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The challenge of how to organize governance in an increasingly globalized world has
become pressing. One of the few public intellectuals to have vigorously engaged with this
challenge of political theory is Professor Benjamin Barber, Senior Research Scholar at The
Graduate Centre, The City University of New York. He focuses on cities as the sites of future
power, rather than sovereign nation states or bodies such as the United Nations. He views
cities as essentially egalitarian social spaces. Taking forward the idea that the cities of the
world will associate with each other to together shape the world of tomorrow, he has founded
a project to bring together a global parliament of mayors.

The idea of the city as the locus of
political power and economic engagement goes
to the heart of the great conundrum that faces
the post-modern world: the need to reconcile
globalization with the assertion of the particular
– the pan-national with the local. The
pioneering work of the New Delhi-based Institute
of Social Sciences (ISS) has also engaged with
these challenges for three decades, focusing
on robust decentralization and the effective
empowerment of local self-government bodies.
It was fitting then that Dr Barber’s first
engagement with an Indian audience took place
under the auspices of the ISS.
Dr. Benjamin R. Barber
Delivering the 14th D.T. Lakdawala Memorial Lecture

He brought to life burning global issues,
and possible solutions, during the 14th DT
Lakdawala Memorial Lecture at the
Constitution Club in New Delhi on 14
December 2015. Dr Barber also interacted
with academics at the office of the ISS, which
hosted his visit to India.
He began his public lecture, titled If
Mayors Ruled The World: Does this mean the
same in Europe, U.S.A, India and China?, by
asserting that political theories and frames
developed from the seventeenth century would
not suffice for current global trends. Cities,
‘he held, are the key units for engaging with
the future. “Why is it time to go back to the
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city? Because city is the beginning of the civic community…There was a Rome before Italy,

or a New Jersey before the US ...and it is in cities that people are capable of addressing their
needs.” Capitalism and the Market system have led to productive jobs and better lives, but
not for everyone, he stated. Even the United Nations, which he called the Disunited Nations,
was a product of two world wars; it was a conglomerate of Nation-States and not a truly
representative global entity.
“Liberty is Local,” Dr Barber emphasized, quoting the famous French political thinker
and historian Alexis de Tocqueville. The global nature of trade is an indicator that governance
needs to take a cue from this dictum in order to better reflect ground realities. Citing an
example from his own life that reflects globalization in today’s times, Dr Barber said that like
every young American wanting to buy a truly American car when he was younger, his first
buy was a Chevrolet. Today, however, he owns a BMW, a German brand. He went on to
describe how a Chevrolet, an American brand, is now manufactured in countries such as
Mexico while select models of German brands like BMW were manufactured in the US.
Which then is an American car, he asked.
Dr Barber highlighted climate change, one of the most critical challenges that face the
world today, as a global issue that transcends national boundaries. Talking about the recently
concluded Paris Conference of Parties (COP) 21 meeting, he exhorted the audience to
understand that, under ideal circumstances, even if all the commitments of such an agreement
were to be fulfilled, the world would not be able to achieve even half of its objectives to
combat climate change. Therefore, he said it is imperative that cities grapple with this task
sooner than later.
There is, of course, more than one view on the best way to organize governance in a
globalized world. Rahul Mukherjee asked from the audience whether one could depend on
cities to bring peace and sustainability. In the light of seminal work by Robert Dahl and
Steven Lukes, he emphasized that decentralization by itself may not be sufficient; one must
study the processes that cause social conflict in local arenas.
Dr Barber encouraged such intellectual engagement. He did so even more vigorously
at a stimulating discussion on his bestselling book, Jihad Vs McWorld, which the ISS organized
at the India International Centre the day after the public lecture. Some of those who attended
had travelled from as far as Kashmir to discuss the subject, which threatens peace at global
and local levels. One of them, Najmu Saqib, asked Dr Barber about the ‘ummah’
conceptualization of a global Islamic fraternity in the context of globalization.

The discussion raised many such questions. How does one respond to the violent
rejection by terrorists of unbridled materialism, consumption and media projection? How do
we deal with alienation and despair? How does the world meet the grievances of those
millions who feel like victims of globalization? Should we eschew the comforts of contemporary
lifestyles? Many see consumption-based lifestyles, albeit environmentally unsustainable, as
requisite conveniences, even rights. Others despise contemporary mores as libertine excesses,
even as abominable.
The Lakdawala lecture too drew a large and eclectic audience. At the outset, Professor
Barber had called on students and young scholars to take the lead to resolve global issues,
echoing the theme of Prof Stiglitz’s talk at the ISS in 2008: Crises Today and the Future of
Capitalism. It was evident, Dr Barber asserted, that the conventional notion of the NationState and Capitalism for governance is becoming obsolete. Everything from new technology
to markets are now global in function and scope, he pointed out. Hence, governance
mechanisms need to adapt and evolve accordingly. The governments of cities could link up
across the globe much more organically than nation states.
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Dr Barber, a Harvard alumnus who has been consulted by President Bill Clinton of
the US, President Roman Herzog of Germany and institutions such as the European
Parliament, pointed out that his friends, British sociologist Anthony Giddens and American
economist Joseph Stiglitz had also given the Lakdawala lecture.
The D.T. Lakdawala Memorial lecture is organized annually by the Institute of Social
Sciences. In his introduction, Dr George Mathew, Founder-Director and current Chairman
of ISS, threw light on the contributions of the late Prof Lakdawala towards studying ways to
alleviate poverty and social injustice. Amartya Sen, Albie Sachs, Noam Chomsky, Mohammed
Yunus and A.P.J. Abdul Kalam too have given the lecture over the past few years.
These earlier lectures were remembered in a photo presentation at the beginning of
the programme. Dr Mathew recalled that world-renowned trade unionist and former cabinet
minister George Fernandes had suggested that Professor Lakdawala should be the first
Chairman of the Institute of Social Sciences (ISS). Several distinguished luminaries including
Vice-President Hamid Ansari and former prime ministers I.K. Gujral and Manmohan Singh
have chaired the lecture in the past. Like earlier lectures in this series, Dr Barber’s lecture
was attended by diplomats, academics, civil society activists and students from across
Delhi-National Capital Region (NCR).
In his presidential address, former ambassador and editor H.K. Dua spoke at length
of how today’s challenges to the nation-state system are global in reach and impact. He
agreed with Dr Barber that cities must be the focal point of governance. Mr Dua pointed to
immigration among the various factors causing the European Union’s current fragility. He
also emphasized the threat posed by global multinational companies with great influence
over law-makers and policy formulation, and covert influence over people’s minds.
Emphasizing themes that are at the core of the ISS’s work, he said that power needs
to be delegated to Panchayats (Village Councils) in India and that the seeds of global
governance need to be sown with people as the centre of power.
Proposing the vote of thanks, Dr Ash Narain Roy, Director of the ISS, said that cities
indeed had the potential to change the grammar of politics. Quoting Eleanor Roosevelt,
former First Lady of the United States, Dr Roy said that great minds discuss ideas; average
minds discuss events while small minds discuss people.
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