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The form of a manifesto is inspired by the context of its emer-
gence. Classics, such as the 1848 Communist Manifesto
(Marx and Engels 1967) or more recent ones like
the Cyborg Manifesto (Haraway 1991), contain a reflexive
exposition of the historical context and pursuits of its principal
actors. The comments in this brief note are restricted to con-
textualizing the social relations and conditions of social scien-
tists mentioned in the present Manifesto for the Marine Social
Sciences (MMSS).

A diversity of theories and theorists

Aristotle’s natural and moral philosophy had transformed into
distinct scientific pursuits such as natural history, sociology,
economics, and psychology by the eighteenth century. The
desire to understand the social world in the terms of the natural
led to a fashioning of pet methods that aimed at grasping
objective and universal truths about society. Maritime social
scientists today are divided into those with greater positivist
proclivities and those disenchanted with objectivity and creat-
ing universalizing claims. This creative tension and the diver-
sity of epistemological beliefs and fetishes have underlined
our creative strength and energies. Section 3 of MMSS calls
for a range of these methodologies to be put into play. In
practice, there are few collaborative projects from South
Asia that bring together truly interdisciplinary maritime re-
search. More collaborations can generate diverse accounts of
maritime reality, and this scholarly pursuit will help
us understand our plural contexts.

A time for reflexivity in the marine social
sciences

A good deal of social science (happily some of it published in
Maritime Studies) is indebted to those early French philoso-
phers who showed administrators, policy-makers, engineers,
technologists, and scientists from the physical sciences that all
knowledge production about our natural and social world is
historically contingent, political, and context-dependent.
Indeed, if knowledge about the physical world is not an ob-
jective “view from nowhere” (Shapin 1998) then by no means
are social scientists, their ideas, or products exceptional in this
regard. Pierre Bourdieu’s (1977) theory of practice is explicit
about the social and historical origins of supposed 'universal'
academic ideas and practices. His notion of 'reflexivity' is the
sobering reminder the academic scholar needs of the social,
historical, political, and psychological contexts that make pos-
sible her scholarship. While there is little attention paid to
sociologies of knowledge from South Asia, there is even less-
er attempt at reflexivity among social scientists more general-
ly, to appreciate the context that gave rise to decades of mar-
itime scholarship and its myriad strains. Such reflection would
be vital to account for the genealogies of our epistemic
community.

Tackling an unequal research effort

In the mid-twentieth century, universities in post-colonial na-
tions of South Asia (like India) set up departments in econom-
ics, history, and sociology which saw the rise of nationalist
scholars and scholarship as a reaction to dominant colonial
ideologues and discourses. Since then, the nature, organiza-
tion, and impacts of the epistemic community of social scien-
tists in India has seen many shifts. Over half a century, South
Asian and foreign social scientists, administrators, and
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agencies interested in studying this part of the world have
come together in networks, associations, and partnerships.
This has resulted in the production of a range of academic
ventures including conferences, scholarships, grants, and re-
search projects. However, inequalities in intellectual labour
and all forms of capital (financial, social, and cultural) be-
tween the global north and the south persist in the academic
arena and maritime studies are no exception, as prof. John
Kurien’s address to the 10th MARE conference reiterated
(Bevitt 2019). In India, academic social sciences is still the
preserve of the upper caste male. Beyond the university, intel-
lectual work by civil society organizations and social move-
ments only receives opportunistic support or valorization, and
here too the gender bias is well-known.

Dedicated effort is needed to check internal processes of
marginalization in the social sciences which can render the
diverse “tropical majorities” (Kurien 2002) into mere “empir-
ical Shudras” (lower castes) whose only remit is to provide an
account of her experience for transformation into elegant the-
ory by “theoretical Brahmins” (high caste) elsewhere (Guru
2002). Serious efforts are needed from social scientists as
transformative agents to revise our partnerships and interven-
tions to address systemic inequalities in research. This
would give concrete shape to the idea of cognitive justice.

Research in a less-than-tolerant world

A final but fundamental point to note is that over the last few
years, social scientists are increasingly finding themselves in
chains. No longer is easy movement across field sites and free
expression of ideas and views a taken-for-granted feature of
our trade. East or west, north or south, the number of nations
restricting the movements, actions, and permits of scholars
(local or foreign, social, and natural scientists) on suspicion
of threats to sovereignty grows. Our global epistemic commu-
nity needs to grasp what existential meaning this holds for

scholarship and knowledge not just in 'troubled field sites'
but for knowledge everywhere.
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