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Researchers often formulate and propose research agendas,
aiming to draw attention of fellow academics, funders, and
other stakeholders to research topics and questions that they
deem important. Since such agendas aim to coax students,
researchers, and funders to prioritize attention for certain phe-
nomena over others, they essentially constitute battles for at-
tention, time, and funding. Thus, they should not be seen as
merely technical exercises but rather as covert or overt efforts
to influence the knowledge commons as well as the process of
political prioritization. This comment aims to put the present
“Manifesto for the Marine Social Sciences” in the context of a
wealth of agendas that have been proposed over the past two
decades.

A first category of such research agendas focuses on sub-
fields of the marine realm resulting in the identification of re-
search gaps and priorities. Examples include agendas for fisher-
ies (Symes 2006; Urquhart et al. 2011), marine protected areas
(Charles and Wilson 2009; Christie et al. 2003), large-scale ma-
rine protected areas (Gruby et al. 2016), ocean energy (Wright
et al. 2016), marine renewable energy (Kerr et al. 2014), the blue
economy (McKinley et al. 2018), and ocean plastics
(Mendenhall 2018). Others have been more generic, listing key
topics and priorities for future research across all marine and
coastal policy realms (Rees et al. 2013), or identifying the con-
tributions that the social sciences can make to guide the gover-
nance of peopled seas (Bennett 2019). These efforts tend to be
presented as fairly apolitical, emphasizing the importance of

addressing the “human dimensions,” without radically
confronting a status quo. They seek to influence or improve
current research and policy, but do not question the system at
large. One might view these as “reformist” research agendas.

Then, there are those agendas that call upon using social
science to take a stance with regard to achieving more contro-
versial ends—such as more socially equitable, environmental-
ly just, culturally appropriate, or politically inclusive ocean
governance or marine conservation. These tend to be more
poignant, punchy and political, more critical, and
confrontational about what is wrong with current practices,
less shy about pointing fingers towards adversaries and more
explicit in their attempts to reorient the focus of marine
scientists. For example, Bavinck et al. (2018) call uponmarine
social scientists to look into the empirical reality of fisheries as
a domain of struggle, instead of just a domain of management;
Bennett (2018) issues a call to action for researchers, policy-
makers, practitioners, and funders to pay more explicit
attention to social justice issues; Poe et al. (2014) urge that
ignoring cultural considerations risks producing unaccounted
negative social impacts for communities; and Winder and Le
Heron (2017) encourage an informed and critical engagement
with the blue economy. These “activist” research agendas call
for a more engaged science that better represents marginal
voices, interests, and viewpoints in ocean governance.

The present Manifesto arguably holds the middle ground
between both categories. Significant is the very framing of the
research agenda in terms of aManifesto by and for a collective
of social scientists, thus implicitly recognizing its inherent
political character. While it does not quite identify a specter
or call upon scientists to mobilize for radical change, it clearly
follows from a discontent with the current praxis and priorities
of marine policy and science. It goes beyond merely dictating
what research gaps social scientists should study, to also call
for a transformation in terms of how they practice their re-
search, whom they should listen to and engage with, and
how they should advocate for change. Many of the
Manifesto’s points express concern with injustice and
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vulnerability of underrepresented groups and voices (e.g.,
coastal communities, women, small-scale fishers). While
somemay argue that by doing so, the Manifesto unduly mixes
up science and politics, others will say it is not political
enough, as it does not explicitly point fingers towards the most
obvious political or economic drivers of these trends.

Science is the quest for knowledge and knowledge is pow-
er. If research agendas guide what research topics should re-
ceive funding and attention, and suggest what is worth know-
ing and what knowledge should be the basis of decisions, then
the construction of research agendas is an inherently political
activity. Research agendas that present themselves as apoliti-
cal, hiding behind a veil of scientific or technical objectivity,
may in fact be quite political by implicitly legitimizing and
reproducing a status quo.

Since the status quo represents some interests better than
others, it is perhaps not surprising that marine social sciences
that critically engage with poverty and well-being, political
ecology, rights, culture, justice, access, and social struggles
tend to receive less funding and attention. Yet, the lived real-
ities of small-scale fishers, Indigenous peoples, and coastal
communities should matter and be considered in ocean gov-
ernance. Thus, we end by reiterating that marine social science
research agendas are inherently political, and therefore ought
to do so overtly, which will help to advance the needed trans-
formation of ocean governance in a manner that does not
further marginalize and reproduce injustices for coastal
peoples.
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