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On 25 May 2021, the newly created Open Society Research Platform (OSRP), held 

its first in a series of workshops that seeks to re-engage with the concept of 

‘open society’. For despite the fact that ‘open society’ plays a pivotal role in the 

missions of both the Central European University (CEU) and the Open Society 

University Network (OSUN), the concept itself, and various dimensions of it, have 

remained underexplored in theory and practice. And one of these underexplored 

aspects is the question whether or not ‘open society travels beyond the West’. 

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; 

https://www.soas.ac.uk/staff/staff105435.php
https://people.ceu.edu/node/1572
https://wiser.wits.ac.za/users/achille-mbembe


- if the concept of open society is merely one of those allegedly universal 

principles that are imposed on countries and societies that have, in 

fact, very different values and outlooks;  

- 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 decolonised, truly global universalism;  

Unsurprisingly, perhaps, 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 

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 decolonisation 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 

decolonisation 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 criticised 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, 4 June 2021). 

It is worth mentioning, though, that even those who were highly critical of the 

concept of open society did not suggest to jettison the concept altogether. What 

is important, they stressed, is to remain cognisant 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 and exploitation. 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 problematises 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.  

We hope that this summary of our first workshop conveys a sense of the wide-

ranging and critical discussions of this event. What we have seen is that OSUN is 

an ideal medium to discuss these questions and we hope that this workshop can 

be a fruitful jumping-off point for further conversation within and beyond OSUN.  

 

 


