
   

 

 
‘Urban Agglomerations’, such a complex concept in 
Dr. Benjamin Barber’s lecture title ‘Increasing Power 
of Urban Agglomerations’, that he feared it would 
deter many from coming. Urban agglomerations, he 
told us, are nothing more and nothing less than cities. 
With this little humorous remark and clear 
explanation at the same time, he set the tone for what 
turned out to be an entertaining lecture about the 
increasing power of cities. 

While giving us a little historical background, 
dr. Barber advocated the idea that cities are again the 
appropriate political entities on the block. Apart from 
putting forward an efficiency argument for why cities 
are more capable to deal with our nowadays’ 
problems, another aspect that appeared to be of great 
importance to dr. Barber and generated a lot of 
questions from the audience as well, was democracy 
(or the lack thereof, for that matter). 

When the world population grew, nation-
states were created because cities became incapable 
of sustaining democracy. Through representative 
democracy, nation-states managed to rescue the 
whole idea and even became the emblem of it. 
However the current world has presented us with a 
dilemma because it is global and interdependent and 
every challenge that we face has these features as 
well. Sovereignty, one of the defining characteristics 
of the nation-state, is now working against it, as it is 
preventing states from agreeing on highly pressing 
topics. To put it in dr. Barber’s words: we live in a 
world of increasingly dysfunctional states. This is 
exactly where the city comes (back) in. 

Whereas states fail to tackle urgent problems 
such as climate change, cities are already addressing 
them. When a problem arises, mayors have to find 
common ground and solve it, so life can go on. Mayors 
have to get rid of whatever ideological baggage they 
have to find consensus. This is why dr. Barber labelled 
them as ‘problem-solvers’. Besides that, when cities 
join together, they can actually make a difference. A 
lot of transnational organizations where cities work 
together have already been put in place. However dr. 
Barber wants to take this all one step further, for he 

even proposed the formation of a parliament of 
mayors. 

According to dr. Barber, the representative 
democracy of the nation-state as we know it 
nowadays has failed. The alternative is democracy in 
urban politics. The ancient Greek practiced democracy 
on a city-scale too. However, whereas in earlier times 
the nation-state rescued democracy by changing it 
into a representative democracy, dr. Barber asserts 
that nowadays this type of democracy is dead. A vital 
factor in why democracy on city-level works, is the 
relative high level of trust citizens have in their mayor 
in comparison to the disappointing results of trust in, 
for instance, the president of the United States of 
America. Moreover, whereas national politics has 
become a spectator sport, citizens can empower 
themselves by participating in urban politics. Dr. 
Barber concluded by saying that focusing on the city 
provides us with an optimistic view of the future 
because of three factors: the high amount of trust in 
mayors, the ability of citizens to participate in urban 
politics and the high efficiency of cities. 

When given the opportunity to ask questions, 
the sheer diversity of the audience became clear. 
Apparently the topic triggered the interest of all kinds 
of people, from students to practitioners and from 
academics to a regular citizen. They were all present 
and very eager to ask questions to dr. Barber. The 
diversity in the audience was reflected in the many 
different issues the questions addressed. What 
seemed of great importance to me, was the fact that 
dr. Barber stated that he wrote his new book ‘If 
Mayors ruled the World’ to actually raise questions. 
Therefore he should not be the only one trying to 
answer all these questions, but we should all try to 
answer them ourselves as well. While keeping this 
remark in mind, I went home pondering over the 
many ideas dr. Barber had put forward, and I am sure 
many others did so too. 
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