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What is the Future of Power?

There has recently been a seismic shift in political power, both inside and across nations. Within the nations, political power seems to have shifted to the right, with the rise of a cadre of authoritarian leaders that have rolled back democratic practices and compromised institutions. At the international level, the locus of power seems to be shifting to the east with the rise of China. Moreover, military power has acquired a greater role as a means of statecraft, with the invasion of Ukraine and the conflict in the Middle East. This panel invites papers that bear upon how political power will manifest itself in the future.
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Can Global Economic Governance Accommodate Assertive Nationalism?

Judit Fabian, University of Ottawa, jfabian@uottawa.ca

	Nationalism is the nemesis of global governance. It is necessary to global governance, which is primarily the collective self-governance of nation-states; however, nationalism in excess can also destroy global governance. It follows that global economic governance (GEG) must advance the national interests of individual countries but resist the strongest expressions of those interests. Of course, the relationship between global governance (including GEG) and assertive nationalism has always been fraught. Indeed, extreme cases of assertive nationalism constitute a limiting factor; too many countries too devoted to extreme nationalism would collapse the system. In addition, global governance has always been fundamentally a question of convincing stakeholders (primarily nation-states) that all powerful interests benefit from agreeing to operate within a rules-based global governance system. From these tenets follows the paper’s basic question: whether GEG can accommodate extreme cases of assertive nationalism. Specifically, can GEG operate in a time of Trumps, Putins and Xis? The paper argues that it can by means of five principles of Inclusive Global Institutionalism (IGI): Inclusion, Caution, Simplicity, Legitimacy, and Flexibility. The paper analyses them largely with relation to the global trading system.


Political Power, Opposition, and Democracy

James H. Read, College of St. Benedict and St. John’s University, jread@csbsju.edu, jimread1958@gmail.com

 
	In contrast to the common assumption that one’s gain of political power is inherently another’s loss, this paper will argue, first, that political power, though it unquestionably exhibits zero-sum elements, is variable-sum rather than zero-sum: collective gains of political power as well as collective losses are possible. I acknowledge, however, that the conditions under which political power can become positive-sum are historically rare, relatively recent, and remain today vulnerable to reversal. The preconditions for enduring positive-sum relations of political power were absent when centralized states first emerged in human history, and have been absent or very weak, at least in large-scale political communities, though most of human history. Second, the paper will argue that democracy, where it is grounded in universal adult suffrage and constrained and channeled by impartial electoral rules respected by all significant political actors, is better adapted to realizing positive-sum possibilities than any other political form. Democracy, I maintain, not only redistributes political power, but also creates more political power for more people than do other forms of rule. Finally, I will argue that how we understand political power importantly shapes its zero-sum or variable-sum character; and that a thoroughly zero-sum understanding of political power, taken to its logical conclusion and acted upon in practice, today threatens the survival of democracy as a form of government. It is evident today that even long-established democracies like that of the United States can collapse, “die by suicide” as Abraham Lincoln feared, which would be a negative-sum result: collective loss of political power. In that sense, a variable-sum understanding of political power of the kind argued for here is not necessarily “optimistic” about the future of democracy but instead underscores how much is at stake. 
 


Measuring the Soft Power of Sports Mega-Events: A Methodology for a Harder Future

Gregory Krippa, Loughborough University London, p.g.b.krippa@lboro.ac.uk

	This study is the first to propose measuring soft power through a blend of changes in intention, observed behavior, and perceived cost. The approach represents a major departure from traditional measures of soft power, which suffer from weak construct validity and obscure causal mechanisms due to reliance on public opinion or proxy indicators. The method advanced here avoids the limitations of existing approaches by uniquely adapting classic works in power theory with insights from the political-psychological literature. In doing so, it is the most comprehensive approach to measuring soft power to date. A synthetic Monte Carlo simulation demonstrates the method’s internal validity and robustness, and a model example illustrates its application to sports mega-events (SMEs). While particularly suited to SMEs, the method has interdisciplinary application to other time-bound mega-events. It advances both the conceptual clarity and operational measurement of soft power, providing a practical means to evaluate it in international affairs and to assess its future role alongside intensifying geopolitical rivalry and military confrontation.


The Future of Soft Power-Individual-level Soft Power Use.
Examining the Soft Power Use of Soccer Players Ronaldo, Beckham and Lewandowski on Facebook

Judit Trunkos, Robert Mason University, trunkos@rmu.edu

	Soft power is the ability to affect others through attraction rather than coercion or payment (Nye 1990, 2023). This attraction can be used to change people's hearts and minds as well as to make others want what you want (Nye 1990 and 2023). In foreign policy, this tool has been specifically studied focusing on state actors. This paper argues that one of the future applications of soft power use is through non-state actors, namely celebrity athletes. In this paper Ronaldo’s, Beckham’s and Lewandowski’s soft power use on Facebook is captured and analyzed to find out if they are able to use soft power to influence the public and to compare their effectiveness with the state of their origin on social media. The findings of this mixed methodology study reveal that celebrity athletes can be effective users of soft power in cyberspace, which points to a new way to use soft power in the future. 


Building the Future of Political Power in Polycentric Governance Systems

Linda Mendez Barrientos, University of Denver, Linda.Mendez.Barrientos@du.edu

	Polycentric governance systems are increasingly central to the future of political power as increasing complexity in governance systems lean towards multi-level authorities across actors, institutions, and scales. These systems often exhibit power asymmetries among diverse policy actors, venues, and issues, yet empirical analyses of what drives political power—and how it is likely to manifest going forward—remain limited. Governance scholars care about power asymmetries because they shape whose interests are represented, how decisions are made, and which governance pathways become institutionalized over time. Much of the existing literature defines power from an actor-oriented perspective, emphasizing human agency and actor interactions in participatory processes. Bridging theories of power and collaborative governance, this paper advances a practical yet expansive framework for analyzing political power that is well suited to understanding its future trajectories in complex governance systems. The framework maps multiple dimensions of power and highlights how institutional design, structural conditions, and historical legacies condition both present and future governance outcomes. Using the case of California groundwater reform the paper examines which dimensions of power explain reform outputs, emerging outcomes, and actors’ perceived power, and how these dynamics are likely to shape future governance capacity and adaptability. The analysis draws on participant observation, governance arrangement analysis, in-depth semi-structured interviews, and survey data. The findings suggest that structural power plays a decisive role in producing path-dependent institutional trajectories that are difficult to counter, even within ostensibly collaborative and polycentric governance arrangements. Survey results reveal a consistent rank ordering of power dimensions, lending empirical support to multidimensional, survey-based measures of political power. Taken together, the findings indicate that the future of political power in polycentric systems will be shaped less by episodic participation and more by how structural conditions, institutional legacies, and reform processes interact over time. Integrating multiple dimensions of power into analytical and practical governance models is therefore critical for anticipating how political power will be exercised, contested, and reproduced in future governance systems.



