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OPEN SOCIETY AS ITS OWN ENEMY

DRS. ARNO VISSER

Society ceases to exist when it is not 

others, even other societies. Without a notion 

Let me put it forward as a thesis: Society ceases 

to exist when it is not defined as something that 

is recognizable for its ‘members’ - and when it 

doesn’t exclude others even other 

societies. Without a notion of group-identity the 

open society becomes its own enemy.

Why this thesis? What strikes me is that most 

of the attention goes to the definition of 

‘openness’. The question is mostly: what makes 

a society an open society? And, if a society is 

not open, what makes it a closed society? So 

the debate mostly focuses on: What is open and 

what is closed? But what about the concept of 

society itself? Why not focus on the question: 

What makes a certain group of people a society?
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Let me take you back in time. A little more than 

a 100 years ago this continent had three multi-

ethnic, multi-cultural, multi-lingual empires: the 

Austrian, the Russian and the Turkish emperors, 

tsars and sultans ruled over many people, not 

only in numbers of people or in square kilometers 

of area, but mostly and foremost in an immense 

diversity of nationals with a variety of cultural 

backgrounds.
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“Europe will be stronger precisely because it has 

France as France, Spain as Spain, Britain as Britain, 

each with its own customs, traditions and identity. 

identikit European personality.” 

“Certainly we 

want to see Europe more united and with a 

greater sense of common purpose. But it must be 

parliamentary powers and sense of national pride 

in one’s own country; for these have been the 

source of Europe’s vitality through the centuries.” 

“Let Europe be a family of nations, 

understanding each other better, appreciating 

each other more, doing more together but 

relishing our national identity no less than our 

common European endeavour.” 



 Society ceases to exist when it is 

exclude others even other societies. Without 

Do we not only need to 

openness, but also the 
concept of society itself?
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