
   

 

Have you ever thought how the world may change for 
the better if mayors, our “urban homeboys”, were to 
rule the world? I certainly haven’t! It was therefore 
with great curiosity and interest that we welcomed Dr. 
Benjamin Barber, the third speaker of the lecture 
series organised by the Society for International 
Development (SID). Dr. Benjamin Barber discussed his 
last book, “If Mayors Ruled the World”, where he 
presented his views on the importance of increasing 
powers of megacities in the light of the SID umbrella 
topic, “Dispersed Power in a World in Transition”.  
 
In a world where the biggest challenges of our time lie 
in solving issues that are increasingly made more 
complex by their globalised nature, the cross-border 
reality of such issues, as emphasised by Dr. Barber, 
has made it increasingly more difficult for nation-
states to find rapid, effective and sustainable 
solutions. Today, I find myself regularly reading and 
watching news concerning transnational issues such 
as, climate change, overfishing, diseases (e.g. HIV), 
economic inequality, (cyber) terrorism, war, 
immigration, and the trafficking of drugs, guns and 
people. One can easily get disheartened by the scale, 
and the ongoing presence or growth of such 
problems. Dr. Barber poignantly expressed that the 
non-action or inaction of autonomous sovereign 
nation-states in solving transnational problems, such 
as climate change, has lead us to “live in an increasing 
world of dysfunctional states” where “states have 
become a remote democracy”, leaving society 
despairing.  
 
A sudden turn in the discussion then took place taking 
many, including myself, by surprise. Dr. Barber 
emphasised that what we need is a global parliament 
of city mayors! Yes, “mayors”! Who better to 
represent our urban cities and engage in global 
governance than our mayors… He emphasised that 
more than 50% of the world’s population live in cities. 
It is where human socialisation, democracy and 

culture were born, where the action takes place and 
where many people call home. Cities do what states 
cannot. An example, that made a strong impression to 
me, was that although some nation-states have been 
unable to take action towards the problem of climate 
change due to their sovereignty, metropolitan cities 
like Los Angeles, New York and Bogota have taken 
matters in their own hands to significantly reduce 
carbon emissions. This shows that cities are able to 
see the importance and take action on common 
problems, regardless of the political position of their 
nation. The audience responded to this in the 
discussion with concern on the effect of the increased 
power that mayors would gain from a coalition. 
However, Dr. Barber ruled this out by saying that 
“mayors are made from a different elk” in that they 
are fundamentally pragmatic and not ideologists. They 
are in fact “problem solvers”. 
 
For too long, cities have been neglected in their 
assertion, competence and usefulness in participating 
in decision making processes. A rebellious spirit is 
needed to let the city’s voices be heard and to 
stimulate both global and local cooperation 
concerning transnational problems, accentuates Dr. 
Barber at the end of his lecture. What an inspirational 
and enlightening lecture! The discussion was filled 
with a storm of hands that drew up into the air, eager 
to ask questions. I am always happy to hear subjects 
that challenge us on some of our traditional ways of 
think, as it may just happen to be the way forward. 
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