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Abstract

Popper, by proposing the theory of falsifiability as a prerequisite for the scientific nature of theories and
hypotheses and by rejecting inductive method as the conventional scientific methodology up to that time,
presented a new criterion for distinguishing science from pseudo-science, which sparked much agreement
and disagreement. Inspired by the Socratic dialectical method, he affirmed the uncertainty and conjectural
nature of theories and beliefs, and by equating reason with criticism, he considered the only method of
approaching truth to be through continuous dialogue while observing the principles of liberty, tolerance,
and fallibility in a free environment guaranteed by the democratic state he envisioned. The democracy
Popper had in mind, contrary to the prevailing interpretation, did not mean rule by the people or rule by the
majority but rather stemmed from critical rationality and its foundations such as falsifiability and fallibility,
which had a negative rather than a positive character. Popper, through a negative interpretation of how
democracy functioned in ancient Greece, particularly during the Periclean era, first regarded the age-old
question of “Who should rule?” as fundamentally mistaken and defined the correct interpretation of democ-
racy as the ability to remove or dismiss an undesirable government without bloodshed. He redefined the
punishment of exile in ancient Greece as a method of preventing tyranny and despotism stemming from
popularity, thereby presenting evidence of the negative and deterrent aspect of democracy. In this study,
the researcher, based on a descriptive-analytical method, attempts to show the close relationship between
the theory of critical rationality and Popper’s theory of democracy based on the main question and hypoth-
esis.
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The Combination of Critical Rationality ...

Introduction

Karl Raimund Popper (1902-1994), by criti-
cizing the problem of induction and proposing
the problem of demarcation, created a stir in
epistemological debates in the first half of the
twentieth century. He, by utilizing Hume’s
skepticism regarding the illogical and psycho-
logical nature of the inductive method as the
dominant methodology in empirical sciences,
attempted to demonstrate that scientific theo-
ries are not formed through the inductive
method but rather through problems and prior
conjectural theories formed consciously. He
went further to deny the external existence of
the inductive method in the formation of sci-
entific theory. Popper considered knowledge
arising from the scientific method, contrary to
the views of logical positivists and empiricists,
to be conjectural, non-dogmatic, and fallible.
Through proposing the problem of demarca-
tion and relying on his theory of falsifiability,
he distinguished science from pseudo-science
not based on verifiability but on the falsifiabil-
ity of theories. In other words, he believed that
the more a theory has informative propositions
and predictive power, the more content it has,
and the more it is open to falsification—and
vice versa, theories that offer no path to poten-
tial falsification in the future are non-scientific
(though not meaningless or nonsensical as
claimed by logical positivists). Popper
claimed that all human knowledge is conjec-
tural and uncertain, and fallibility is an insep-
arable part of human epistemology. Therefore,
our theories might be refuted or reinforced by
future efforts. Popper even went further and,
in criticizing Kant, opposed the certainty of in-
nate knowledge (space, time, etc.)—though he
stated that besides this issue, he agreed with
the rest of Kant's epistemological theories.

Popper, opposing empiricists such as Bacon
and some logical positivists who believed in
knowledge arising from data accumulation,
and influenced by Darwin’s theory of evolu-
tion, proposed the theory of evolutionary epis-
temology. In this framework, conjecture and
error play a central role after eliminating the-
ories that do not correspond to reality. Popper
emphasized that unlike animals, viruses, or
amoebae that perish with wrong hypotheses,
humans, through criticism of their theories,
are protected from this danger and do not per-
ish with the refutation of their ideas. Popper
introduced this methodological approach from
the natural sciences into political theory and
applied falsifiability or the negative perspec-
tive to his theories in the field of politics, es-
pecially his theory of democracy. In fact, Pop-
per viewed society as an experimental labora-
tory and social theories as scientific theories.
Continuing with this approach, and regarding
the main question of political philosophers—
"Who should rule?"—as fruitless, he believed
based on his negative methodological ap-
proach that we must seek a form of govern-
ance in which people can eliminate the ruling
class and bring a new government to power
based on a new theory, without resorting to vi-
olence. Governments are judged by the peo-
ple, and election day is not the day of legiti-
mizing a new government but a day of holding
the previous one accountable. In his theory of
democracy, while applying his falsifiability
theory, he also, in Kantian fashion, considers
ethical elements. Popper believed that the
elimination of violence is the primary factor in
adopting a critical approach to politics. With
the removal of violence, there exists the pos-
sibility of dialogue, criticism, and elimination
of undesirable theories, and people have the
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freedom to continuously present their theories
and be practically responsible for their deci-
sions. Popper viewed democracy as the only
method allowing for the free expression of
opinions without eliminating the critic, and his
defense of political liberty as the foundation of
free criticism made him a staunch liberal dem-
ocrat. However, Popper never believed in rule
by the people in its common historical sense.
He saw democracy as merely a way to say
"no" to an existing government without vio-
lence, and elections as a means to reject or
confirm an existing government and as a pas-
sage toward a new government based on a new
theory. The democratic state Popper envi-
sioned is a realist, problem-solving govern-
ment that adopts a negative view toward con-
crete problems such as poverty and unemploy-
ment, where moral dimensions are visibly
considered. He saw individualism, autonomy,
and responsibility as essential to the structure
of democracy and, contrary to many neoliber-
als, believed in state intervention in favor of
the underprivileged and accepted aspects of
paternalistic governance. Based on his belief
in the objectivity of problems and opposition
to relativism and utopian subjectivism, he sug-
gested that democratic states should focus not
on subjective and non-objective matters such
as happiness or welfare—which stem from
utopian and historicist ideas in serious conflict
with freedom and choice—but rather on elim-
inating objective and experience-based prob-
lems like poverty, unemployment, inflation,
etc., which Popper referred to as "negative
utilitarianism." He saw the main function of a
democratic state as guaranteeing the freedom
of its citizens. A freedom which, if left un-
checked, becomes the greatest threat to it-
self—what Popper called the "paradox of free-
dom." To establish and strengthen democracy,

Popper considered certain prerequisites neces-
sary, such as the expansion of maritime trade
and commerce, the growth of the book market
and reading culture, the printing industry, and
the advancement of empirical sciences.

Research Background

Rahbar Mahmoudzadeh, in the book Analysis
of Action in the Logic of Situations (2018), in
a completely new authored work in the field
of Popper’s methodology, examines action
analysis in the logic of situations and claims
that this type of methodology is uniquely his
and is considered by him as an alternative to
other inefficient methods in the philosophy of
social sciences.

Jalaeipour, in the article Consequences of Rev-
olution from Popper’s Perspective (2011), ex-
plains Popper’s theory of social engineering
and contrasts it with totalitarian and revolu-
tionary social engineering. Referring to Pop-
per’s opposition to any fundamental and rapid
social change that could pave the way for
seemingly benevolent dictators, the author
concludes that revolutions, contrary to the
ideal societies depicted by revolutionary ideo-
logies, result in authoritarian governments and
the disappearance of freedom.

Zibakalam, in the article Rationality in Pop-
per’s Philosophy (2011), seeks to extract and
reconstruct the components of Popperian ra-
tionality and show that it is not entirely possi-
ble to escape from the positivist, justificatory
approach and provide a wholly negative and
critical epistemology. Ultimately, the author,
by presenting various arguments regarding the
weaknesses of falsificationist epistemology,
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concludes that Popper could not avoid dog-
matic and justificatory stances.

Sajjadi, in his article titled Popper’s Scientific
Methodology and Value Judgment (2011),
conducts a genealogy of the term “value” in
the history of thought, then, by defining falsi-
fiability of propositions from Popper’s per-
spective, considers it as a criterion for distin-
guishing science from pseudo-science and
metaphysics and positions Popper’s method-
ology in opposition to inductivists and logical
positivists.

Amir Masoud Shahramnia and Jalal Hajiza-
deh, in the article Explaining the Foundations
of Democracy in Karl Popper’s Philosophical
Thought (2010), examine the relationship be-
tween Popper’s philosophical and epistemo-
logical foundations and his theory of democ-
racy. They attempt to demonstrate the logical
consistency between Popper’s scientific-phil-
osophical foundations and the principles and
teachings derived from them with his demo-
cratic model.

Reza Sadeghi, in the article Popper’s Criti-
cisms and the Problems of Falsifiability
(2010), tries to show that the theory of falsifi-
ability is unable to provide a correct descrip-
tion of the role of observation in science and
its relationship with theory.

Dr. Rouhollah Nouri, in his article Application
of Democratic Theory in Karl Popper’s Polit-
ical Thought (2009), states that democracy, as
a philosophy or ideology, corresponds to max-
imalist democracy. The author considers Pop-
per’s theory of democracy more compatible
than other common theories of the state with
the minimalist and pluralist state theories.

Jahangir Bagheri Ilakhchi and Mahnaz
Nazelian, in the article Democracy, Justice,
and Peace in Popper’s Critical Rationalism
(2009), use Popper’s liberal and critical per-
spective on democracy to explain the catego-
ries of democracy, justice, and peace, and be-
lieve that Popper’s perspective on peace and
justice—and beyond that, democracy—is very
close to the approach of international institu-
tions and organizations that promote human
rights.

Dr. Reza Davari Ardakani, in his book 4 Crit-
ical Course in Karl Popper’s Philosophy
(2008), believes that Popper refrained from
engaging in deep subjects. He also, while re-
ferring to Popper’s innovations in rejecting in-
duction, prioritizing theory over observation,
and the theory of falsifiability, simultaneously
affirms and refutes his ideas, and does not con-
sider Popper deserving of the title philosopher
just on account of these few innovations. He
asserts that accepting or rejecting historicism
has no impact on the strengthening or stabili-
zation of democracy.

Jeremy Shearmur, in his book The Political
Thought of Karl Popper, translated by Ezza-
tollah Fooladvand (2007), briefly refers to the
axes of criticism against Popper and the ambi-
guities in Popper’s political philosophy.
Among them is the author’s belief that Popper
became less positivist and more realistic about
science in old age.

Jahangir Bagheri, in the article Rationality in
Popper’s Political Philosophy (2005), begins
with Popper’s definition of the concept of the-
ory and briefly examines key concepts in Pop-
per’s political thought such as the growth of
human knowledge, science and pseudo-sci-
ence, the myth of the framework, the source of
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knowledge, evolutionary rationality, the pres-
sure of civilization, and the closed society. He
then presents the principles of liberal rational-
ism from Popper’s point of view.

Hossein Hersij, in the article Comparison of
Held’s Models of Democracy in Contrast with
Popper’s Views (2003), by presenting David
Held’s various models of democracy, evalu-
ates and reviews them with attention to Karl
Popper’s theory of democracy.

Homayoun Katouzian, in the article Kar! Pop-
per and Poverty (1999), elaborates on Pop-
per’s relentless attack on historicism, which
even includes the theories of John Stuart Mill,
the economist-philosopher and Popper’s fel-
low liberal. The author believes that the core
thesis of “The Poverty of Historicism”, in
Popper’s view, stems from the significant in-
fluence of this theory on both the theoretical
and practical spheres of politics. He asserts
that Popper found two key flaws in histori-
cism: first, that the comprehensive and exclu-
sive method of the natural sciences is entirely
empirical; second, that historicists perceive
social and natural phenomena as predeter-
mined and deterministic.

Theoretical Framework

In this study, the main hypothesis is that the
two principal components constituting the the-
ory of critical rationalism—namely, the prin-
ciple of falsifiability and the principle of falli-
bility—play a central role in the formation of
Popper's theory of negative democracy. In
other words, negative democracy is a general-
ization of critical rationalism within the open
society as envisioned by Popper. The main re-
search question is whether Popper’s theory of

democracy is fully aligned with his theory of
critical rationalism and the principles of falsi-
fiability and fallibility or not.
Therefore, based on the descriptive-analytical
approach—which includes collecting and
evaluating information, identifying relation-
ships between components, and subsequently
determining the logical connection among
them—first, Popper’s general outlook on the
concept of democracy will be explained. In the
next step, after elaborating on the theory of
critical rationalism and its main constituent el-
ements such as falsifiability and fallibility, the
relationship of these elements with Popper’s
theory of democracy will be examined, and
their direct impact on the functioning of this
theory will be clarified.

1- Popper’s General Outlook on Democ-
racy

In the article "What is the Beliefin the West?",
Popper declared that in his view there are only
two types of governments: first, a government
under which the governed are allowed to rid
themselves of the rulers without bloodshed,
and second, a government under which the
governed are not granted such a possibility,
and the change of government is only possible
through bloodshed. The former is called de-
mocracy, and the latter is tyranny and dictator-
ship (Popper, 2017, p- 148).
With a strong opposition rooted in his episte-
mological theory to any kind of source of au-
thority in human knowledge, he attempted to
show that the question of origin or source is an
illogical question, whose practical result in
politics leads to the question: “Who should
rule?” On this matter, Popper says:
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“About fifty years ago I made up my mind to
bury this question forever because it is a false
problem that leads to fake and ultimately fool-
ish solutions regarding moral necessities.
From an ethical point of view, it is a pro-
foundly immoral approach for someone to
consider their political opponents as morally
evil or wicked. This leads to hatred, which is
always bad, and to an approach that instead of
participating in limiting power, emphasizes
reinforcing it.” (Popper, 2019, p. 117)

Popper believes that those who consider
Plato’s question regarding who should rule to
be fundamental have already accepted two as-
sumptions:

1. Political power is inherently uncon-
trollable.

2. Political power is inherently entitled
to rule.

Popper refers to these two assumptions as the
theory of sovereignty (Popper, 2017, p. 304).
In rejecting these assumptions, he argues, first,
that political power is never absolute and un-
bridled by a single individual, and that such an
individual always requires forces loyal to him
(Popper, 2017, p. 305).
Regarding the rejection of the second assump-
tion, he points to the historical experience of
the fallibility of rulers and that in order to es-
tablish institutions for overseeing rulers, the
only assumption we need is that governments
are not always good and wise (Popper, 2017,
p. 306).

Expressing regret over the acceptance of
Plato’s question who should rule as the crite-
rion for distinguishing types of governments
throughout history, Popper says:

“It is strange that the great opponents of
Plato’s theory of government, instead of re-
jecting his theory as inadequate and ineffec-
tive, fundamentally accept the way he posed
the question. In my view, the fundamental and
essential question is: To what extent should
government power exist?... Or more precisely:
How should political institutions be con-
structed so that even inept and untrustworthy
rulers cannot cause damage to society?”
(Popper, 2017, p. 147)

Or by adding an ethical aspect to his proposal,
he says:

“I propose that we replace Plato’s question
who should rule? with an entirely different
question: Are there forms of government that
are morally reprehensible? And are there
forms of government that allow us to rid our-
selves of an evil, or even an incapable or
harmful, government?” (Popper, 2019, p. 117)

Or in another of his authored works, he em-
phasizes that the question who should rule?
must be replaced with the question: How
should political institutions be organized so
that the harmful actions of bad or incompetent
leaders are minimized as much as possible?
(Popper, 2022, p. 74)

Regarding the definition of the concept of de-
mocracy, Popper fundamentally does not be-
lieve in defining concepts, and secondly, he
does not accept the literal and conventional in-
terpretation of democracy as “rule of the peo-
ple.”

Popper says that if asked what the essence of
democracy is, naturally the answer would be
“rule of the nation,” but such a thing does not
exist at all, and that answer is merely verbal
(Popper, 2017, p. 17).
Voting or the will of the majority is only a
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method by which decisions are implemented
without bloodshed, and the restriction of free-
doms is minimized (Popper, 2017, p. 149).

In response to a journalist in The Lesson of
This Century about the contradictions of de-
mocracy, Popper says:

“The literal translation of democracy as rule of
the people diverts us from the fundamental is-
sue in democracy, which is to avoid dictator-
ship, lack of freedom, and a government that
is not ruled by law.” (Popper, 2019, p. 88)

He even considers instilling the meaning of
majority rule in the public mind as democracy
to have adverse consequences, saying:

“There is a danger in teaching people or chil-
dren that they live in a system governed by the
masses, while this is neither true nor can be
true. If people realize this, not only will they
become dissatisfied, but they will feel de-
ceived. This could negatively impact their
judgment about the world and political matters
and may even push them toward terrorism.”
(Popper, 2019, p. 121)

Popper identifies the true form and content of
democracy in the era of Pericles and ancient
Greece, and says:

“In Athens, democracy was an attempt to pre-
vent the rise of dictators, tyrants, and bullies.
That was the essence of democracy. There-
fore, democracy is not the rule of the people
but the control and oversight of rulers by the
people. The most fundamental aspect of de-
mocracy is that one can vote against someone
rather than for someone... From the beginning,
the subject of democracy lay in finding a way
to prevent anyone from becoming too power-
ful, and that remains the issue and challenge

of democracy today as well.” (Popper, 2017,
pp. 64-65)

Emphasizing the negative and preventive as-
pect of his theory of democracy, he considers
the strongest point about changing a govern-
ment to be this negative power, i.e., the threat
of dismissal, and regards the positive power of
appointing a government or a prime minister
as relatively insignificant in comparison.
Popper considers paying attention to the af-
firmative and appointive aspect of democracy
to be a fundamental mistake and says:

“Unfortunately, most people don’t think this
way, and giving too much importance to new
appointments is not without danger, because
appointing a government may be interpreted
as the issuance of a license by the voters and
legitimization in the name of the people
through the general will. In our view, in de-
mocracy, minorities must have such rights and
freedoms that no majority can ever eliminate
them.” (Popper, 2019, p. 120)

He praises the positive impact of the negative
view of democracy on government perfor-
mance as follows:

“Any government that can be removed from
power has a strong incentive to act in a way
that attracts people to it. If a government
knows it is not easily dismissible, this motiva-
tion will be lost.” (Popper, 2017, p. 124)

Given his attachment to the process of direct
democracy in Athens, Popper emphasizes the
possibility of public judgment and, citing a
quote from Pericles, says:

“Even if only a few of us are capable of for-
mulating a policy or implementing it, all of us




The Combination of Critical Rationality ...

are capable of judging it.” (Popper, 2019, p.
120)

To realize this possibility of judgment and
public criticism, Popper prescribes an agenda
for democratic governments and defines the
task of these governments (democracy) as the
protection of individuals from all forms of
government—except for one exception, which
is the government of legitimate sovereignty,
the government of law (Popper, 2019, p. 119).
Popper believes that there must be a strong
state to guarantee democracy and freedom,
and by committing to equality among individ-
uals and preserving their rights, grants liberty
and tolerance to citizens who are in turn will-
ing to grant such liberty and tolerance to oth-
ers. Continuing the enumeration of the respon-
sibilities of a democratic government, he says:

“The task of the legislator is to make possible
the maximum freedom of each citizen along-
side the maximum freedom of every other cit-
izen. In other words, unfortunately, freedom
must always be limited by law—that is, by or-
der. This limitation through order is the neces-
sary balancing factor for freedom.” (Popper,
2019, p. 190)

This concern of Popper regarding the delimi-
tation of the boundaries of freedom creates
some theoretical distance between him and
other neoliberal thinkers. Referring to the par-
adox of freedom and the paradox of democ-
racy—which Plato had come close to discov-
ering—he demonstrates through an example
that any theory of sovereignty is paradoxical.
Popper believes that even the wisest person
may conclude that sovereignty should be
granted to the majority. Or even a government
of law may, through legislation, desire that the
will of a single individual be obeyed (Popper,

2017, p. 308).
Therefore, Popper refers to the true meaning
of democracy—the possibility of dismissing a
government without violence—as the best
function of democracy.

Popper, in order to realize the possibility of
public judgment and criticism, prescribes an
agenda for the democratic state and states that
the duty of these governments (democracy) is
to protect individuals against all forms of gov-
ernment, and in this regard, he considers only
one exception, which is the government of le-
gitimate sovereignty, the government of law.
(Popper, 2019, p. 119)

Popper’s view is that there must be a powerful
state to guarantee democracy and freedom,
and by adhering to the equality of individuals
and preserving their rights, to provide freedom
and tolerance to citizens who, in return, are
willing to recognize this freedom and toler-
ance for others. He continues by listing the du-
ties of a democratic government:

“The task of the legislator is to make the
greatest possible freedom of every citizen
compatible with the greatest possible freedom
of every other citizen. In other words, unfortu-
nately, freedom must always be limited by law,
that is, by means of order. This limitation by
means of order is the balancing factor neces-
sary for freedom.” (Popper, 2019, p. 190)

This concern of Popper regarding delineating
the limits of freedom theoretically distances
him somewhat from other neoliberal thinkers.
Referring to the paradox of freedom and the
paradox of democracy—which Plato had ap-
proached the discovery of—he demonstrates
with an example that every theory of govern-
ance is paradoxical. Popper believes that, for
instance, even the wisest individual might
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conclude that sovereignty should be entrusted
to the majority. Or even a government of law
might, by enacting legislation, wish to follow
the will of a single person. (Popper, 2017, p.
308) Therefore, Popper refers to the true
meaning of democracy and the possibility of
removing the government without violence as
democracy’s best function.

Popper places special emphasis on the respon-
sibility of rulers in a democratic government
and says in this regard:

“The sense of responsibility and also the ac-
countability of those who hold power and ex-
ercise it is the most important element and the
essence of the democratic system. The issue is
exactly this responsibility. In the sense that we
should be responsive to objections... and if the
responses are not sufficiently convincing, we
should resign. Therefore, the issue is not to
lead the nations, but to stand before the people
in question and answer and be accountable for
our actions.” (Popper, 2017, p. 66)

Popper, drawing on Kant’s ethical founda-
tions, considers moral standards such as free-
dom and responsibility alone to be sufficient
for choosing democracy as the superior form
of government, and says:

“Even if it becomes clear that dictatorships
are more successful economically, we must
still remain democrats. We must not and are
not allowed to trade our freedoms for nothing.
We know that democracy is more successfill—
and precisely because it is a humane system.
Democracy is more successful because human
initiative and creativity are naturally very
closely related to freedom.” (Popper, 2017, p.
67)

Popper believes that we call ourselves demo-
crats because we consider dictatorship or tyr-
anny to be morally evil—something not only
intolerable, but morally intolerable. Because it
is accountable to no authority. (Popper, 2019,
p- 118) I prefer a poor life in a democracy to a
wealthy and affluent life in a despotic system.
Because freedom is better than slavery. (Pop-
per, 2019, p. 121)

Popper, even in his pursuit of realizing the
principle of accountability, describes the party
system as horrifying due to its damage to this
principle, and believes that the meaning of this
system is that those currently in parliament are
primarily affiliated with their party, and only
secondarily use their mind and thinking on be-
half of the people they are supposed to repre-
sent. “I think we should return to a condition
where each representative says: I am the rep-
resentative of the people and do not belong to
any party.” (Popper, 2019, p. 78)

With all the above details, Popper, by equating
the realm of scientific criticism with political
criticism, declares his commitment to democ-
racy and chooses democracy as the superior
model of governance in Western societies:

“Our Western society has chosen democracy
as a social system that can be changed—
through words and, in places—even if only oc-
casionally—through rational arguments, by
rational criticism, that is, objective criticism...
Jjust like the considerations typically used in
science... Therefore, I declare my support for
science and democracy.” (Popper, 2019, p.
191)

Popper, who has long opposed teleological
and directive thinking toward abstract goals,
considers a good political model to be a de-
mocracy that does not assign itself the task of
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establishing a kind of cultural leadership and
whose main goal is to achieve peace—in
which people are culturally free and are not di-
rected from above. (Popper, 2019, p. 79)

Nevertheless, he inevitably declares that every
government possesses one or more paternal-
istic aspects, because the primary duty of a
government is to acknowledge our right to life
and liberty and, if necessary, to help us defend
life and liberty as our own rights. This duty is,
in itself, paternalistic. Citizens seek help from
someone stronger than themselves. (Popper,
2019, p. 126)

Popper considers the inevitable paternalistic
aspects of government to include: guarantee-
ing people's freedom and lives, national de-
fense (foreign policy), the rights of minors,
and state bureaucracy (small dictatorships).
(Popper, 2017, p. 121)

Ultimately, Popper outlines the foundational
principles of democratic systems in his book
Conjectures and Refutations:

1. Government is a necessary evil whose
task is to prevent crime and the op-
pression of the weak by the strong.
But since government, due to the
power it holds, is susceptible to mis-
use and error, its power should not be
increased excessively.

2. The second principle pertains to the
difference between authoritarian and
democratic governments. In a demo-
cratic government, in case of wrong-
doing, the government can be

changed without bloodshed to prevent

further damage.

3. Democracy is a framework within
which one can take steps and act, but
it has nothing to give in itself; it is up
to us to enrich our lives by using the
opportunities that democracy pro-
vides.

4. Although democracy is fallible, com-
pared to other forms of government, it
has a lesser history of malevolence.

5. Liberalism believes in evolution, not
revolution (unless confronted with a
despotic regime).

6. Emphasis on preserving the traditions
that form the moral system of socie-
ties, i.e., in every society, there are
moral values that are almost equiva-
lent to the legal system and accepted
by the people. Destroying these val-
ues is extremely dangerous, because
with their destruction, the foundation
of the legislative system and the rule
of law becomes unstable, and de-
meaning the traditional system leads
to the weakening and annihilation of
all values.

7. No utopia can be built from scratch; in
democratic societies, traditions are
necessary for addressing tangible
problems based on abstract laws.
(Popper, 2016, p. 50)

2. Critical Rationality and Popper’s Theory
of Democracy

What Popper refers to as critical rationalism
is completely different from the seemingly
similar concepts that were previously used un-
der titles such as Descartes' rationalism and
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Bacon's empiricism. Popper traces the origin
of his understanding of rationalism to ancient
Greece, especially Socrates, and calls his dis-
tinct interpretation—based on repeated ques-
tions and answers until the subject becomes
clearer and both parties become aware of po-
tential errors in the discussion—critical ra-
tionalism. Socrates' insight into human igno-
rance, with the slogan “I know that I know al-
most nothing, and even that with difficulty,” is
of the utmost importance for Popper. (Popper,
2019, p. 102)

He agrees with Socrates’ view that certain
knowledge does not exist, and opposes Plato
and Aristotle, who considered knowledge to
be certain through dialectical or demonstrative
methods. Referring to the verses of Xenopha-
nes, Democritus, and Socrates regarding the
uncertainty of knowledge, Popper acknowl-
edges three points that, in his view, are the
moral principles effective in the theory of crit-
ical rationality:

1. The principle of fallibility (I may be
wrong and you may be right)

2. The principle of rational discussion
(the effort to provide impartial reason-
ing for or against a theory)

3. The principle of approaching truth
(we can always get closer to the truth
through a discussion that avoids per-
sonal attacks)

From Popper’s perspective, criticism is synon-
ymous with rationality, and the function of
reason is criticism. In this view, it is only
through reasoning that one can show the fal-
sity of something, and argument has only the
power of refutation. In contrast to this view,
non-critical rationalism believes that reason

has positive power, and through reasoning,
truth can be established. (Popper, 2016, p. 12)

A rational approach means being ready to ac-
cept that  may be wrong and you may be right,
but through a joint effort, we can both get
closer to the truth. (Popper, 2019, p. 101) Pop-
per considers the three characteristics of a per-
son to be: the ability to assess through criti-
cism, compassion, and awareness of one’s fal-
libility. (Popper, 2019, p. 58) He views life as
a process of problem-solving. The general
method of solving problems—from amoeba to
Einstein—is the method of trial and error.
Popper considers critical rationalism to be the
general method of learning. (Popper, 2016, p.
18) He believes:

“Every rational person, including the ration-
alist, knows that reason plays a very modest
role in human life, and this role is critical
thinking and discussion... The person who is
ready to learn from others is a rational per-
son.” (Popper, 2017, p. 122)

Popper presented a methodology for the natu-
ral sciences that significantly diverged from
the methodology advocated by logical positiv-
ists and empiricists. In this methodology, the
element of criticism is prominently high-
lighted. He believes that research in science
begins with a problem, hypothesis, or expec-
tation—which are entirely conjectural and un-
certain. A problem arises when an expectation
turns out to be incorrect. This situation then
leads to experimental moves, to efforts aimed
at replacing the mistaken expectation with a
new one. (Popper, 2017, p. 9)

Thus, proposals or solutions are tested experi-
mentally in the form of various hypotheses,
and in the third stage, using deductive infer-
ence, incorrect hypotheses are eliminated, or
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in other words, the preference of hypotheses
over each other is determined. In the fourth
stage, a new theory is formed. (Magee, 1980,
p. 73) Of course, the new theory itself eventu-
ally becomes a new problem, and according to
Popper, this model is dynamic and cyclical.
(Popper, 2017, p. 23)

Regarding the preference of hypotheses, Pop-
per considers three conditions:

1. The new hypothesis must explain eve-
rything the previous hypothesis failed
to explain.

2. It must avoid at least some of the er-
rors of the previous hypothesis.

3. It must, as far as possible, explain
things the old hypothesis could nei-
ther explain nor predict. (Popper,
2019, p. 111)

The second theory that holds a special place in
Popper's epistemology is the Theory of Three
Worlds, which has a direct impact on his po-
litical philosophy:

e  World One: The world of physical
objects like stones, stars, plants, ani-
mals, etc.

e  World Two: The subjective or psy-
chological world—the world of feel-
ings, pain and pleasure, thoughts, de-
cisions, perceptions, and observa-
tions.

e  World Three: The world of hypothe-
ses, theories, and the mental products
of humans like languages, religious
myths, stories, songs, and sympho-
nies. (Popper, 2019, p. 30)

The products of the third world are objective
and real and influence the first and second
worlds. A distinguishing feature of third-
world objects is that they can relate to one an-
other logically—for example, being deducible
from or logically equivalent to each other.
(Popper, 2019, p. 47)

Also, the third world is an objective and inde-
pendent world that will continue to exist and
grow as long as there are unsolved problems.
(Popper, 2019, p. 203)

Now, considering the research question and
hypothesis—and knowing that Popper sees
democracy as the best battleground for achiev-
ing rational changes based on critical rational-
ity—we will proceed to examine two key
components of critical rationality that have a
significant and tangible impact on Popper’s
theory of democracy.

1-2- Falsifiability
The most important theory in the fundamental
realization of rationality is the principle of fal-
sifiability. Unlike positivists and empiricists,
he did not accept the inductive method based
on repeated observations as the scientific
method and, instead of that, placed the falsifi-
ability of theories and hypotheses as the basis
of the scientific method. Positivists called an-
ything that could not be grasped by experience
and perception meaningless or nonsensical.
Popper, by presenting the theory of falsifiabil-
ity, offered a criterion for distinguishing sci-
ence from pseudoscience and strongly op-
posed the dichotomy of meaningful proposi-
tions versus meaningless or nonsensical and
truthful ones. Popper says in this regard:
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“I have called the problem of distinguishing
scientific-empirical theories from other theo-
ries the problem of demarcation. Therefore, a
theory is part of empirical knowledge if and
only if it is exposed to possible experiences
and thus, in principle, can be falsified with the
help of experience. I have named the criterion
of demarcation falsifiability. (Popper, 2017,

p. 25).”

Popper did not regard the falsifiability of prop-
ositions as meaning that they are true and jus-
tified. From Popper’s point of view, science is
not the sum of true propositions, but rather the
collection of propositions that can potentially
be true or false. If they are false, their falsity
can be shown by a contradictory experience;
but if they are true, they can be assumed for
the time being as a hypothesis to be true, for
which there is no way to prove it (Popper,
2016, p. 25). In Popper’s words, we can never
justify the belief in the truth of any theory, alt-
hough we can justify the preference of one
theory over another (Popper, 2017, p. 1330).
By placing the idea of truth at the center of
critical discussions, he considered the reason
for discussion to be the elimination of false
theories (Popper, 2017, p. 28). In correspond-
ence with the theory of falsifiability, Popper
also presented his theory of democracy with a
negative and preventive content. He believed
that the most fundamental aspect of democ-
racy is that a person can vote against someone,
not for someone (Popper, 2017, p. 64). Popper
considered the realm of politics and the exer-
cise of governance as a kind of laboratory in
which the theories of parties, citizens, or elites
are like scientific hypotheses that can provide
the possibility of falsifying or refuting the the-
ory or opinions of the ruling party or the es-
tablished government. His view of oppositions
was also as a source for greater knowledge and

greater possibility of falsifying the theory of
the established government. Popper expressed
his belief in democracy as the only form of
governance that is compatible with political
opposition and, consequently, with political
freedom (Popper, 2022, p. 148).

Popper, regarding the negative aspect of de-
mocracy, says:

“The strongest point in connection with the
change of a government is precisely this neg-
ative power of the threat of dismissal. The pos-
itive power of appointing a government or a
prime minister is less important compared to
this negative power. (Popper, 2019, p. 120)”

He even considered the institutions constitut-
ing democracy—which he believed all politi-
cal actions should be carried out through
them—to possess a negative or preventive as-
pect, which must be vigilant about the expan-
sion of the scope of government power. Refer-
ring to a concept called activism in epistemol-
ogy, Popper believed that we must actively
and critically monitor the consequences of po-
litical initiatives [new theories]. The falsifia-
bility of our theories, and even the possibility
of our reaching objectivity and truth, depends
on actively choosing and adhering to some
methodological and strategic constraints and
some methods in accordance with our natural
inclination (Shearmur, 2013:114).

He believed that democracies are not the rule
of the people but are, above all, institutions
equipped to protect themselves from the dan-
ger of dictatorship. They do not allow dicta-
torship and the concentration of power to grow
but strive to limit the power of government
(Shearmur, 2013:119). Popper’s belief in a
negative or preventive view was manifested in
his belief in two-party systems and his
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criticism of proportional democracy accompa-
nied by the presence of multiple parties. While
accepting the criticisms about the incompati-
bility of the two-party system with the plural-
istic spirit of his earlier opinions, he admitted:

“Evidence shows that in countries with a two-
party system, the readiness for self-criticism
after an electoral defeat is far greater than in
countries where the system of seats propor-
tional to votes is in place. In a two-party sys-
tem, contrary to what might seem at first, the
probability of flexibility of the parties is
greater. In fact, Popper considered that in a
two-party system, the possibility of explicit
and unconditional falsification—by not voting
for one of the parties that had the responsibil-
ity of implementing and exercising policies—
is greater than in other party systems. In a two-
party system, it is clear who is responsible,
and also the objectively criticizable theory—
namely, the theories to which the ruling party
is committed—is clearly exposed to public
and intersubjective judgment.”

Popper, by adopting a negative and preventive
approach, opposed utility-based approaches
that prescribe subjective and non-objective
matters such as happiness or well-being, and
declared that instead of the slogan “maximize
happiness,” one should use the expression “the
least amount of avoidable suffering for all” or
“minimize pain and suffering” (Popper, 2017,
p. 226).

2-2- Fallibility (Error-Proneness)
Fallibility or error-proneness is an important
central concept in Popper’s epistemological
framework. By relying on this principle, he
draws a line through any kind of certain or
dogmatic knowledge, and envisions for

everyone the possibility that they might be
mistaken. Aside from the important effect of
human fallibility in Popper’s theory of the sci-
entific method, in applying this immediate
part of human knowledge in political theories
such as the theory of democracy, the ac-
ceptance of this principle in a way plays a pro-
found role in the formation and dynamism of
the open society. When the principle of reject-
ing dogmatism and fallibility is disseminated,
grows, and develops in intersubjective
knowledge, all members of society see that
they have the possibility that their influence in
political or social decision-making processes
will be real and objective. Every member of
society can be a source of knowledge, theory
issuance, judgment, and verdict, which, as
Popper famously said, just like an individual
ruling can invalidate a general ruling. Popper
believed that all human knowledge is fallible,
meaning our knowledge is only conjectural in
nature. There is no certainty that we have at-
tained the truth (Popper, 2017, p. 25). Popper
had a strong interest, arising from his belief in
fallibility and partly from expediency, in re-
forming society (Shearmur, 2013, p. 39).

Popper considered the learning process to be
inherently accompanied by trial and error, and
says:

“I am in the strongest opposition to all episte-
mologists since ‘John Locke,” and even in the
highest degree of opposition to Kant, in sup-
porting this dictum: that all knowledge in its
content is a priori in terms of its genesis. For
all knowledge is hypothetical or conjectural,
because it is our hypothesis. Only the elimina-
tion of hypotheses is considered a posteri-
ori.... In other words, we learn only through
trial and errvor.... All we learn from the world
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is that some of our attempts are mistaken. (The
Open Society of Popper’s Life, 2017: 63).”

Popper also regarded science, based on its hu-
man nature, as fallible, and believed that in re-
ality, everyone can be mistaken, and there is
no universal criterion for truth that protects us
from error. But from this fact, it cannot be con-
cluded that the choice between different theo-
ries is arbitrary, that reason has no role in it,
that learning and approaching truth is beyond
our ability, and that increasing knowledge is
impossible (Popper, 2017, p. 1281).

Popper, regarding the effect of the concept of
fallibility on the dynamism of society and the
prevention of stagnation and inertia—which
are characteristics of closed and totalitarian
societies—says:

“My epistemological theory is completely rev-
olutionary, because it overturns everything
our ancestors have said until now. We are ac-
tive. We constantly test things and continually
operate by the method of trial and error. (Pop-
per, 2017, p. 71).”

Popper also emphasized that the principle of
human fallibility affirms the existence of truth
or correctness. He says:

“By fallibility I mean this belief or acceptance
of the reality that everyone can be mistaken,
and that seeking certainty is wrong, but this
does not imply that seeking truth is wrong. On
the contrary, error itself necessarily indicates
that there is such a thing as correctness...
Thus, it is possible to learn from our mis-
takes... We must seek to find our own errors,
or in other words, we must aim to criticize our
own theories. The only means to discover our
errors is criticism and examination. (Popper,
2017, p. 1281).”

Popper considered one of the characteristics of
authoritarian and non-democratic govern-
ments to be their disregard for the principle of
fallibility and for learning from mistakes.
Bryan Magee, in his book titled Popper, says:

“Authoritarian systems also forbid the critical
examination of the practical information of
their own policies, and in this respect con-
demn themselves to continuing mistakes even
after harmful results have emerged. Those
who are more dogmatic perish with their false
theories, or at best become stagnant and fro-
zen. (Magee, 1980, p. 100).”

By introducing the principle of fallibility in his
epistemological framework, Popper incorpo-
rated two other concepts that are dependent on
this principle into his ideas. First, the moral
principle of tolerance, which is the logical re-
sult of belief in error. In this way, when the
possibility of error is a universal reality, dog-
matism and absolutism practically lose any
logical foundation, and it is here that tolerance
plays its role. Second, the method of imple-
mentation and advancement of programs by
the government in a democratic society is in a
step-by-step form, which Popper called piece-
meal social engineering. Piecemeal social en-
gineering means that, considering the princi-
ple of human fallibility, the unpredictability of
the results of decisions, and the universal pos-
sibility of judgment about decisions, any exer-
cise of governance and program implementa-
tion should be presented in a specific and
measurable framework, and its results should
be examined by the public. If these results, in
intersubjective agreement, match the objec-
tive reality desired by the people—which gen-
erally has a moral aspect or includes avoidable
problems such as poverty, unemployment, and
inflation—they will be accepted as a
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temporarily true theory; otherwise, they
should be reviewed or eliminated.

Popper, citing Burke’s quote—

“I have never seen a plan that has not been
improved by the ideas of those who, in terms
of understanding, were far below the person
who pioneered it.” (Shearmur, 2013, p. 144)

—emphasizes the principle of public judg-
ment in the implementation of the process of
piecemeal engineering as a democratic
method. Of course, this possibility of public
and non-elitist judgment in Popper’s theory of
democracy also has a moral aspect. In this re-
gard, Popper says:

“I agree with Kant and believe that all moral-
ity should be based on the principle that no
one should regard himself as more valuable
than another. (Shearmur, 2013, p. 129).”

Popper, in explaining that rational politics be-
comes possible through piecemeal engineer-
ing, believes:
“Rationalism is closely connected with the de-
sire for practical social engineering, that is, of
course, piecemeal engineering in the humani-
tarian sense, or the demand for the rationaliza-
tion of society and planning for freedom and
for its control by reason—that is, not by the
authority of science and the quasi-rational Pla-
tonic authority, but by a Socratic kind of rea-
son that is aware of its own limits” (Shearmur,
2013, p. 144).

One of the reasons for Popper’s insistence on
the implementation of democratic policymak-
ing through piecemeal engineering was his se-
rious opposition to utopian and historicist per-
spectives. According to his own statement, he

was morally opposed to teleology and ideal-
ism and believed that belief in such perspec-
tives completely tramples on the principles of
freedom and responsibility and is contrary to
the principle of tolerance. Popper says in this
regard:

“Every action we take has unintended conse-
quences that may be contrary to our plans. The
more comprehensive this action is, the greater
its unintended consequences will be. A teleo-
logical and goal-oriented government will
necessarily be despotic; because first, it must
be able to neutralize the opposition of others,
and second, compel them to serve only within
the framework of the intended goal, even if
they do not believe in it” (Magee, 1980, p.
140).

From Popper’s point of view, history has no
meaning; rather, we must try, through piece-
meal social engineering, to imprint our moral
concerns onto the raw and shapeless social
material. This work, in the sense described, is
a democratic task. Its piecemeal nature is not
due to fearfulness or timidity but arises from
Popper’s insistence on our fallibility, and from
this thought he concludes that we cannot be
certain that any particular action will defi-
nitely succeed. Popper is not afraid of bold and
vigorous experiments, provided that they have
an experimental spirit (Shearmur, 2013, p.
39).

The importance of piecemeal social engineer-
ing in Popper’s view is so great that it even led
to differences of opinion with a like-minded
thinker, namely Hayek. The critical difference
between Popper and Hayek is that although
both use almost similar epistemological rea-
sons to defend liberal positions, in Popper’s
views the fallibility of scientific knowledge is
central, whereas what occupies Hayek is not
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scientific knowledge but the lessons that can
be drawn in politics from the social division of
knowledge. The axis of Popper’s political vi-
sion is the creation of a moral agenda through
politics and by means of trial and error, that is,
gradual social engineering (Shearmur, 2013,
p. 45).

Thus, Popper believes that democracy, by
considering piecemeal social engineering,
gives the rulers the least opportunity for mak-
ing mistakes, unlike other methods. One of
Popper’s concerns was that the discussion of
public judgment against the policies imple-
mented by the government, in the form of crit-
ical pluralism, might allow relativists—whose
intellectual source is a shapeless form of tol-
erance—to ultimately lead to the domination
of violence and the threat to democracy (Pop-
per, 2019, p. 219). Therefore, in order to dis-
tinguish relativism from critical pluralism, he
considered the existence of the idea of truth
important.

Popper, through the principle of tolerance, re-
fers to the principle of equality as one of the
accepted  foundations of  democracy:
“If I hope to learn from you... in that case, |
must not only tolerate you, but also recognize
you as a potential equal” (Popper, 2019, p.

231).

Conclusion:

To correctly understand Popper’s political
views and theories, one must fully study and
examine the components that constitute his
epistemological system. Upon entering the
field of epistemology, Popper, by writing The
Logic of Scientific Discovery, clearly demon-
strated his definition of the scientific method
and how science works. He drew a firm line

against the method claimed by logical positiv-
ists, empiricists, and even Cartesian rational-
ists. With the help of Hume’s skepticism on
the problem of induction—and the fact that in-
duction has no rational basis but is rather a
psychological process—he went further, de-
claring the existence of induction in the scien-
tific method to be fundamentally unreal, and
showed that science and the scientific problem
begin with conjectural hypotheses and not
from observation.

Continuing, and emphasizing Kant’s theory,
he declared that human beings do not derive
their theories from nature, but rather project
them onto nature, like light shining upon it.
These theories are, first, conjectural and un-
certain, and second, falsifiable, with no path to
their definitive proof. Popper’s theory of crit-
ical rationalism blended the theory of the sci-
entific method with criticism, and equated rea-
son with criticism. From Popper’s point of
view, theories must be objectively formulated
and placed under public scrutiny for testing
and refutation. In general, for Popper, the po-
tential for falsification is the condition for the
scientific nature of propositions.

Popper brought this same negative and pre-
ventive outlook, in the form of the theory of
democracy, into his political philosophy. It is
clear that, just as Popper, in order to provide
conditions for the examination of a theory’s
falsifiability, demands its formulation in logi-
cal form along with its empirical testability,
for the presentation of practical or theoretical
theories in the field of politics and the imple-
mentation of programs by the government, he
also calls for the creation of an environment in
which a citizen has the best possible condi-
tions to express criticism—
a citizen who knows that both his own opinion
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and that of the government are fallible;
a citizen who knows that there is no absolute
and dogmatic truth, but that every kind of the-
ory must be brought into the public sphere for
free criticism, so that, based on the principle
of tolerance and responsibility, and with due
regard for the limits of others’ freedoms, the
process of criticism may dynamically take
shape in the framework of the method that
Popper calls approaching the truth.

Popper seeks the political system that can pro-
vide these conditions only in democracy—
and not in democracy as commonly defined as
the rule of the majority of the people. He con-
sidered this definition fundamentally mistaken
and a misunderstanding, stemming from an
epistemology with authoritarian sources of
knowledge, which, since Plato, by asking the
question “Who should rule?” has diverted the
course of democracy. Based on his negative
outlook, which stems from his theory of falsi-
fiability, he believed that the main question in
democracy is how a government can be re-
moved or dismissed without bloodshed.

He regarded the essential aim of Athenian de-
mocracy in the time of Pericles as precisely
this negative aspect of democracy, and inter-
preted the law of exile from Athens in this
sense—that it prevented tyranny and despot-
ism arising from personal popularity. Popper
saw the implementation of policy through de-
mocracies as possible via institutions, and en-
visioned the long-term execution of any policy
also through institutions—institutions that
guarantee the real spirit of democracy in its
negative aspect and prevent the excessive con-
centration of government power.

By putting forward his theory of piecemeal so-
cial engineering—based on combining the

theories of falsifiability and fallibility, with an
ethical component founded on the principle of
tolerance and the political freedom of citi-
zens—Popper called for the implementation
of any policy in limited and controlled dimen-
sions, so that its unpredictable results could be
carefully examined and criticized by public
judgment. Popper considered this process
democratic and based on critical rationalism.

Of course, Popper was strongly opposed to tel-
eological and, as he called them, utopian
ideas—in which dogmatism and determinism,
along with historicism, were central—and in
general considered the execution of large-
scale, holistic, and hasty plans in a society,
aimed at guiding it toward an abstract goal
such as happiness and welfare, to be funda-
mentally mistaken. Therefore, he regarded
piecemeal social engineering as the main tool
for implementing policy or programs in a de-
mocracy.

The connection between the constituent con-
cepts of critical rationalism and Popper’s the-
ory of democracy is so deep that he did not
settle for the general concept of democracy,
but entered more precisely into the realm of
the functioning of parties, giving preference to
the two-party system over the multi-party sys-
tem or proportional democracy. He viewed the
actions and results obtained in a two-party sys-
tem as more controllable experiments in the
laboratory of democratic societies. In this
way, first, everyone knows directly the theory-
maker and executor—that is, the party in
power—thus satisfying one of Popper’s moral
concerns, namely, responsibility. Second, on
election day, everyone, by voting for the op-
position party or re-electing the ruling party,
either falsifies the theory of the ruling political
party or strengthens it.
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Here it becomes clear that, in appearance, fal-
sifiability was more important to Popper than
pluralism arising from the presence of various
parties. Yet Popper admitted that, first, the
presence of various parties as representatives
of diversity in thought, race, or religion stems
from that same mistaken view of democracy
as the rule of the majority; and second, when
there are two parties, other smaller parties, in
an exercise of tolerance, try to moderate their
views on main points of agreement and unite
in the form of a single party.

In the end, he recommended that democracy
can always, due to tendencies arising from the
pressures of civilization or the fear of accept-
ing responsibility—similar to concepts such
as freedom or tolerance—become spurious
and turn into its opposite. For example, the
majority may vote to establish despotism.
Therefore, Popper considered the presence of

institutions  that safeguard democracy

essential and important for the continuation of
democracy, because he believed that without
democratic oversight, there is absolutely no
reason to think that any government would re-
frain from using its political and economic
power for undemocratic ends.

Regarding tolerance, Popper had the same
concern as he did with freedom and democ-
racy, which can also have spurious forms, and
believed it had been less attended to. By this
he meant that unlimited tolerance will neces-
sarily lead to the destruction of tolerance. If
we extend the scope of tolerance and leniency
without limit to the intolerant, we will have
destroyed not only the tolerant, but also toler-
ance itself. Therefore, in order to preserve the
spirit of democracy, he regarded tolerance as
having an upper limit, and not being an abso-
lute matter, and considered it the duty of the
democratic state to maintain this balance.
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