
   

 

On the 23rd of September 2013, the Society for 
International Development: Netherlands Chapter 
(SID) began its lecture and discussion series on 
“Dispersed Power in a World in Transition” at VU 
University.  Professor Jan Aart Scholte from the 
University of Warwick served as the keynote 
speaker and presented a very engaging lecture 
entitled “Geo-politics and Changing Power 
Relations”. Professor Scholte offered his 
assessment of the changing nature of power as 
the world moves from a unipolar world to a 
multipolar global society.  Professor Scholte 
highlighted how power has shifted in five realms: 
countries, scales, sectors, norms, and structures. 
Scholte stimulated the audience to reassess their 
idea of international relations, global politics, and 
the essence of power.  The lecture ended with 
more questions than answers, which testifies that 
he skillfully accomplished the primary task of any 
keynote speaker, and that is to have the audience 
wanting to attend subsequent SID events to gain 
some conclusions about the dispersion of power.   
 An interesting theme from the lecture was 
the idea that the nation-state is no longer the 
sole or even primary possessor of power.  When 
claiming a country is becoming more powerful, 
ask who in that country is becoming more 
powerful and where are they located, said 
Scholte.  People make up the state and its 
government, so which people are becoming more 
powerful in that country?  While it may be 
difficult to comprehend five units of analysis that 
the professor suggested, Scholte, however, 
dismissed that the state should be the lone unit 
of analysis when measuring power. Not all power 
is evenly dispersed throughout the state and 
therefore one must deconstruct the state and 
borders to determine where the power actually 

lies.  Moreover, power is not held in one state or 
sector or scale, but the powerful are the ones 
who are adept at navigating between states, 
sectors, scales, etc.   
 A second compelling argument of the 
lecture was Scholte’s dismissal of liberal 
democracy.  While it is assumed that a 
constructivist who has travelled the world to 
study non-western societies would have 
alternative methods of governance other than 
democracy, Professor Scholte provided a 
persuasive critique of liberal democracy, stating it 
falls short of fairly representing citizens in today’s 
world.  Parties and parliaments are not enough to 
satisfy democracy.  Democracy gives you a vote, 
but not all votes are equal when money and 
influence is involved.  Furthermore, parliament is 
just one institution of a state, but since there are 
numerous components of society that fall out of 
the scope of government, how is an individual 
represented in those forums?   
 Professor Scholte believes one must be 
able to cope with the fact they are incapable to 
control the world’s processes.  However, he 
provides a bit of optimism saying with creativity, 
one can pursue possibilities to make a difference.  
I would infer that Professor Scholte believes that 
the social constructions we have made in this 
world are the greatest constraints for the 
development of international society.  New ideas 
and discourse need to take place if this changing 
nature of world politics is to move to a better 
place for humanity.  Professor Schulte’s thought 
provoking analysis provided a wonderful 
introduction into, hopefully, a just as invigorating 
lecture series.   
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