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‘Karl Popper in Critical Conversation’ concluded the Open Society Research 

Platform’s workshop series (‘OSUN Talks’) 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 
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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 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.   

 


