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Abstract—Karl Popper’s The Open Society and Its 

Enemies (1945) remain a seminal work defending 

liberal democracy and critiquing totalitarian ideologies. 

Written during World War II as “war work” against 

the intellectual roots of fascism and communism, it 

argues that societies must reject historicism (the belief 

in inevitable laws of history) and utopian schemes, and 

instead embrace piecemeal reforms, critical debate, and 

institutions that allow rulers to be removed peacefully. 

This article examines Popper’s core ideas – his 

falsifiability criterion in science, his model of open 

(liberal) versus closed (authoritarian) societies, and his 

critique of Plato, Hegel, and Marx as “enemies” of 

openness – in light of today’s political challenges. We 

survey how Popperian concepts illuminate debates over 

rising populism and illiberal democracy (citing Galston 

2018’s analysis of populist majoritarianism), 

polarization and “incivility” in public discourse, science 

and pseudoscience (e.g. climate change), and the tension 

between an open society and digital-age “cancel 

culture”. We compare Popper to at least six other 

thinkers (Plato, Hegel, Marx, Isaiah Berlin, John Rawls, 

and Hannah Arendt), noting for each how their views 

on liberty, democracy, or historicism align or conflict 

with Popper’s. Major criticisms of Popper (e.g. his 

allegedly utopian rationalism and neglect of 

socioeconomic inequalities) are addressed alongside 

defenses (e.g. by Berlin and Hayek). Finally, we discuss 

implications for political theory and empirical research 

(such as modeling political change as falsifiable 

hypotheses), propose policy lessons (favor incremental 

reform, protect free institutions), and suggest open 

questions (e.g. how to measure “openness” empirically, 

or how Popperian falsifiability applies to post-truth 

politics). Throughout we draw on Popper’s original text 

and recent scholarship to offer a critical, up-to-date 

appraisal in a journal-article style. 

 

Index Terms—Karl Popper, Open Society, Populism, 

Social Engineering, Utopia, Polarization 

I. THESIS AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

 

This article argues that Popper’s vision of an open 

society grounded in critical rationalism, gradual 

reform, and protection of individual freedom is more 

relevant than ever for analyzing 21st-century politics. 

In particular, we investigate how Popper’s critique of 

historicism and utopianism applies to contemporary 

issues (such as authoritarianism, populism, 

conspiracy thinking, and science denialism) and how 

his idea of an open society compares with the ideas 

of other major philosophers. We frame this inquiry 

with research questions such as: 

• RQ1: How do Popper’s principles (anti-

historicism, falsifiability, liberal democracy) 

hold up against current challenges? For example, 

can they explain the appeal of modern autocrats 

or the risks of majoritarian populism? 

• RQ2: In what ways do contemporary political 

trends (e.g. “post-truth” disinformation, 

polarization, illiberal democracy) reflect 

Popperian concepts? 

• RQ3: How do other thinkers—Plato, Hegel, 

Marx, Berlin, Rawls, Arendt, etc.—agree or 

disagree with Popper’s view of freedom, 

planning, and history? What is unique about 

Popper’s stance? 

• RQ4: What are the principal criticisms of 

Popper’s framework, and can they be answered? 

• RQ5: What implications do Popper’s ideas have 

for political theory, empirical research methods 

in political science, and public policy today? 

These questions guide our exploration, aiming for a 

balanced analysis with representative citations of 

primary and recent sources. 
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II. HISTORICAL CONTEXT AND POPPER’S 

MAIN ARGUMENTS 

 

World-War II context. Popper (1902–1994), a 

Viennese émigré and refugee in New Zealand and 

Britain, wrote The Open Society and Its 

Enemies during the Second World War. He explicitly 

saw it as “war work” opposing the intellectual 

justifications of Nazism and Stalinism. For Popper, 

Europe’s most pressing task was to defend liberal 

democracy and reasoned criticism against ideologies 

that promised utopian futures but led to tyranny. 

 

Critique of historicism and holism. A core theme is 

Popper’s attack on historicism – the idea that history 

unfolds by deterministic laws toward a fixed end – 

and on holism (grand designs or unified social 

engineering). He argues that both utopianism and 

historicism lead to totalitarianism. Popper indicts 

Plato, Hegel, and Marx as emblematic “enemies” of 

the open society for their historicist or utopian 

schemes. For example, Plato’s Republic proposes a 

perfectly rational state ruled by philosopher-kings (a 

holism Popper sees as inherently authoritarian). 

Likewise, Hegel’s vision of the Weltgeist unfolding 

through an absolute state, and Marx’s dialectical 

materialism predicting inevitable proletarian 

revolution, both exemplify deterministic historicism. 

Popper contends that such doctrines wrongly assume 

we can know the future and impose it by force. 

Instead, he famously argues, “in the real world… you 

have to proceed pragmatically, by trial and error. 

Flaws will inevitably show up when you try out the 

first solution… and you will be forced back to the 

drawing board”. In short, he champions “piecemeal 

social engineering” – limited, incremental reforms 

based on evidence – over sweeping blueprints. 

 

Open society vs. closed society. Popper defines 

an open society as one where institutions allow rulers 

to be changed peacefully and citizens can criticize the 

state without violence. In Popper’s own words, an 

open society’s government is “that which we can get 

rid [of] without bloodshed… by general elections… 

the social traditions ensure that these institutions will 

not easily be destroyed”. By contrast, a closed 

society (or dictatorship) is one “which the ruled 

cannot get rid of except by a successful revolution – 

in most cases, not at all”. He shorthand-labels the 

first type “democracy” and the second “tyranny or 

dictatorship”. This core distinction – democracies 

(open) vs tyrannies (closed) – drives his defense of 

liberal institutions. Democracy, for Popper, is not a 

guarantee of utopia but a rule-bound process of 

collective choice. Echoing his friend Hayek and 

others, Popper contends that liberal democracy, 

despite its flaws, “promotes individual freedom… 

instead of obliging individuals to live by positive 

rules that they would not choose of their own 

volition”. 

Popper’s open society can be conceptualized as three 

overlapping “magisteria” of social life. Montanye 

(2026) illustrates these as concentric realms, 

the public (political institutions and laws), 

the private (personal and spiritual life), and 

the metaphysical (ideas, ideologies, worldviews). 

Their overlaps create domains like markets, religious 

institutions, factions, and a virtual (entrepreneurial) 

realm. In this view, society is literally “the sum of its 

members,” as Popper and Hayek emphasize. The 

public magisterium (government, law, public goods) 

must not “eclipse” the private and metaphysical 

realms. When the state overreaches into private or 

ideological life, the open society becomes 

“progressively closed”. Popper therefore urges that 

the polity fight “evils” (misery, tyranny, injustice) 

piecemeal, rather than imposing grand schemes of 

human perfection. 

 

Scientific method and falsifiability. Popper’s 

contribution to epistemology undergirds his political 

thought. He famously rejected the idea 

of verification and instead held that scientific theories 

must be falsifiable – that is, open to disproof by 

evidence. As Haworth explains, Popper’s scientists 

“must exercise… creativity… and… toleration” – 

proposing bold hypotheses and then attempting to 

falsify them. Applied politically, this means policy 

ideas too should be treated conjecturally. Popper 

warns against treating any political doctrine as 

infallible: “we can only guess” about the future. The 

implication is that policies must be tested and 

revised, not accepted dogmatically. In climate 

science and other public debates, for instance, 

falsifiability reminds us there is no final proof – even 

the best theories are always “not-yet-disproven”. This 

Popperian perspective encourages humility and 

ongoing testing in politics and policy. 
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Political engineering: piecemeal reform vs. 

utopia. Given historical indeterminacy, Popper rejects 

“holistic” reforms that assume perfect rational design. 

He instead advocates piecemeal social engineering, a 

continuous, trial-and-error approach. Popper even 

describes large-scale planning of society as 

fundamentally flawed (we cannot foresee all 

consequences). By contrast, small, targeted 

adjustments can be evaluated and corrected. He 

trenchantly quips that politicians should “limit 

themselves to fighting against evils, instead of 

fighting for ‘positive’ or ‘higher’ values, such as 

happiness”, because utopian goals like state-

guaranteed happiness inevitably lead to coercion. In 

modern terms, Popper’s advice would be to pilot 

policies on limited scales (allowing null results to 

refute bad ideas) rather than pass sweeping 

ideological reforms. This echoes in debates over 

regulatory policy today: ex ante experimentation and 

reversibility are often recommended to avoid 

disastrous “all-or-nothing” changes. 

 

Enemies of the open society. Popper explicitly names 

ideological “enemies” of openness. Aside from Plato, 

Hegel, and Marx, he also criticizes intellectual 

currents like positivism (governance by a priori 

reasoning) and historicist economics. Montanye 

(2026) summarizes Popper’s list: positivism and 

historicism are the two great enemies, along with the 

personalized figures Plato, Hegel, and Marx. 

Notably, Popper spares none of these: he finds 

Plato’s Republic a blueprint for totalitarianism, 

Hegel’s philosophy a precursor to 20th-century 

dictatorship, and Marx’s communism a dangerous 

historicist faith. (Early in his work Popper even half-

suggests Marx once believed in liberal democracy, 

but later repudiates that view.) On the positive side, 

Popper’s “open society” shares affinities with 

classical liberalism and negative liberty, as discussed 

below. 

 

III. CONTEMPORARY DEBATES: POPPERIAN 

PERSPECTIVES 

 

Recent political science and current events can be 

fruitfully examined through Popperian concepts. 

Three major areas illustrate this relevance: 

• Populism and authoritarianism. The resurgence 

of populist and autocratic movements worldwide 

(e.g. illiberal regimes in Hungary, Turkey, 

Russia, Brazil, parts of Asia and Africa) directly 

challenges open-society norms. Populist leaders 

often claim to embody “the people” against 

corrupt elites, downplaying institutional checks. 

As Galston (2018) notes, modern 

populism “accepts principles of popular 

sovereignty and majoritarianism” but is 

“skeptical about constitutionalism and liberal 

protections for individuals”. In practice, 

populists pit democracy against liberalism, 

urging that “liberal institutions that prevent the 

people from acting democratically… should be 

set aside”. This confronts Popper’s view that 

democracy must be balanced by rights and by the 

ability to change governments nonviolently. 

When governments erode press freedom, weaken 

courts, or claim emergency powers, they are 

moving toward a “closed society” – exactly the 

danger Popper warned of. For example, Viktor 

Orbán’s slogan of “illiberal democracy” 

explicitly repudiates the open-society ideal. 

Popper’s framework suggests that such populism 

is a form of utopian historicism: an attempt to 

force a mythical unified will (or destiny) of “the 

nation” through state power. 

 

• Polarization and incivility. Many observers point 

out that our public discourse has become 

polarized and uncivil. Montanye documents a 

striking trend: the term “incivility” has 

skyrocketed in scholarly and popular usage since 

mid-century. Figure 2 (below) shows Google 

Books Ngram counts for “incivility,” revealing a 

sharp rise in the last few decades. This reflects 

deep concern with social cohesion. Popper 

would likely argue that open societies depend 

on “reasonableness” and tolerance; indeed, he 

called reasonableness the only alternative to 

political violence. Rising invective and 

cancellations (where speakers are silenced for 

political reasons) threaten open debate. As 

Alexander (2024) observes in The Open Society 

as an Enemy, even core liberal values like free 

speech and tolerance are now sometimes seen 

as threats to society. This inversion – treating 

openness as a danger – illustrates Popper’s 

paradox: an open society can become so 

relativistic or tolerant that it undermines itself, or 
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so illiberal that it closes off critique. The modern 

social-media environment (echo chambers, filter 

bubbles, fake news) intensifies these paradoxes. 

Popper’s emphasis on critical discourse and 

falsifiable claims is a remedy: policies to 

improve media literacy, enforce fair speech 

rules, and strengthen norms of mutual respect all 

align with preserving an open society. 

Social-scientists’ interest in “incivility” has surged, 

signaling growing polarization. Figure 2 charts the 

frequency of the word “incivility” in published texts 

(Google Ngrams) from 1950 to 2020. Popper would 

note that escalating incivility undermines democratic 

norms of rational debate: in an open society, citizens 

engage through evidence and reason, but rising 

offense-taking and “cancel culture” can reduce this to 

coercion by outrage. The spike in the chart shows 

exactly the anxiety over declining mutual trust in 

politics, which Popper’s model predicts would 

accompany the shift toward a closed society. 

 

• Science, pseudoscience, and policy. Popper’s 

falsifiability criterion has contemporary 

implications for science policy and public 

epistemology. Consider climate change: rigorous 

climate science is often questioned or politicized 

by contrarians. Lawson (2023) uses Popper’s 

ideas to explain that scientific claims must allow 

refutation. He stresses that no amount of positive 

evidence can prove a theory true; only evidence 

can falsify it. Thus climatologists cannot “prove” 

with finality that human emissions cause 

warming, but they can make robust predictions 

open to falsification. This does not make climate 

science weak – it simply means prudent 

policymakers should treat theories tentatively 

and update them with new data. In Popper’s 

terms, both promoters and skeptics of climate 

policy should frame their claims as testable 

hypotheses, not dogma. More broadly, Popper’s 

view that we always act on incomplete 

knowledge means that public policy must be 

continually reviewed. He even argued 

(paradoxically) for “negative utilitarianism” – 

minimizing suffering as the safest goal – because 

maximizing happiness by an all-knowing state is 

a utopian gamble. In practice today, this might 

translate into prioritizing policies that avoid the 

worst harms (poverty, oppression) rather than 

ambitiously re-engineering society. 

 

• Conspiracy theories and post-truth. Popper was 

an early critic of what he called the “conspiracy 

theory of society.” He warned against 

explanations that everything happens according 

to hidden plans (a kind of politicized 

historicism). Modern conspiracy thinking (e.g. 

QAnon, election fraud myths) fits this mold: it 

attributes social change to omnipotent cabals 

rather than to open, contestable processes. 

Popper’s insistence on rational criticism suggests 

that democracies must counter conspiracism with 

transparency and open inquiry. When leaders 

appeal to mysterious enemies or fake narratives 

(the “swamp,” “cultural Marxists,” etc.), they 

echo closed-society tactics. An open society 

counters this by making truth-seeking public: 

freedom of inquiry, journalistic investigation, 

and education in scientific method (falsifiability) 

are key antidotes to the age of “post-truth.” 

 

• Open society vs. illiberal regimes. Popper’s 

distinctions help us analyze regimes that call 

themselves democratic but violate open-society 

norms. The mid-20th-century debates about 

“alternatives” to liberalism (e.g. in communist or 

fascist countries) mirror today’s tensions. Popper 

would classify China’s authoritarian capitalism, 

Russia’s managed democracy, or theocratic 

populism in similar ways: closed societies (no 

peaceful succession of rulers). Conversely, the 

Open Society Foundations (George Soros) 

explicitly invoke Popper’s legacy to support civil 

liberties around the world (though Soros’s 

approach is more activist than Popper might 

endorse). Overall, the concept of an open society 

provides a powerful lens for critiquing illiberal 

trends and for normative recommendation (see 

below). 

 

IV. COMPARATIVE PERSPECTIVES: OTHER 

PHILOSOPHERS 

 

Popper frequently targeted specific predecessors, but 

modern discourse also compares his ideas with a 

range of thinkers. Below we contrast his stance with 

six key figures (Table 1). These choices highlight 



© July 2026 | IJIRT | Volume 13 Issue 2 | ISSN: 2349-6002 

IJIRT 206843 INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF INNOVATIVE RESEARCH IN TECHNOLOGY 3560 

Popper’s influence across the spectrum: the classical 

utopianists he attacked (Plato, Hegel, Marx) and 

prominent liberal theorists (Isaiah Berlin, John 

Rawls, Hannah Arendt). 

 

Philosopher (Era) Key Idea(s) Relation to Popper’s Open Society 

Plato (c. 380 BCE) Republic: ideal polis with 

philosopher-kings; pursuit of 

absolute Forms. Holism (state as 

organic whole). 

Enemy. Popper saw Plato’s philosopher-king utopia as inherently 

authoritarian. Plato’s Republic exemplifies a closed society: he 

assumes a uniquely “rational” state, which Popper rejects as 

unattainable and dangerous. Plato’s fear of democracy and 

proposal to restrict freedoms run counter to open-society values. 

Hegel (early 19th c.) Philosophy of Right: History as 

rational unfolding; the State 

embodies the World Spirit. 

Historicism & idealism. 

Enemy. Popper accuses Hegel of historicism and worship of the 

state. He traces Hegel’s dialectics to justifying 20th-century 

totalitarianism. Hegel’s idea that the state’s laws are rational 

necessities clashes with Popper’s emphasis on individual 

piecemeal choice. 

Marx (19th c.) Communist Manifesto, Capital: 

Class struggle leading to 

proletarian revolution; dialectical 

materialism. 

Enemy (with caveat). Early Popper admired Marx’s humanitarian 

rhetoric but later denounced him as an historicist utopian. Unlike 

Popper’s open society, Marx envisioned a forced transition to 

communism as historically inevitable. Popper argues this 

suppressed critical debate (e.g. in Soviet-style socialism) and 

misled proponents into believing they “knew” history’s course. 

(Popper originally thought Marx believed in democracy, but 

discovered otherwise from Marx’s own words.) 

Isaiah Berlin (mid 

20th c.) 

Negative vs. Positive Liberty 

(Two Concepts of Liberty, 1958). 

Liberty as non-interference vs. 

self-realization. 

Sympathetic Ally. Berlin’s negative liberty parallels Popper’s 

focus on freedom from coercion. Berlin warns that “positive” 

liberty projects (states imposing a vision of the good) can lead to 

tyranny, a view echoing Popper. Both critics champion pluralism 

and are hostile to historicist utopianism. Berlin (via Montanye) 

makes the same basic point: true freedom means “not to be 

subject… to the arbitrary will of another” (negative liberty). 

John Rawls (late 

20th c.) 

Theory of Justice: Justice as 

fairness; original position, 

difference principle; basic 

liberties. 

Complementary Approach. Rawls, like Popper, defends liberal 

democracy and individual rights, but from a distributional 

perspective. Rawls assumes a stable liberal structure and asks how 

to allocate resources fairly within it. He does not directly address 

historicism, focusing instead on justice principles. One could say 

Rawls shares Popper’s trust in democratic institutions but 

provides a more positive program (social justice) than Popper’s 

cautious piecemeal approach. (Rawls also values pluralism and 

has a duty of civility, resonating indirectly with Popperian 

tolerance.) 

Hannah 

Arendt (mid-20th c.) 

Totalitarianism, The Human 

Condition: Analyses of totalitarian 

regimes; importance of public 

realm and action; critique of mass 

society. 

Partial Convergence. Arendt’s work complements Popper by 

detailing how modern totalitarianism arises (mass propaganda, 

charismatic leaders) and by celebrating active citizenship. She 

insists on space for dissent and warns that when politics becomes 

purely ideological, society closes off. Like Popper, Arendt saw the 

danger of single-minded ideological movements. Her concept of 

plural “public realm” where individuals appear is in line with 

Popper’s open society. Both would agree that valuing human 

rights and encouraging critical judgment are vital. 

Table 1. Comparison of philosophers’ positions relative to Popper’s open-society ideals. 

 

Plato, Hegel, and Marx serve as foil figures. Popper 

spent volumes dissecting their works: he portrays 

Plato’s Republic as a utopia built on repression, 

Hegel’s philosophy as the intellectual seed of statism, 

and Marx’s communism as a historicist myth that 

justified dictatorship. By contrast, Berlin, Rawls, and 
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Arendt articulate variants of liberal democracy 

without deterministic history. Berlin explicitly notes 

that negative liberty (freedom from interference) is 

central to an open society. Rawls provides a theory of 

justice within a liberal framework, focusing on 

fairness without claiming to know history’s direction. 

Arendt, writing after Popper, emphasizes the fragility 

of freedom and the perils of mass ideologies; she 

would applaud Popper’s opposition to totalitarianism 

and share his warnings about uncritical worship of 

the state. In choosing these philosophers, we 

highlight how Popper’s vision aligns (with Berlin, 

Rawls, Arendt) or contrasts (with Plato, Hegel, Marx) 

across the spectrum of political thought. 

 

V. CRITICISMS OF POPPER AND DEFENSES 

 

Popper’s open-society framework, despite its 

influence, has attracted notable criticism: 

• Utopian or naive rationalism: Some argue that 

Popper’s reliance on reason and procedural 

norms underestimates power dynamics, 

ideology, or culture. For example, Anthony 

O’Hear (2023) contends that Popper’s vision of 

an open society presupposes a broad consensus 

on values (like trust in science, civility, free 

inquiry) that it cannot itself guarantee – making 

it somewhat utopian. Critics in the Frankfurt 

School or communitarian tradition also fault 

Popper for neglecting social and economic roots 

of discontent. 

• Neglect of structural inequality: Marxist and 

critical theorists point out that Popper focuses on 

political forms but downplays economic 

inequality. They argue that freedoms are hollow 

if basic needs are unmet; Popper’s negative 

utilitarianism (minimizing misery) might seem 

insufficient compared to a positive justice 

agenda. 

• Overemphasis on negative liberty: Progressive 

critics say Popper defends “freedom from” 

(liberty from interference) at the expense of 

“freedom to” (capabilities, welfare). Isaiah 

Berlin himself noted that pure negative liberty 

can sometimes ignore the conditions necessary 

for anyone to exercise freedom meaningfully. 

• Historical determinism in critique: Ironically, 

some say Popper caricatures his opponents: he 

paints Plato, Hegel, Marx as rigid historicists, 

but scholars (e.g. Alan Ryan) note that those 

thinkers had more nuances. They argue Popper’s 

readings can be reductive (e.g. Nietzscheists 

would dismiss Popper’s rationalism wholesale). 

• Methodological critiques: In the philosophy of 

science, Popper’s falsificationism has been 

challenged. Thomas Kuhn (1962) and Lakatos 

showed that science often changes through 

paradigm shifts, not purely by simple refutations. 

Kuhn’s idea of incommensurable paradigms 

suggested Popper’s model was incomplete. 

Critics also note Popper’s idea of basic 

statements and conventions is itself a form of 

(transcendental) conventionalism. 

 

Defenses of Popper often come from liberal thinkers 

who share his opposition to totalitarianism: 

• Berlin and Hayek (and Montanye’s 

analysis) regard Popper as a defender of 

foundational liberal values. Berlin praises 

Popper’s skepticism of utopian planning, and 

Hayek considered Popper’s open society akin to 

the constitutional design of America’s founders. 

Indeed, Montanye notes that Popper’s model 

“echoes the constitutional model designed by 

America’s founders”, implying broad appeal. 

Hayek also pointed out that Popper omitted 

threats like Auguste Comte’s positivism, but 

overall they saw Popper’s critique as essential 

for maintaining freedom. 

• Pragmatic defense: Many political scientists and 

policymakers agree with Popper’s pragmatism. 

They cite the repeated failures of utopian 

projects in history (e.g. Soviet collectivization, 

Mao’s Great Leap) as vindication of piecemeal 

reform. 

• Ongoing relevance: Recent scholarship (e.g. 

Alexander 2024, Montanye 2026) illustrates how 

Popper’s core argument – against dogma and for 

critical debate – still resonates. Even critics of 

modern liberalism (e.g. Patrick Deneen 2018) 

admit that abandoning liberal principles often 

leads to worse pathologies. In short, defenders 

argue that no viable alternative theory of politics 

has emerged to eclipse Popper’s fundamental 

insight that only open, self-correcting societies 

can avoid tyranny. 
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In sum, while Popper faces objections (e.g. from 

communitarians or postmodernists), his defenders 

highlight that his emphasis on constant critique, 

fallibilism, and incremental change remains our best 

safeguard against the extremes of closed political 

systems. 

 

VI. IMPLICATIONS FOR POLITICAL THEORY 

AND EMPIRICAL RESEARCH 

 

Popper’s ideas carry several implications for how 

political theorists and empirical scholars approach 

their fields: 

• Political theory: Popper reinforces a liberal 

individualist perspective in theory: societies are 

not organic wholes, but ensembles of individuals 

whose plans can fail. His insistence on historical 

indeterminism implies that no grand normative 

theory (e.g. a fully planned utopia) can claim 

inevitability. Theoreticians might thus focus on 

how institutions protect individuals’ rights and 

allow contestation. Popper’s skepticism of utopia 

also meshes with Burkean and pragmatic 

traditions, reinforcing arguments against radical 

redesign. 

• Conceptual models: His open/closed society 

schema provides a typology for regime 

classification. Comparative politics researchers 

might, for example, measure indicators of 

“openness” (e.g. electoral freedom, press 

freedom) versus “closure” (state violence, 

censorship) to test Popperian predictions. 

International relations scholars can apply his 

insights on piecemeal change to issues like 

democratization or conflict resolution: Popper 

suggests that mediated negotiation (gradual 

concessions) is preferable to revolutions. 

• Methodology and science of politics: Popper’s 

emphasis on falsifiability influences empirical 

methods. In political science, this encourages 

building testable hypotheses about political 

behavior or institutions. Scholars should beware 

of unfalsifiable teleological claims (like unilinear 

historical models). For instance, a political 

scientist might structure theory testing such that 

any generalization (say, “economic development 

leads inevitably to democracy”) is open to 

refutation by a counterexample. This reflects 

Popperian methodology. 

• Interdisciplinary and policy research: Popper’s 

advocacy of critical reason supports evidence-

based policy. Social scientists are prompted to 

continuously test policies against outcomes 

(randomized trials as an example of piecemeal 

engineering). His views on the limits of 

knowledge also encourage humility in 

forecasting: complex systems (like economies or 

ecosystems) cannot be predicted with certainty, 

reinforcing reliance on feedback and flexibility 

in policy design. 

• Normative emphasis: Popper’s negative 

utilitarianism (minimize misery) has been 

explored in political economy and ethics as an 

alternative to grand pursuit of “the good”. Some 

modern theorists incorporate this into libertarian 

or public-choice critiques: governments should 

focus on preventing harm rather than achieving 

utopian goals. 

Overall, Popper’s legacy urges political scientists to 

maintain critical rationalism: always question 

assumptions, treat all propositions as tentative, and 

design theories and policies that admit error. This 

stands in contrast to approaches that claim certainty 

or that treat human affairs as deterministic. 

 

VII. POLICY AND NORMATIVE 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

Drawing on Popperian principles, one can derive 

several policy and normative prescriptions: 

• Strengthen democratic institutions. Ensure that 

rulers can be changed without violence. This 

means fair elections, judicial independence, free 

press, and robust checks and balances. Rule of 

law should protect minorities from majority 

tyranny, reflecting Popper’s emphasis on 

institutional means of peaceful change. 

• Promote critical education and scientific 

literacy. Citizens should learn to value falsifiable 

reasoning. Civics and science curricula could 

explicitly teach the difference between 

hypotheses and dogma, modeling the Popperian 

method. This helps inoculate against populist 

demagoguery and conspiracy thinking. 
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• Encourage incremental reform and 

experimentation. Policymakers should pilot new 

social programs on small scales (as in 

randomized trials) rather than enacting sweeping 

reforms at once. This allows errors to be caught 

and corrected. Urban planning, health policy, and 

education reforms, for example, benefit from this 

cautious, evidence-driven approach. 

• Safeguard freedom of expression and 

assembly. Popper’s open society depends on free 

debate. Even controversial or unpopular speech 

should be legally protected to allow falsification 

of bad ideas. At the same time, norms (not 

censorship) should discourage hate speech and 

incitement. In practice, this means striking a 

balance between tolerance and responsibility. 

• Global support for open values. Internationally, 

liberal democracies should consistently criticize 

authoritarian trends (e.g. crackdowns on NGOs 

or elections) and support civil society abroad. 

Diplomatic and economic tools should align with 

promoting transparency and human rights, 

acknowledging Popper’s belief in incremental 

pressure rather than coercion. 

• Resist utopian grand narratives. Policymakers 

must recognize the limits of knowledge. 

Ideological projects promising to “completely 

remake society” (on either left or right) should 

be treated with extreme skepticism. Instead, 

focus on solving identified problems (poverty, 

illiteracy, corruption) using adaptive policies. 

For instance, rather than aiming for an abstract 

“better world,” laws should address concrete 

harms (to minimize suffering). 

• Cultivate pluralism and moderate national 

narratives. Popper warned about a society 

“overly tolerant of internal enemies”. Societies 

should therefore discourage extremist 

movements that reject democratic procedures. 

This might involve monitoring radicalization, 

deradicalization programs, or maintaining a civic 

culture that emphasizes common democratic 

ground. 

These recommendations reflect a Popperian approach 

to policy: pragmatic, evidence-based, and protective 

of individual autonomy. They steer clear of 

ideological ambition and instead rely on critical 

intelligence and learning from mistakes. 

VIII. CONCLUSION AND FUTURE 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

 

Karl Popper’s The Open Society and Its 

Enemies remains highly pertinent today. Its core 

message – that no one possesses infallible knowledge 

of history and that only an open, critical society can 

adapt and progress – speaks directly to modern 

challenges from authoritarianism to post-truth. 

Contemporary phenomena like populist 

majoritarianism, social-media echo chambers, and 

science denial can be interpreted as symptoms of the 

open society under stress. By revisiting Popper’s 

work, we gain analytical tools (open vs. closed 

regimes, falsifiable theories, piecemeal reform) and 

normative guardrails (individual rights, democratic 

process) that guide both theory and practice. 

 

However, many questions remain. For future research  

1. Measuring openness: How can scholars 

operationalize Popper’s concept of an open 

society? What empirical indicators (political, 

cultural, economic) best capture a society’s 

degree of openness versus closure? 

2. Digital-era dynamics: How does social media 

(with echo chambers and algorithmic feeds) 

transform the Popperian model of criticism and 

discussion? Can an “open society” survive in a 

networked age of personalization and filter 

bubbles? 

3. Post-truth politics: In a climate where facts are 

contested, can Popper’s falsifiability help 

analyze political misinformation? What 

strategies derived from Popper’s thinking best 

counter pseudoscience and conspiracy theories in 

politics? 

4. Justice and equality: How might Popper’s focus 

on negative freedom be integrated with concerns 

about economic justice? Can a synthesis be 

found with Rawlsian or capability-based 

approaches to address critics’ claims that 

freedom alone is insufficient? 

5. Globalization and diversity: Popper wrote in a 

largely Western context. How do open-society 

principles translate to diverse cultures and 

international systems? What adaptations are 

needed for truly inclusive pluralism? 

In sum, Popper’s work provides a rich framework 

that is still being tested by history. Our analysis 
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indicates that his warnings and prescriptions endure: 

liberal democracy must constantly renew itself 

through critical thought and practical humility. As 

new technologies and ideologies emerge, political 

science should continue to draw on and challenge 

Popper’s legacy to chart a course for open, peaceful 

societies in the 21st century. 

Sources: Primary texts by Popper (as quoted in 

Montanye 2026 and Haworth 2010) and recent 

political science literature (e.g. Alexander 2024, 

Montanye 2026, Galston 2018, Lawson 2023) inform 

this review. Additional citations include analyses by 

allies (Berlin, Rawls) and commentators to illuminate 

contemporary debates and scholarly responses. 
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