
   

 

A warm late September afternoon in the warmly 
lit auditorium at the VU University Amsterdam 
with a very diverse audience filling the 200-odd 
seats as the clock ticked nearer to 5pm. From 
middle-aged professional representatives to the 
VU’s very own students, the array of guests 
reflected the atmosphere: formal, yet informal 
and abuzz with curiosity and excitement. An 
excitement I, too, shared as I knew this afternoon 
would address the riveting concept of Power and 
its current developments in a global context. But 
what is Power? How do we define it? How exactly 
is Power changing globally and how do these 
changes affect how we, emissaries of the world, 
deal with global challenges?  

Such were the questions posed at the 
beginning of the very first lecture of the series 
‘Dispersed power in a World in Transition’. During 
this opening lecture, professor Jan Aart Scholte, 
introduced by René Grotenhuis, took the stage as 
keynote speaker. As a professor in Politics and 
International Studies and a professorial research 
fellow in the Centre for the Study of Globalisation 
and Regionalisation (CSGR) at the University of 
Warwick, professor Scholte seemed a most 
befitting person to introduce us to Power 
relations in the world as it turns today. So noted, 
our well-travelled speaker eased us into the 
realm of global political Power relations by first 
defining Power as “the capacity to affect”. That is, 
the capacity of people, actors, institutions to do 
things and to affect the behaviour of others to 
make those things happen.  

Such a definition might seem arbitrary 
when put into such simple terms. Though when 
put into the context of the whole world, Power 
has always had a skewed distribution, making it 

rather a big deal for those lacking it. That being 
said, professor Scholte recognizes one of the 
major changes in the distribution of Power in the 
rise of so-called ‘emerging power’ countries. 
China, India, Brazil and Indonesia are among 
these emerging powers, representing regions of 
the world which previously had barely audible 
voices in the Power conversation. Having got the 
impression of whole countries gaining Power, I 
was quickly corrected by our speaker. He stressed 
that it is not the “geological bits” which have 
power, but instead the people inhabiting those 
bits.  

One’s thoughts then immediately swivel 
from countries as keepers of Power down to their 
governments. Yet our eloquent professor explains 
that this does not need be the only logical 
thought anymore. Power is not solely 
synonymous to the state anymore, a welcome 
change if you ask me. Instead Power has devolved 
down towards micro-regions and localities and 
blossomed across borders and actors show 
‘transscalarity’ in being able to move across these 
scales.  

Almost hand in hand with transscalarity is 
‘transsectorality’: the newfound scalarity of 
Power required increases in resources which led 
to a change within Power sectors. The role for 
different market actors & private arenas as 
regulatory powers has become bigger. Civil 
society actors may have a regulatory function in 
different sectors, but one can also think in terms 
of influential individuals. Celebrity names as Bono 
and Angelina Jolie were all but inevitable at this 
point in our keynote speaker’s address, but the 
Arab uprising from March 2011 triggered by a 
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single street vendor was another example 
professor Scholte readily gave us. 

Combine transscalarity with 
transsectorality occurring not just among the 
emerging powers but all over the world and the 
question at this point on Jan Aart Scholte’s mind 
(and thus the now fiercely grinding minds of 
around 200 audience members) was “do these 
changes and shifts in Power also imply a shift in 
the Power Norms?” Are the principles and 
fundamental laws surrounding Power changing as 
actor constellations change? The Professor’s 
answer: Not necessarily. Emerging actors are not 
asking for different rules per se. So some 
continuity still persists. And though a change in 
the overall structure of Power towards 
multipolarity is also of note, there are also still 
hierarchical elements persisting. Class inequality, 
urban dominance, rural marginalisation and racial 
hierarchy are but a few examples which 
lamentably still pose the question whether Power 
has changed at all with regards to gender, caste 
or even religious pigeonholing.  

So, Power Shifts in the world? The answer 
seems a very academic ‘Yes, but…’; Power shifts 
are complex and continuities exist, creating a 
complicated situation which calls for navigation of 
polycentric governance, reinventing (global) 
democracy and living with uncertainty in world 
politics, at least for the time being.  

Fuelled by this enlightening lecture, the 
audience was all too poised to ask questions. 
Moderated by the laudable Gabi Spitz, many 
interesting critical questions were discussed, but 
maybe most interesting were the ones addressing 
the fundamental principles of democracy. One 
Professor from the Institute for Environmental 
Studies (IVM) asked how we are to conceptualize 
a global democracy. Our ardent speaker replied 
that we should prefer method over content in 
this process. Democratising global affairs 
predominantly comes from your stereotypical 
Western, global theorists and this is all but too 
narrow of an approach. More diverse thinking 
from all ages, cultures, gender would generate 
altogether different options.  
Responding to a question on the fundamental 
shortcomings of democracy our speaker added 

that our current formula for democracy indeed 
falls short and is definitely up for reinvention. But 
how? All sorts of ideas coming from all corners of 
the world are very welcome and should “keep us 
entertained for the next few years”. 

Undoubtedly, I was thoroughly 
entertained during these two hours that seemed 
to have flown by, let alone the next few years. 
With this taste of what’s to come in this lecture 
series, sure enough, professor Scholte, I will be on 
the edge of my seat time and time again. 
 
Stephanie Ragghoe is a participant of the Master 
Course ‘International Development Issues in the 
Context of Sustainable Development’ at the VU 
University Amsterdam 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


