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On 4 June 2021, the Open Society Research Platform (OSRP) hosted the second in 

a series of events that seeks to re-engage with the concept of Open Society from 

theoretical and practical perspectives. Our workshops 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).   

In this context, an argument, which was invoked against Open Society in our first 

workshop (Does Open Society Travel Beyond the West?, 25 May 2021), provided a 

useful segue into this event. The critical argument was that the idea of Open 

Society does not allow for social conflict and transformative change and that it is 

not clear how the idea of Open Society can make a meaningful contribution 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 
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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, though, open 

societies also 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 polarisation in open societies? To put this 

question a bit provocatively: are conflict and polarisation 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 analyse the phenomena of conflict and polarisation and, perhaps 

more broadly, to analyse and understand what is often called the 

contemporary crisis of democracy?  

To put it more succinctly: What do conflict and polarisation tell us about Open 

Society? And, vice versa, what does Open Society tell us about conflict and 

polarisation? 

Our four panellists approached these questions from rather different 

perspectives. On the most basic level, however, broad agreement on two 

fundamental points emerged: First, conflict and polarisation are, indeed, 

inevitable phenomena within open societies – if societies are ‘open’, there must 

be room for conflict, dissensus, struggle, and polarisation. At the same time, 

though, it is clear that conflict and polarisation 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 polarisation. 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 consequence, 

turned away from political participation. For this speaker, then, the major task 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 emphasised the potential dangers of 

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 ought to constantly look for the cost of 

these values and we have to look for who is paying this price. In many cases, the 

already marginalised members of a society have to bear the brunt of stifling and 

dominating impositions of order by the majority. A major function of an Open 

Society is, therefore, to provide channels for participation and struggle for 

oppressed individuals and groups. Another speaker focused on the high levels of 

(affective) polarisation in the US. It is, this presenter argued, a ‘we vs them’ 

mentality, a rhetoric of ‘good’ and ‘evil’, and a discourse of stigmatisation that pits 

one political camp against the other and exacerbates healthy disagreements 

until they become explosive conflicts. In such a polarised environment, however, 

the concept of Open Society can play a particularly important role by 

foregrounding procedural and structural elements rather than substantive 

values. In other words, emphasising the importance of preserving openness over 

substantive political aims can help to harness disagreement and deescalate 

dangerous forms of polarisation. However, as one speaker noted, it is often 

overlooked that one important driver behind today’s ‘tribalism’ is Christian 

identity politics and its fight against (so-called) gender ideology. What we can see 

here, interestingly enough, is that Karl Popper’s localisation of tribalism at the 

‘local level’ and his localisation of openness at the international (or global) level is 

problematic: for many of the actors behind contemporary Christian identity 



politics are increasingly active and connected globally. This, to be sure, does not 

render the concept of Open Society obsolete; but it demonstrates that 

reactionary and, indeed, ‘tribal’ forces are today often to be found in highly 

organised and global networks. 

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 

Polarisation 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. Once again, we would like to thank our 

speakers for their stimulating presentations and the audience for thought-

provoking questions and comments. We very much hope that this workshop can 

serve as an impetus for further conversation within and beyond OSUN.  

 


