagement. While this is certainly an important aspect of an 

open society, the further elaboration (which is worth quoting here) of the ‘politico-legal dimension’ is 

much more problematic: ‘The open society would keep no secrets from itself in the public sense, as all 

are trusted with the knowledge of all. This brings us to the open data and personal data privacy issues - 

data and trust have become the commody [sic] of open societies. While exercising the open politico-

legal dimension of open society at technology level, the dilemmas of social justice have to be solved at 

algorithm levels run by technologies – for example how we can divide the public goods, how the 

government can nudge people.’ But does anyone really think that ‘the dilemmas of social justice have 

to be solved at algorithm levels run by technologies’? Is this idea not another expression of what 

Evgeny Morozov has called (and criticized as) ‘technological solutionism’ (2014)? The second 

dimension of open society is ‘socio-economic. It seeks to promote a ‘thinner state at service level’ and 

reduce state intervention by making individuals less dependent upon the state, mobilizing them and 

building on their entrepreneurship by increasing community self-help. Finally, there is the ‘socio-

cultural dimension’ of open society, which ‘exercises tolerance and democracy in interaction between 

the public sector activities and individual people’s voluntary activities and their self-development, 

responsible consumption and environmental responsibility, establishing cohesion and inclusion.’ In 

this ‘socio-cultural’ context, it is reiterated that technology plays a key role in enabling citizen 

participation and promoting social justice. In principle, then, this seems to be an innovative and 

relevant program in an increasingly digitalized world. Yet, the question is how much of the inherently 

critical spirit of the open society is preserved in this program. It is more than doubtful, for instance, 
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that an open society is, can, or even should be one with ‘no secrets’. Moreover, it is by no means clear, 

as is stated by the program leaders, that ‘technology is improving society’ – there is plenty of literature 

to suggest otherwise. This is not to say that one should embrace a form of ‘techno-pessimism’. The 

point is, however, that it becomes increasingly clear that technology (including Big Data and 

algorithms) cannot ‘solve’ political, social, and moral problems. And it is also obvious by now that the 

rapid development of technology has created new risks and conditions of oppression that must be 

taken seriously. These potential dark sides of technological development must be seriously considered 

by anyone who subscribes to the critical ethos of the open society.  
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4. Workshops and Conference  

In the OSRP’s three-pronged approach, academic events (workshops and conferences) seek to provide 

fora for inter- and transdisciplinary discussions on open society. Our events were (and are) intended to 

be spaces for critical discussion and reflection, spaces in which no argument and no theory is beyond 

critique, and no concept is ‘sacrosanct’. In other words, these events are about open society (as a 

concept) but also in the spirit of open society (as a critical attitude). More concretely, we have 

established a series of workshops that we call ‘OSUN Talks’. The first workshop (25 May) was 

entitled ‘Does Open Society Travel Beyond “the West”?’. The second ‘OSUN Talk’ (4 June 2021) 

was on ‘Conflict and Polarization in Open Societies’. The final event in the ‘OSUN Talks’ series (1 

October 2021) brought Karl Popper ‘in critical conversation’ with Hannah Arendt, Judith Shklar, and 

Isaiah Berlin. All three OSUN Talks attracted considerable interest by scholars from within and 

beyond the OSUN network. On 28-29 October, the OSRP hosted its first major academic conference, 

provocatively entitled ‘Forget Open Society? Critical Conversations on a Contested Concept’. 

In what follows, we will outline these events in more detail and summarize some of the insights gained 

from these highly interactive events. 

 

4.1. OSUN Talk 1: Does Open Society Travel Beyond ‘the West’? 

On 25 May 2021, the OSRP, held its first in a series of workshops that seeks to re-engage with the 

concept of ‘open society’. The aim of this workshop was to address – together with our speakers, 

Achille Mbembe (University of Witwatersrand), Hagar Kotef (SOAS), and Prem Kumar Rajaram 

(CEU) – the underexplored question whether or not ‘open society travels beyond the West’. For 

advocates of open society often find themselves confronted with the criticism that this ‘Western 

concept’ must not be imposed on societies with very different traditions and value systems. Taking 

this counter-argument very seriously, this workshop sought to explore the critical questions  

- whether or not the concept of open society is haunted by the spectre of Western neo-

imperialism; 

- or, more positively, if the concept of open society can be a powerful conceptual tool in 

decolonial struggles or if it can even pave the way for the development of a decolonized, 

truly global universalism;  

 

Unsurprisingly, the panellists had diverging views on these questions and, more generally, on the 

potential of the concept of open society. On the most basic level, all three presenters agreed that as an 

aspirational category, Popper’s juxtaposition of ‘closed’ and ‘open’ societies begs the question of how 
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concepts like open society circulate and are translated into specific contexts. If we do not pay heed to 

these processes of circulation and translation, political and philosophical concepts will remain 

provincial and limited, and can easily become a tool of exploitation and domination. Nonetheless, at 

least one panellist saw considerable potential in open society: Since decolonization implies redressing 

structures of subjugation and exploitation, we must not overlook that human beings are embedded in 

an increasingly complex technological infrastructure within which there are attempts to mimic natural 

selection processes. As a result, we see today a redistribution of power between humans and 

technology with profound consequences for moral, social, and political life. The concept of open 

society, however, refers almost automatically to decolonization because a colonial society is by 

definition a tribal (or closed) society. Other presenters were more sceptical. One of them identified 

three key elements of open society – democracy, rationality, and individualism – and asserted that 

each of them has served as a tool of colonial domination in the past. What we need, this speaker 

concluded, is not more individualism but more solidarity. In a similar vein, another presenter criticized 

that the idea of open society does not allow for social conflict and transformative change. In other 

words, it is not clear how the idea of open society can make a meaningful contribution to social justice 

(on this question, see our workshop Conflict and Polarisation in Open Societies). 

It is worth mentioning, though, that even those who were highly critical of the concept of open society 

did not wish to jettison the concept altogether. What is important, they stressed, is to remain cognizant 

of the risks and dangers that philosophical and political concepts carry, that is, of their frequent 

historical (ab)uses that make them tools of colonial domination. Thus, the underlying risks and 

dangers of the concept of open society should primarily be approached as historical and not 

philosophical questions. In this context, two panellists further argued that the very question ‘does open 

society travel beyond the West?’ is itself reminiscent of the European colonial project because it takes 

the (the largely imaginary) ‘West’ as its point of departure and main focus. This argument was rejected 

by the discussant: According to him, the question ‘does open society travel beyond the West?’ 

expresses an awareness of the potential limitations of the concept of open society, it problematizes its 

frequently assumed ‘universality’ and, thus, does not reinforce a colonial logic. 

Finally, a point that was only implicitly discussed – but on which there seemed to be broad agreement 

– was that many of the fundamental values associated with the concept of open society (diversity, 

plurality, toleration) can be found in societies around the world – these ‘open society values’, in other 

words, are certainly not limited to (so-called) Western societies.  

While OSRP’s first workshop encompassed a wide range of critical exchanges, it made clear that 

OSUN is the ideal platform for examining such questions. Ideally, the workshop served as a fruitful 

jumping-off point for further conversation within and beyond OSUN. 
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4.2. OSUN Talk 2: Conflict and Polarization in Open Societies 

An argument, which was invoked against open society in our first workshop (Does Open Society 

Travel Beyond ‘the West’?), provided a useful segue into this event. The argument was that the idea of 

open society does not allow for social conflict and transformative change and that it is not clear how 

open society can contribute to social justice. If true, this is a criticism that goes to the very heart of the 

concept of open society. Yet, the problem with which this workshop sought to wrestle is even more 

complex: Open societies are, on the one hand, inextricably linked to the existence of legitimate spaces 

for dissenting voices, controversial opinions, and the clash of different worldviews – it is precisely this 

potential for struggle and conflict that makes an open society ‘open’. On the other hand, open societies 

depend on political stability, social solidarity, and respect for democratic institutions. This complex 

situation leads to the two overarching questions this workshop sought to explore: 

1) What is the role of conflict and polarization in open societies? To put this question a bit 

provocatively: are conflict and polarization existential threats to, necessary evils of, or 

(potentially) productive and progressive phenomena in open societies?   

2) How, if at all, can a re-engagement with the concept of open society help us to analyze the 

phenomena of conflict and polarization and, perhaps more broadly, to analyze and understand 

what is often called the contemporary crisis of democracy?  

 

To put it more succinctly: What do conflict and polarization tell us about open society? And, vice 

versa, what does open society tell us about conflict and polarization? 

Our four panellists – John Thrasher (Chapman University), Giunia Gatta (Bocconi University), Adam 

Ramsay (openDemocracy), and Renáta Uitz (CEU) – approached these questions from rather different 

perspectives. On the most basic level, however, broad agreement on two fundamental points emerged: 

First, conflict and polarization are, indeed, inevitable phenomena within open societies – if societies 

are ‘open’, there must be room for conflict, dissensus, struggle, and polarization. At the same time, 

though, it is clear that conflict and polarization can also be destructive and dangerous – the challenge, 

in both theory and practice, is to distinguish between productive and destructive forms of conflict and 

to ‘draw a line’ between them.  

Apart from agreement on these basic points, our panellists had diverging opinions on the drivers 

behind conflict and polarization. One speaker portrayed economic inequality as the root cause of 

democratic backsliding. Throughout Europe, citizens have been disillusioned with politics, 

disappointed with its unwillingness to tackle rampant material inequality, and have, as a result, turned 

away from political participation. The major task, then, of an open society is to confront the problem 

of economic inequality and to defend open societies against those with power, while welcoming those 

without power. Another speaker shared this sentiment but emphasized the potential dangers of 
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political order and stability. Arguing from a more radically democratic perspective that established a 

link between conflict and justice, this panellist asserted that while stability, social solidarity, and 

respect for democratic institutions are important values, we must be aware of who pays the price for 

such ideals: in many cases, the already marginalized members of a society bear the brunt of 

dominating impositions of order imposed by the majority. A major function of an open society, then, 

is to provide channels for participation and struggle for oppressed individuals and groups. Another 

speaker focused on the high levels of affective polarization in the US, where an “us vs. them” 

mentality proliferates and a discourse of stigmatization pits one political camp against the other, 

inflaming healthy disagreements until they become explosive conflicts. In such an environment, the 

concept of open society can play a particularly important role by foregrounding procedural and 

structural elements rather than substantive values. Emphasizing the importance of preserving openness 

over political aims can help to harness disagreement and deescalate dangerous forms of polarization. 

  

While it might seem that with this second workshop, the OSRP approached the concept of open 

society from a very different angle than in our first one, various parallels between Does Open Society 

Travel Beyond ‘the West’? and Conflict and Polarization in Open Societies came to the fore. The most 

important, perhaps, is the cautious optimism that emerged from both workshops: There are, to be sure, 

good reasons to be critical of the concept of open society and various ‘open society discourses’; yet, 

the concept also has considerable potential to be harnessed for progressive purposes. 
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4.3. OSUN Talk 3: Popper in Critical Conversation: Arendt, Berlin, 

Shklar, and the Open Society 

‘Karl Popper in Critical Conversation’ concluded the Open Society Research Platform’s workshop 

series for this year. Following our first workshop on open society and postcolonial thought in May and 

one on conflict and polarisation in June, this event turned more directly to the political theory of Karl 

Popper, the author of The Open Society and its Enemies. As was pointed out in the introductory 

remarks, a curious feature of this book is that – despite its title – the concepts of ‘open society’ and 

‘enmity’ remain rather underdeveloped. Thus, even George Soros, who was a student of Popper, 

recently admitted that ‘it is fair to say that I have placed greater weight on the concept of open society 

than Karl Popper did’. Moreover, as the reviewers of the Cambridge Companion to Popper have 

diagnosed, scholarship on Popper resembles a ‘closed society’: for this literature is characterised by ‘a 

near total failure’ to bring Popper and his concepts in conversation with thinkers and ideas in the near 

temporal and intellectual space. This is an observation that has certainly been confirmed by the work 

of the OSRP.   

The purpose of this workshop, accordingly, was to initiate a critical conversation between Popper, and 

three thinkers, who (although they did not use the term open society) wrote in a common tradition of 

anti-totalitarian thought, and whose works overlap but also diverge in important ways from Popper’s – 

Hannah Arendt, Judith Shklar, and Isaiah Berlin. Our second aim was to link this discussion to the 

present moment and to harness the ideas and insights of these theorists to think through and address 

contemporary problems.  

In a wide-ranging and vibrant discussion, the three panellists were in broad agreement that The Open 

Society and its Enemies continues to be a rich source of philosophical and political insights. For 

Allison Stanger, there are three reasons in particular that render the book topical and relevant: first, it 

allows us to better understand the inherently global challenges that ‘Big Tech’ poses to democracies 

and open societies; second, it directs our focus back to the elementary question of how to avoid 

‘cruelty’; and third, it helps us to deal with the challenges of contemporary identity politics. In a 

similar vein, Oseni Afisi emphasised Popper’s commitment to rational conversation and deliberation 

that makes the book especially insightful today. Popper’s demarcation between an ‘open’ and a 

‘closed’ society can also be fruitfully applied in the context of African societies and politics. Roger 

Berkowitz, finally, emphasised that The Open Society and its Enemies stands as a warning against the 

retreat from democratic openness today. One of Popper’s insights was that totalitarianism will not go 

away and will remain a formidable threat in the future. In parallel to Stanger, Berkowitz also identified 

‘Big Tech’ (or what he called ‘inhuman rationalism’) as one of the most serious contemporary threats 

as our increasing reliance on Artificial Intelligence and algorithms is an attempt to seek guidance 

outside of the political realm. Despite their different interpretations of the book, however, all three 

speakers agreed that one of its most salient strengths is its eloquent critique of ‘historicism’ – a mode 
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of thinking that believes in prophetic laws of history that only have to be followed to solve particular 

problems in the world.   

The parallels between Popper’s and Shklar’s thinking are, as Stanger explained, striking: Both thinkers 

developed a non-utopian conception of liberalism that seeks to avoid cruelty and to protect the liberty 

of the individual. Yet Stanger foregrounded Shklar’s important distinction between the ‘politics of 

memory’ and the ‘politics of hope’, a distinction that cannot – or at least not explicitly – be found in 

Popper: It is especially the ‘politics of memory’, a way of thinking that remains cognisant of past 

crimes and atrocities, that should inform both contemporary politics and liberal education as an 

antidote to moralistic and hubristic attitudes. A powerful critique of liberalism has long been that its 

individualist conception of liberty threatens to erode the ‘glue’ that holds societies together. Afisi, who 

focused his comparative analysis on the notion of freedom in Berlin and Popper, insisted that this 

critique cannot be levelled against Popper. While Berlin famously preferred a ‘negative’ conception of 

freedom over ‘positive freedom’, Popper drew on a ‘relational’ conception of freedom, one that is 

exercised through critical engagement with others. This relational conception of freedom opens new 

avenues for thinking about the open society insofar as it carves out a middle-ground position between 

individualist and collectivist notions of liberty. Berkowitz noted a crucial difference between Arendt 

and Popper: While Popper clings to a notion of ‘truth’ in politics, Arendt rejected this explicitly and 

saw the political realm as one of ‘meaning making’. Moreover, Arendt celebrated plurality, Popper did 

not take human plurality – including its undeniable dangers – seriously enough. As a consequence, we 

find in Popper’s conception of the open society the tension that despite its putative ‘openness’, it is 

supposed to generate particular moral, social, and political values. Popper, we might say (although 

Berkowitz did not put it in these terms) wants to have his cake and eat it. 

What emerged from this third ‘OSUN Talk’ is a conception of open society that shares Judith Shklar’s 

aversion to cruelty and respect for the individual human being, but also one that would benefit from 

Shklar’s emphasis on the ‘politics of memory’. This, moreover, chimes with Isaiah Berlin’s warnings 

against ‘the pursuit of the ideal’ as a dangerously utopian political programme; there is also, however, 

the question of how Berlin’s ‘value pluralism’ shapes the open society in theory and practice that 

should be explored by researchers. Finally, the critical conversation with Arendt has brought to the 

fore the question of plurality in all its urgency. For advocates of open society, the challenge is 

formidable: On the one hand, open society is neither a relativistic nor an anarchistic idea. Freedom, 

plurality, and openness cannot be unlimited, and certain lines have to be drawn. Yet, if freedom, 

plurality, and openness are, indeed, fundamental values of an open society, it is crucial not to draw 

these lines too narrowly. The question for advocates of the open society, then, is not whether but 

where to draw these lines. And while this question poses difficult methodological, theoretical, and 

practical problems, advocates of the open society can no longer afford to evade them.   
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4.4. Conference: Forget Open Society? Critical Conversations on a 

Contested Concept 

On 28-29 October 2021, the OSRP hosted its first annual major conference (online). ‘Forget Open 

Society?’ was chosen as a deliberately provocative theme.  For while open society is, undoubtedly, a 

contested concept, we find at its very heart a commitment to open discussion and critical thinking. 

This critical ethos also applies to the idea of open society itself: What are its characteristics? How, if at 

all, can the concept be translated into practice? What is its potential and what are its limitations in 

today’s world? Is open society a ‘Western’ concept? In probing these and related questions, it seemed 

apt to frame its overarching theme as a (deliberate) provocation: Forget Open Society? 

The main purpose of the conference was to explore and open up further avenues for research on the 

idea(l) of open society in regional, national, international and global contexts. As such, this conference 

sought to bring together and spark conversations between scholars, thinkers, and activists from various 

disciplines who critically reflected on this contested concept, probed its potential and limitations in 

light of the global challenges that humanity faces, and carved out new ideas and insights of how to live 

with the tensions and frictions that an open society inevitably creates and constantly re-creates.  

The conference was opened by Liviu Matei (Provost of CEU) who reflected on the vision behind the 

creation of the OSRP. Subsequently, Leon Botstein’s (Chancellor of OSUN) delivered an inspiring 

speech in which he emphasized the importance of open society in today’s world. The concept stands 

as a counterforce against ‘evil’ in the world, as an antidote to all these tendencies that seek to close 

societies in numerous ways. As such, Botstein stressed, it is important to make clear what ‘we’ (as 

advocates of open society) stand for; rather than denying tje ideological commitments at the heart of 

open society, we should embrace them. Most importantly, Botstein brought to the fore open society’s 

potential to forge what he called a ‘new kind of universalism’, which seems needed in the face of 

inherently global challenges such as climate change, global inequality, or technological domination.  

The conference featured no less than eight panels and presentations on themes as diverse as education, 

Artificial Intelligence, migration, sustainable development, political theory, feminism, or African 

cosmology. Our presenters came from Australia, from Bangladesh, from Nigeria, from Germany, from 

the US, from Colombia, and many other countries. Thus, it is safe to say to this was the first 

geographically and intellectually global conference on open society and that this event truly reflected 

the commitment to diversity and plurality that lies at the very heart of the concept of open society. 

In addition to the eight panels, the conference featured three keynote events. Iveta Silova’s 

scintillating keynote lecture on the (as she put it) discursively constructed crisis of education in post-

socialist countries critically analzed educational reforms in this region. More concretely, Silova shed 

light on the – in many respects problematic – role of the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and 
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Development (OECD) in reinforcing a colonial mindset and imposing supposedly superior ‘Western’ 

standards of education. Ultimately, Silova posed an important (and by no means merely rhetorical) 

question: Is the open society open enough to accept alternative approaches to education?  Thaddeus 

Metz keynote demonstrated the relevance of the concept of open society in an African context and, at 

the same time, shed light on the weaknesses of Popper’s concept through an engagement with the 

African philosophy of ubuntu. Ubuntu, according to Metz, offers a highly interesting alternative to 

Popper’s ‘Kantian ethics’ as it presents as the pivotal characteristic of our common humanity 

relationality rather than rationality. This focus on relationality has important consequences for the role, 

the responsibility, and the limits of the state in today’s world. The conference was concluded by a 

keynote-roundtable on open society and Covid-19 with Albena Azmanova, Michael Esfeld, Shalini 

Randeira, and Tarun Weeramanthri. Here, the panellists reflected on the importance of keeping 

societies open in times of crisis, on the concept of global solidarity, and many other themes that 

Covid-19 brought to the fore. Interestingly enough, a red-thread was running through the deliberations 

of all four panellists: Since the pandemic has shown (as Randeira put it) that we are not necessarily 

‘masters of our world’, open society’s major strength today is its emphasis on ‘humility’ on the one 

hand and ‘critical thinking’ on the other. It is thus abundantly clear, as Azmanova asserted, that 

‘uncertainty is not an enemy of the open society’ but a necessary element of an open society. In sum, 

this keynote roundtable was a very thought-provoking and worthy conclusion to the OSRP’s first 

major conference. 

So, should we ‘forget open society’? Quite remarkably, none of the participants categorically rejected 

the concept of open society. The overwhelming majority, in fact, agreed that this is an important 

philosophical and political concept that needs to be further explored and strengthened, especially in the 

light of the manifold global challenges humanity faces today. It is equally crucial, however, to remain 

self-reflective and self-critical when advocating open society. ‘Openness’ must not become dogmatic 

or one-dimensional lest our efforts to create more open, more diverse, and more just societies backfire 

and create the very conditions we try to overcome. In this context, it might well be necessary, as Leon 

Botstein argued, to ‘unravel’ certain assumptions and ideas of open society that have taken hold even 

in academic scholarship. It will also be crucial to balance open society’s genuine commitment to 

plurality and diversity with the necessity of ‘drawing lines’ in social, moral, and political life. Open 

societies, as several of our participants stressed, must be based on a delicate dialectic between 

‘openness’ and ‘closure’. We need a mindset driven in equal measure by skepticism and trust, by 

optimism and realism, by radical ambition and conservative restraint. What we need, above all, is a 

critical ethos that rejects every form of dogmatism and one-dimensionality. This is no small task. But 

the concept of open society, as our conference has demonstrated, might well be the best guide we have 

today – and, no doubt, in a radically insecure and open future. 
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5. Participation and Collaboration 

We see the relationship between OSUN and the OSRP as mutually beneficial. It is based on the 

conviction that critical thinking about the challenges of our time requires deep partnerships between 

individual institutions, which bring to the table a genuine diversity of viewpoints. The institutional 

diversity that characterizes OSUN is, as we have seen not least in our events, an enormously fruitful 

environment for critical thinking. The OSRP uses this pluralistic environment to get inspiration for its 

work. At the same time, the OSRP strives to enliven this pluralistic space with its various activities 

and to enrich OSUN with its expertise on the concept of open society. It also aims to actively promote 

the values that lie at the very heart of the newly founded network. In our three-pronged approach, 

therefore, the third element is what we summarize as ‘participation and collaboration’ – that is, a 

conscious attempt to create collaborations within OSUN that allow us to directly contribute to 

OSUN’s mission. In this section, we will outline the various activities the OSRP has launched in this 

regard. 

 

5.1.  Collaborations and Participation  

As a global university network, OSUN seeks to foster active collaboration and participation among its 

members and the OSRP has contributed to the development of such relationships. Christof Royer 

represented the OSRP at Bard College’s Annual Text Seminar on Karl Popper’s The Open Society and 

Its Enemies (July 22-26, 2021). Based on his familiarity with the literature on open society, he also 

contributed to the organization of the event by identifying leading scholars on the philosophy of Karl 

Popper. This resulted in a thought-provoking workshop that rethought central elements of Popper’s 

book and will lead to a major publication with Fordham University Press in 2022, co-edited by 

Christof Royer and Roger Berkowitz. Apart from its strong connection to Bard College, the OSRP has 

also established a fruitful cooperation with scholars from Universidad de los Andes. Christof Royer is 

also a member of OSUN’s Artificial Intelligence and the Humanities working group, which seeks to 

explore the philosophical questions that the rise of Artificial Intelligence has generated. This 

engagement contributes directly to the OSRP’s focus on contemporary challenges to open societies, of 

which Artificial Intelligence is among the most prominent ones. More generally, these collaborations 

and various forms of participation have brought to the fore many questions and themes that will be 

taken up in detail by the OSRP in the future.  

A further forum for discussion was created in the form of the reading group Thinking Between the 

Times (April to July 2021), which attracted (primarily) graduate students from across the OSUN 

network. The reading group, led by Volha Biziukova, had fifteen active members from CEU, SOAS, 

the European University Institute, the European Humanities University, and the Graduate Institute 
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Geneva. This reading group sought to revitalize the intellectual potential of Karl Popper’s ‘open 

society’ by initiating a debate on the intellectual heritage of the mid-20
th
 century thinkers (such as 

Hannah Arendt, Isaiah Berlin, and Walter Benjamin) and connecting them to today’s moment and its 

challenges. It was especially valuable that participants were rethinking and finding new relevance in 

the ideas of the mid-twentieth century thinkers as they were relating them to their own experiences of 

living and conducting research in different localities (from post-socialist countries to India, from 

China to Ethiopia, Germany, and Myanmar). We were genuinely impressed by the students’ 

enthusiasm and intellectual engagement and we hope that this reading group has further promoted the 

objectives of OSUN. 

 

5.2. Teaching Activities 

At the very heart of OSUN’s mission is the desire to prepare students for the challenges of our 

increasingly globalized age. The OSRP shares this fundamental aim and is, thus, engaged in various 

teaching activities. Christof Royer has taught an OSUN summer course on ‘Surveillance and 

Privacy: Moral, Legal, and Political Issues’ in 2021. This eight-week summer course was attended 

by students from, among others, Bard College Berlin, the American University of Afghanistan, or 

Ashesi University. The course introduced the issue of surveillance as an increasingly significant 

feature of contemporary societies and examined its evolution in both public and private domains. It 

enabled students to critically analyze the ambiguous and multi-faceted character of surveillance and 

to follow an intellectual path that leads us from more ‘traditional’ forms of state surveillance to a 

‘surveillance culture’. Moreover, it investigated the international significance of major events, such 

as the terrorist attack of 9/11 or the Covid-19 pandemic, in relation to the use and legitimisation of 

surveillance methods and technologies. As such, students from across the OSUN network were 

engaged in a detailed – and, crucially, critical – exploration of one of the most significant issues of 

our time. 

 

The OSRP is also, however, an ardent supporter of community engagement programs. It, therefore, 

contributed to the Socrates program, which offers free courses in the humanities and social sciences to 

adults outside the university community of Budapest, Vienna and Berlin who have lacked educational 

opportunities in the past. Under this year’s overarching theme (which has an obvious link to the 

concept of open society) ‘Freedom and Society’, Christof co-taught a course that engaged with the 

elusive idea of human (un)freedom from the distinct – but complementary – perspectives of political 

thought and literature. The first half of this course, taught by Christof, examined explicit theorizations 

of freedom, whereas the second, taught by a literary scholar, focused on the dramatic presentation of 

particular states of unfreedom. Intellectually, this course was based on the idea that to understand 
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freedom, we must comprehend both the philosophical concept and its manifestations on stage (and in 

reality). This combination of political theory and literature, as well as the engagement with more 

mature students, proved to be enormously challenging and intriguing. Ultimately, we hope to have 

contributed to the crucial task of enabling students to become fuller participants and citizens of (open) 

societies. 
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6. Future Research Avenues 

The OSRP’s three-pronged approach (as outlined above) has proven to be enormously fruitful and 

successful as it takes into account that the exploration of the concept of open society is best achieved 

through the combination of several strategies. We will, therefore, continue this approach in the 

consolidation and further development of the platform. However, our activities have also brought to 

the fore several core themes and questions of particular relevance for both the theory and practice of 

open society. This is why the OSRP will in its second year, and in addition to continuing its research 

(see point 1), focus on ‘technocracy and technological domination’ and ‘education’ as two of these key 

themes for which the concept of open society is of particular relevance (points 2 and 3). 

 

6.1. Continuation, Consolidation, and Extension of Research on Open 

Society 

In its first year, the OSRP developed a comprehensive overview of the literature on open society and 

gained additional insights through its academic events and collaborations. Now, the research of the 

ORSP must be continued, consolidated, and extended.  

 Continuing Academic Research: Since the literature on open society is ever-growing, the OSRP 

will continue to screen and review this literature, include it in its literature review, and add it to its 

database. Moreover, we have identified a substantial body of literature in languages such as 

Japanese, Arabic, and Chinese, which we hope to analyze with the help of students who are 

proficient in these languages and interested in contributing to our research. In year 2, we will also 

expand the time horizon of our research: while we analyzed the literature between 1989 and 2021 

in our first year, we will include literature from before 1989 in our literature review and analysis. 

While it would be utopian to plan to identify the entire body of literature on open society, there are 

many particularly interesting examples from pre-1989, which we will select and analyze (see, for 

instance, Richard Nixon [1970], School Desegregation: ‘A Free and Open Society’).  

 

 Extending Critical Conversations: The OSRP will continue to foster conversations between 

Popper and other theorists in the near intellectual space. We have already made concrete steps to 

‘open’ this literature with our workshop Popper in Critical Conversation and various conference 

panels; however, we want to bring into the conversation even more thinkers with whom Popper’s 

work shares key aspects (e.g. Bergson, Foucault, Oakeshott). We will also continue to explore the 

geographical and intellectual scope of open society. In Latin America social scientists have recently 

paid considerable attention to the concept. We will, thus, in cooperation with the Universidad de 

los Andes, organize a workshop to discuss open society in the Latin American context. 
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6.2. Technocracy and Technological Domination as Threats to Open 

Society 

It has been repeatedly stressed by the participants of our academic events (e.g., Achille Mbmebe, 

Allison Stanger, Roger Berkowitz), and it has been a recurring theme in the literature (e.g., Morozov 

2013; Luna and Fairfield 2013; Soros 2019), that the concept of open society provides valuable 

insights into the challenges and threats posed by modern technologies. The concrete threats, these 

scholars argue, are new forms of domination on a global scale and the growing tendency to outsource 

fundamental decisions to algorithms or technocratic elites and to place judgments beyond the realm of 

democratic politics. These technocratic tendencies are oligarchic in nature, insofar as they stifle free 

expression and undermine democratic self-government of citizens, which is the lifeblood of an open 

society; moreover, they reintroduce a telocratic attitude that is antithetical to the ‘openness’ of an open 

society.  

Based on its research in this area in its first year, and continuing research in the second, the OSRP will 

zoom in on central theoretical and practical issues and, thus, develop new insights, ideas, and 

strategies to counter the threat of technocracy and control technological domination. 

 Open Society and the ‘New Determinism’: Modern technologies such as Artificial Intelligence 

have facilitated the return of a form of determinism – that is, the widespread belief that algorithms 

will be able to solve moral, social, and political problems  (Morozov 2014). There is, however, 

little work that has utilized the concept of open society to shed light on the dangers of this ‘new 

determinism’. The OSRP will, therefore, bring together the literatures on open society and 

technology studies in its research, explore the new determinism in a dedicated workshop, and 

demonstrate how an ‘open society perspective’ serves as a potent counterweight to the inherently 

global threats of technological solutionism and utopianism. 

 

 Transparency and Openness of Governance: Discussions on technology often portray 

transparency as a central aspect of an open society (e.g. Taylor and Kelsey 2016). This burgeoning 

literature, however, does not seriously engage with the concept of open society and does not 

critically analyze the ambiguous role of transparency, which has increasingly side-lined more 

democratic modes of control (Götz and Marklund 2014). The OSRP will remedy these weaknesses 

through a critical exploration of the relationship between open society and transparency. Our aim is 

to substantiate the claim that transparency is an element of open society while, simultaneously, 

developing a critical understanding of the potential and limits of transparency in the creation and 

maintenance of open society.  
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 Keeping Societies Open in Times of Crisis? During major crises such as the Covid-19 pandemic or 

climate change, governments are quick to ‘close’ societies, suspend democratic processes, and to 

rely on expert opinions as well as technological tools to overcome the crisis (Delanty 2021). While 

some scholars have argued, often relying on problematic interpretations of open society, that these 

authoritarian strategies are incompatible with the idea of open society (Esfeld 2021), the original 

architects of the open society idea (Popper and Bergson) have little to say on these themes. The 

OSRP will, thus, explore this complex relationship from two angles: What role can the concept of 

open society play during times of crisis? And, conversely, what do crises reveal about the concept 

of open society? In this context, Karl Popper’s ideas, who was a champion of scientific knowledge 

and an ardent critic of its usage for subverting democracy, offer crucial guidance and insights of 

how to navigate the complex relation between science-based and open and democratic responses. 

  

 

6.3. Open Society and Higher Education  

The OSRP will pursue the intersection of open society and higher education as a priority direction of 

its inquiry, as this theme, in addition to its centrality in OSUN’s mission, has persistently emerged in 

our research. While in 2021, the OSRP focused on studying the usages of open society in the context 

of education, it will now explore the focal points of these debates. We will probe: 1) the role of higher 

education in achieving a more democratic, just, and sustainable society (higher education for open 

society); 2) the pertinence of the concept of open society for comprehending current tendencies in 

higher education, its social embeddedness, and organization (higher education as open society); 3) the 

potential of the concept to facilitate a more inclusive, equal, pluralistic, and engaged education that 

promotes critical thinking (open society as an open knowledge project). To this end, along with 

continuing literature research, the OSRP will engage with and bring together specialists and 

stakeholders in the field, provide a platform for exchange and collaboration, and systematize achieved 

outcomes. Our emphasis will be on conducting a series of thematic workshops and compiling 

intermediate working reports on their results, culminating with a roundtable with participants from 

OSUN and beyond. Final outcomes will be summarized in a comprehensive thematic report. We 

expect that insights and ideas developed within this project will contribute to the process of OSUN 

reflecting on its mission and strategies. The YECHE affiliation provides the OSRP with a vantage 

point for leading this initiative and garnering necessary expertise. The specific points of interests are 

the following: 

1) Higher education for open society: The OSRP will address the relevance of  the concept of open 

society for analyzing the role of today’s internationalized higher education in fostering a more 

democratic, just, and plural society in the context of globalization (e.g., van der Wende 2018). This 

implies exploring how open society accentuates the mission of education in promoting critical 
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thinking and debate, addressing existing structures of power and exclusion, and ensuring 

responsiveness to local and global challenges (e.g., ascending authoritarianism, technocratic 

governance, rising inequalities).  

 

2) Higher education as open society: We will investigate open society’s usefulness in reflecting on 

the organization, functioning, and governance of higher education institutions in a larger sociopolitical 

context. This aspect of inquiry stresses the role of education institutions as democratic inclusive 

communities, which provide ‘the experience of democracy itself’ (Rose 2014) and conditions for free 

and critical inquiry. Furthermore, we will demonstrate the relevance of open society for tackling the 

dominance of economic rationality and neoliberal governance in higher education, and encroachments 

of political regimes. Thus, the OSRP will emphasize how the concept enables a critical analysis of 

higher education reforms across different regions and how it can inform a more positive model of 

change (with attention to local conditions, interests, and knowledge). 

 

3) Open society as an open and pluralistic knowledge project: The OSRP will explore how open 

society can provide guidance for addressing knowledge (and related institutional) hierarchies within 

academia (including legacies of colonial and the Cold War divides). We will ask how the concept can 

be translated into opening up and de-colonizing curricula, fostering peer-learning, and ensuring more 

inclusive knowledge exchange and production. Moreover, we will analyze relations between the 

categories of open society and open education, especially in connection to technological change. We 

will inquire how, in this light, we can (re)envisage relations between higher education institutions and 

societies in which they are embedded.  
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