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MANIFESTO

Manifesto for the marine social sciences

Maarten Bavinck1,2 & Jojada Verrips2

# The Author(s) 2020

Introduction

Preamble

There are manifestos, or public declarations, of many kinds. The
current Manifesto of the Marine Social Sciences that emerged
from the MARE 2019 Conference has a limited purview. Its au-
dience is the epistemic community of marine social scientists,
understood as the collection of scholars that is engaged with the
understanding of people’s relation with the coastal and marine
environment. Within this circumscribed yet still colossal realm,
it strives to identify the topics that are most relevant to social
scientists today. While the MARE network derives originally
from the field of fisheries studies, the present Manifesto takes a
broader perspective on themarine and coastal realm and is largely
crowd-sourced (see below for a description of the process).
Although the points it makes are not referenced, they are drawn
from a significant fount of social scientific activity. They can of
course be argued about—in fact, this may actually be their pur-
pose. After all, the social sciences, other than the natural sciences
that, in an Aristotelian perspective, aim to realize universal truth
(episteme), arebetter in contributingphronesis: “practicalwisdom
on how to address and act on social problems in a particular
context” (Flyvbjerg et al. 2012:1). Such ‘wisdom’ is to be debated
again and again, and yet again. In order to stimulate such debate,
the organizers invited twelve scholars (or teams of scholars) to
comment on the Manifesto’s content, specifying a variety of an-
gles. These range from the local to the international, the practical
to the theoretical, aswell as the topical and sectoral. The commen-
taries follow the Manifesto text.

Genesis of the Manifesto

The idea of a Manifesto for the Marine Social Sciences arose
during preparations for the 10th People and the Sea Conference
in Amsterdam (June 25-28 2019). The theme of this conference
being ‘Learning from the Past, Imagining the Future’, the confer-
ence committee set out to organize a series of sessions with ex-
keynote speakers (from nine biennial conferences in the period
2001 to 2017), who were asked to reflect on their earlier keynote
speeches and the continued relevance of their ideas for the present
and the future. Twenty six ex-keynote speakers were thus
approached and thirteen agreed to participate again in the 2019
conference1. In line with their lines of expertise and the topics of
their earlier keynotes, the organizers gathered the speakers into
four panels and requested them to submit a short list of bullet
points “thatmight be included in amanifesto for themarine social
sciences” and would be relevant for at least the coming decade.
Each panel was moderated by a pair of younger marine social
scientists. Inpreparationof theconference, theorganizersgrouped
the bullet points provided by the ex-keynote speakers under four
headings: (1) methodologies and approaches; (2) urgent marine
social science topics; (3) suggestions for governance research; and
(4) suggestions for the science-policy-society interface—and cir-
culated the list to the sessionmoderators, someofwhomproposed
changes to the draft text. The four ex-keynote speaker sessions
werewellattendedandincludedanumberofvigorousdebates.On
the basis of these discussions, the session moderators suggested
revisions to the pre-conference text. Meanwhile, one of the
MARE 2019 keynote speakers and an ex-keynote speaker also
made written suggestions. The organizers then decided on a final
survey round of crowd-sourced inputs. The pre-conference text
was condensed so as to fit on one page and participants at the
conference dinner were requested to pick out three bullet points
they felt weremost important and also to add topics they felt were

1 The ex-keynote speakers who contributed to what has become thisManifesto
are (in alphabetical sequence): Eddie Allison, Alpina Begossi, Katrina Brown,
Peter Burbridge, Tony Charles, Moeniba Isaacs, John Kurien, Edward
Penning-Rowsell, Jeremy Phillipson, Kevin St. Martin, Rashid Sumaila,
Leontine Visser, and Rolf Willman. Their inputs are well appreciated
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missing. Sixty-four people (or groups thereof) responded to this
dinnercall, submitting their reactionsonpapereither at thecloseof
thedinner,orduring the lastdayof theconference. Inaddition, two
ex-keynote speakers submitted post-conference reflections on the
text of the manifesto. All these inputs were gathered and summa-
rized in a post-conference text. Following a two-step process, the
organizers subsequently grouped and reworded the statements
under three headings—marine social science topics, governance
research priorities, and methodologies and approaches—making
a distinction between general recommendations and recommen-
dations for the fisheries field, fromwhichmany participants in the
MAREconference derive. The end-result was then presented and
discussed on November 5-6, 2019, at the Global Ocean Social
Sciences—a UNOcean Decade Event in Brest, France. Some of
the commentsmade there have been incorporated into the current
version of theManifesto, which, for themoment, is considered to
be final.

The commentaries

Following the completion of the Manifesto, the organizers
invited a dozen social scientists (or groupings thereof) to re-
spond to its content. Multiple considerations played a role in
the choices made. First of all, the organizers were looking for a
mix of scholars from mid-career to end-career phases. Most,
but not all, attended the MARE People and the Sea
Conference in 2019. Second, the organizers aimed to realize
a diversity of opinions, actually suggesting topical angles to
the invitees. This helped to avoid duplications and ensure a
reasonably complete coverage of the Manifesto’s ambit. The
twelve commentaries follow the Manifesto text and are orga-
nized in what seemed a logical sequence: proceeding from
fisheries to more general oceanic topics, and from practical –
or applied – to theoretical perspectives.

Manifesto for the marine social sciences

Urgent marine social science topics

General topics

1. Oceanic and coastal environments differ in many respects
from terrestrial ones. Social scientists are to explore the sim-
ilarities,differences, and interlinkages that existwith regard to
implications for people and their environments.

2. Climate change mitigation and adaptation should be high
priorities for research due to their environmental, economic,
social, ethical, and moral implications and impacts. As cli-
mate change threatens to “drown out” human development
concerns however, it is necessary to find common ground
between the climate agenda and the development agenda

and realize anunderstandingof institutions andpractices nec-
essary to achieve both aims.

3. Wemust critically engagewith theBlueEconomyprocess—
study it and engage with protagonists in their respective fo-
rums. The rapidly changing political economy of coasts and
oceansunderscores theneedforcritical aswell asconstructive
social-science analyses.

4. We must move beyond fisheries to understand the intersec-
tions thatoccurwithother sectionsof themaritimeandcoastal
economy, so as to include the perspectives of actors like
windfarm and oilrig workers, ship crews, tourist industries,
and aquaculture operators.

5. The future of youth and inter-generational issues in marine
environments are of serious concern and require further
investigation.

6. Marine social science research should bring to the fore the
manifold realities of people and communities and their role in
the production of knowledge and in coastal decision-making.

7. “Social struggle,” “distributional justice,” and “outlaw
oceans” are core marine social science concerns and de-
serve to be pursued in future research.

Fisheries topics

1. We need to pay more attention to the relationship between
fishand foodsecurity and tohighlight the roleof (small-scale)
fisheries, aquaculture, andmariculture in promoting diversity
and sustainability of fish for food.

2. The current process whereby fishing rights are being com-
modified requires research with a strong political, economic,
andecological lens tounderstandthe(re-)productionof rights,
allocations, and tenure, as well as the development of a
counter-narrative for the poor and vulnerable.

3. Against the background of increasing urbanization, concen-
tration of assets, growing uncertainty over succession, and
difficulties increwrecruitment,more research shouldbedone
on migration, labor mobility, and the future of the family-
based fishing enterprise in the context of larger decision-
making processes.

4. Fishing activities led by women are often ignored. The same
is true for the pre-harvest and post-harvest segments inwhich
women play important roles. This should change.

Suggestions for governance research

General suggestions

1. We must strengthen the marine social science-policy in-
terface, taking on greater responsibility for the ways in
which findings enter policy and decision-making
processes.
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2. The ongoing “appropriation” of the oceans and rapid
transformations in the marine realm require multidisci-
plinary interventions that look beyond technocratic solu-
tions and understands incentive structure and possibilities
for shifting these.

3. We must investigate how to weigh and integrate the rele-
vant policy areas, sectors, and administration levels en-
gaged in organizing the rapidly transforming marine
world in such a way that bureaucratic nightmares are
avoided.

4. Integrated coastal management frameworks and their coun-
terparts inmarine spatial planning are worthwhile pursuing.
Special attention should be given to wicked problems, hard
choices, and the political dimensions of planning.

Suggestions for fisheries governance

1. We need to go on studying and analyzing the very signif-
icant implications of climate change and social ecological
transformations for coastal communities and fishing live-
lihoods, particularly in relation to their vulnerabilities.

2. The largest category of maritime sector workers, i.e., the
small-scale fishers, should be included in marine spatial
planning and other forms of governance, and their tradi-
tional tenure and access rights should be legally protected.
This requires supportive research.

New methodologies and approaches

1. Our interdisciplinary engagements must be broadened in
order to better understand both the present conditions and
possible futures of people and the sea.

2. A human rights–based approach and ethical codes guid-
ingmarine social science should contribute to an improve-
ment of the well-being of marginal and vulnerable people,
including indigenous peoples.

3. We should stimulate the progressive integration of social
and natural science research in order to support social and
economic development within planetary boundaries.

4. The study of conflicting uses of coastal zones requires
inter- and trans-disciplinary methodologies aimed at a
strengthening of the position of coastal populations.

5. Researchers from “tropical-majority” countries should be
encouraged and facilitated to do research on the socio-
economic and techno-ecological situations of “temperate
minority” countries.2

6. The application of feminist perspectives to marine access
and governance issues is essential to better understand the
power dynamics in the marine world. Gendered patterns
and inequalities should be a crosscutting focus of all the
suggestions made above.

7. We should not forget that empirical (field) research has to
go hand in handwith theory development. Our aim should
therefore be to develop social science theory based on
coastal, marine empiricism from all over the world.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons
Attribution 4.0 International License, which permits use, sharing, adap-
tation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as
you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, pro-
vide a link to the Creative Commons licence, and indicate if changes were
made. The images or other third party material in this article are included
in the article's Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a
credit line to the material. If material is not included in the article's
Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not permitted by
statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain
permission directly from the copyright holder. To view a copy of this
licence, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.
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