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Abstract 

Over the course of the past decade, the political economy of global ocean space has entered 

into a process of significant transformation. In this context, multilateral, corporate and financial 

attention dedicated to so-called ‘blue growth’ and ‘blue economy’ schemes has been 

extraordinary; consequentially spawning critical inquiries into the origins and motives behind 

these initiatives. Offering different analytical interpretations of contemporary blue economy 

politics, as well as their origins and effects, geographers have entered this debate with a strong 

focus on institutional discourses and policy agendas. Building on critical political economy of 

ocean space literatures, this paper emphasises instead the role of capital in appropriating and 

re-organising the seas according to its own needs. Our primary aim is to elucidate the territorial-

economic tensions and geopolitical antagonisms that drive current trends by historicising the 

emergence of the Blue Economy Paradigm (BEP). The paper shows that a Procrustean political 

geography of ocean space increasingly poses a barrier to capitalist expansion.  
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1. Introduction  

Under the triple banners of blue growth, blue economy and new ocean economy, the world has 

borne witness to the inception of a far-reaching reorganisation and expansion of capitalist value 

relations across the global oceans in recent years. In a bid to define the murky scopes of these 

initiatives, multilateral organisations and development financiers such as the Organisation for 

Economic Co-Operation & Development (OECD) and the World Bank have sought to 

consolidate a series of existing and emerging ocean industries that are usually seen as too 

disparate to be collapsed under a single sectoral rubric. Such are, for instance, “offshore wind, 

tidal and wave energy; oil and gas exploration and production in ultra-deep water and 

exceptionally harsh environments; offshore aquaculture; seabed mining; cruise tourism; 

maritime surveillance and marine biotechnology” (OECD, 2016: 13). Though a strongly 

unified conception is lacking, one idea has especially risen to salience amidst the recent ocean 

frontier renaissance: that of a blue ocean economy, which blends the vast unharnessed 

economic potentials of the global oceans with socio-ecological sustainability and/or ‘green 

growth’ frameworks (e.g. Soma et al., 2018).  

Indeed, for many of its proponents, blue economies seem to exemplify triple win schemes, 

where (i) the wants and needs of coastal and island populations can be reconciled with (ii) 

cosmopolitan concerns for ‘ocean health’ and (iii) the capitalist growth axiom all at once (e.g. 

ECORYS, 2012; Patil et al., 2016; The Economist, 2017; World Bank and UNDESA, 2017). 

In the language of the World Wildlife Fund (WWF) (2017: 2), for instance, a “sustainable blue 

economy” institutes not only a much-needed panacea in times of ecological distress – it also 

holds the promise of “social and economic benefits for current and future generations, by 

contributing to food security, poverty eradication, livelihoods, income, employment, health, 

safety, equity, and political stability.”  
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The general blue growth enthusiasm enveloping supranational institutions, state 

governments and development financiers has not gone undetected by academic scholarship. In 

a recent spate of articles, social scientists have begun to examine the catalysts, motivations and 

implications that underpin these trends, offering observations that run from mildly optimistic 

to highly worrisome scenarios (Silver et al., 2015; Winder and Le Heron, 2017; Barbesgaard, 

2018; Dornan et al., 2018; Doyle, 2018; Klinger et al., 2018; Bennett et al., 2019; Wenhai et 

al., 2019). For many, the massive spurt in ocean governance and policy initiatives parallels a 

growing awareness of the ocean’s untapped industrial development potentials, as well as a 

concomitant recognition of its paramount ecosystemic functions within the acute ecological 

dilemmas of the present. This line of interpretation goes on to assert that inevitable political 

struggles over spatial access, resource control and regimes of environmental protection can 

ultimately only be mediated through processes of accountable policymaking and deliberations 

on the ‘type’ of blue economy to mobilise and institutionalise (Doyle, 2018; Eikeset et al., 

2018; Bennett et al., 2019). Moreover, several scholars point out that the blue economy notion 

appears to sit in a malleable, rather open-ended, discursive force field (Silver et al., 2015; 

Dornan et al., 2018; Keen et al., 2018; Voyer and van Leeuwen, 2019), with some assuming it 

to represent a “remapping” of the oceans by diverse networks of actors (Winder and Le Heron, 

2017).  

Several studies have been pronouncedly sceptical of the general thrust of blue economy 

initiatives, urging social scientists towards caution (Benjaminsen and Bryceson, 2012; Choi, 

2017; Bond, 2019; Mallin et al., 2019). Echoing distress calls of global fisher movements and 

their growing wariness of a global ocean grab (Pedersen et al., 2014; Clapp et al., 2017; Brent 

et al., 2018), Barbesgaard (2018: 145) even suggests that the “increasingly hegemonic nature 

of the blue growth discourse in global policy processes [...] is undermining and precluding 

progressive and transformative solutions.” Behind the exclusive gatherings of transnational 
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financial and corporate elites, such as the Our Ocean Conference, then lurks the suspicion that 

here a large blue washing project is in the making, which ultimately provides a convenient 

mask for a “sanitized ocean grab” (Brent et al., 2019). 

Despite the generally shared ambivalence as to what the blue economy moment truly 

represents, a tacit consensus seems to hold throughout both the more favourable as well as the 

cautioning interpretations, that it is primarily a product of institutional discourses and 

performances characteristic of contemporary environmental politics; in this sense the blue 

economy is somewhat of an offshoot of the more senior yet equally flexible green economy 

agenda (see also Steinberg, 2008; Bailey and Caprotti, 2014). We recognise that analysing the 

distinct discursive functions of various emerging blue economy policies and initiatives, as has 

been attempted in the literature so far, is indeed a vital undertaking. Yet, conversely, it can be 

said that such inquiries easily skim over the long historical lineage of capitalist modes of 

enclosing, appropriating, carving up and commercialising the seas. Hence, in this paper, we 

posit that the blue economy moment may be more adequately investigated and understood as 

part of a longue durée transformation of capitalist relations with the sea.  

To substantiate this hypothesis, we put forward a materialist reading of these relations, 

emphasising the historical geographical dialectics of capital accumulation, enclosure and 

territorial-organisational forms (especially UNCLOS) that presuppose and condition the 

current transformation of the ocean economy. Attending specifically to Marx’s and Marxist 

geographers’ inquiries into the contradictory nature of capital’s spatio-temporal expansion,1 we 

seek to depart from an overdetermining analytical focus on blue growth semantics and 

institutional politics. Rather, we intend to show how conflicting tendencies of capitalist 

spatialisation, technological-organisational transformation and mental conceptions of the 

ocean economy have long revealed the need for a substantive reconfiguration. This (temporary) 

arrangement, we contend, is found in a Blue Economy Paradigm (hereinafter BEP), which 
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seeks to move the ocean economy beyond a whole host of barriers in the accumulation process 

at once. Ultimately, our theoretical foray suggests that the global inception of blue economy 

arrangements is likely to function as a catalyst for deepening existing forms of uneven 

geographical development, thus exacerbating social antagonisms around the use of coastal and 

marine environments in the future.  

We begin by connecting some of the fundamental insights into the contradictory and crisis-

prone nature of the ocean economy that lay dispersed across geographical and critical political 

economy literatures, most of which focus on the issues within individual sectors (see Section 

2). This is followed by a critical review of recent blue economy-related interventions in 

geography and cognate fields (see Section 3). On this basis, we subsequently offer a 

theorisation of the emergence of the BEP and its potential ramifications (see Section 4). 

2. Enclosed, Appropriated and Contested Waters: A brief review of Oceanic 

Political Economies  

In the wake of the most devastating war in human history, the largest transformation of the 

space economy of capitalism with regards to the oceans was set into motion upon two 

proclamations made by U.S. President Harry Truman in September 1945 (Watt, 1979). The 

first proclaimed all known and potential resources on and beneath the continental shelf adjacent 

to the U.S. coasts under the state government’s exclusive management and control (Dept. of 

State, 1945a); the second stipulated a U.S. prerogative to control and regulate fishery activities 

through the establishment of “bounded conservation zones” in the high seas contiguous to its 

coast, wherever U.S. nationals were engaged or planning to engage in commercial fisheries 

(Dept. of State, 1945b). Rather than being repudiated, the unilateral U.S. foray was essentially 

met with “emulation and acquiescence” and ignited a three decade lasting and well-

documented state-led scramble for expanding maritime sovereignties all around the global 
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oceans (Morell, 1992; Scharf, 2013: 107). Seeking to put a lid on inflationary claims rapidly 

encroaching on the remaining high seas and seabeds, a suit of conferences held from 1958 

onwards sought to establish a legally binding international accord. This process culminated in 

the tedious negotiation of the 1982 United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea 

(UNCLOS), whose 320 articles and 9 annexes were finally adopted in 1994 (Prescott, 1975; 

Papadakis and Glassner, 1984; Glassner, 1990). Up to the present, UNCLOS has enabled the 

“largest single enclosure in history”, extending state jurisdiction up to 350 nautical miles from 

the shoreline through the establishment of Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZ) and Extended 

Continental Shelves (ECS) (Campling and Havice, 2014: 714).  

 The most immediate outcome of this dynamic has been a political configuration that 

enables the spatial relations of oceanic capital accumulation and distribution to be formalised 

around a set of legal principles and dispute resolution mechanisms, thus creating a relatively 

transparent albeit inflexible global maritime order. Most importantly, states herein assume a 

key function “at the nexus of rent appropriation and other distributional struggles around 

surplus value, (perceived) ‘national interest’, geopolitics, resource management and industry 

regulation in EEZs” and ECSs (Campling and Havice, 2014: 715). Adopting a territorial 

political economy lens, Steinberg’s (2001) seminal study on The Social Construction of the 

Ocean theorised the origins of this process within the contradictions of capitalism’s distinct 

spatiality at sea. UNCLOS, he reasoned, reflected a compromise between differential needs of 

capital accumulation and circulation: on one hand those of spatially less mobile industries, 

which demand sovereign management regimes guaranteeing long-term legal security and 

stable governance; on the other those of hypermobile industries, commercial fleets and navies, 

which require smooth and unconstrained rite of passage across an idealised friction-free 

oceanic surface (see also Steinberg, 1999). The seemingly stabilising effect achieved by 

UNCLOS, however, could only ever be a temporary solution to mitigate the opposing and 



 
 

7 

inherently crisis-prone dynamics of capital accumulation as well as the fresh forms of 

geopolitical competition they gave rise to. With the acceleration of uneven ocean space 

developments catering to a plethora of industrial (e.g. fishery and oil) and commercial (e.g. 

transport and tourism) needs, these conflictual tendencies would eventually resurface in new 

forms of struggle over resources, rent and access, both within and between different sectors 

(Steinberg, 2001). Against this general backdrop, we will now revisit some of the contradictory 

tendencies, which define the various sectors that constitute the ocean economy. We orient 

ourselves alongside the “robust, but small [and] critical literature” (Campling et al., 2012: 178) 

that has subjected the political economies of individual sectors to detailed scrutiny, limiting 

our survey to four distinct aspects: (i) fisheries, (ii) aquaculture, (iii) seabed extractivism, and 

(iv) marine conservation.  

 For the past 60 years, policy debates on fisheries have revolved around the question of 

whether and how common and presumed open access property regimes lead to economic and 

environmental crises (Mansfield, 2004; Campling and Havice, 2014; Barbesgaard, 2018). 

While not an exclusive feature of capitalism, capital’s universal drive to establish forms of 

spatial organisation conducive to the rational and efficient exploitation of nature has fashioned 

the continuous evolution of marine fisheries “towards enclosure of open access regimes for 

hundreds of years” (Campling & Havice, 2014: 714). The particular property regimes that have 

crystallised as a result have determined struggles over the creation and distribution of surplus 

value stemming from the production of fisheries commodities. As Mansfield suggested in her 

analysis of EEZ fisheries management systems predicated on neoliberal types of property 

regimes, dynamics within the fisheries sector have influenced property questions well beyond 

the domain of fisheries, with significant implications for the “governing [of] access to and use 

of ocean resources” (Mansfield, 2004: 314; see also Mansfield, 2007). Despite the co-existence 

of different types of oceanic privatisation and property regimes, the overall effect of marine 
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enclosures has been an exceptional concentration of economic power within the fisheries 

sector, to the ever-growing detriment of now-excluded coastal populations relying on small-

scale fisheries for their social reproduction (Longo et al., 2015). Many studies have since 

followed Mansfield’s avenue of critique to the scrutiny of market dynamics and competition 

specific to evolving fisheries production and consumption systems (Campling et al., 2012; 

Longo and Clark, 2012; Fabinyi et al., 2019); regimes of labour exploitation and resistance 

within the fisheries sector (McCall Howard, 2012; Sinha, 2012; Howard McCall, 2017; Mills, 

2018; Belton et al., 2019; Vandergeest, 2019); and antagonisms arising from the appropriation 

of ground-rent within EEZ spaces (Campling and Havice, 2014; Barbesgaard, 2019). In 

contrast to the more mainstream policy-focused debates, where considerations of 

‘management’ and ‘governance’ are largely construed in isolation from the uneven 

geographical development of global capitalism, many of these critics position the functions of 

emerging regimes of territoriality in relation to a political economic dialectic of oceanic 

appropriation and commodification. 

  In light of the accelerated proliferation of marine and inshore aquaculture industries since 

the 1990s, struggles for control and command over space and resources within the fisheries 

sector have been exacerbated considerably. Geographically speaking, this phenomenon has 

been especially transformative in labour intensive economies, where the sector was spurred on 

by governments and donor agencies as a means to replace stagnant capture fisheries and 

simultaneously secure foreign exchange. In India and Chile, for example, the rise of this 

industry was encouraged by the World Bank, which catalysed processes of enclosure and 

expropriation through large-scale credit-funded aquaculture developments (Vandergeest et al., 

1999). Since the 1990s, scholarly inquiries have attempted to conceptualise the distributional 

struggles that resulted from increasingly uneven access to marine resources, as well as the 

large-scale destruction of mangrove forests (Vandergeest et al., 1999; Stonich and Bailey, 
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2000; Hall, 2003). More recently, the expansion of aquaculture production has been 

conveniently framed as a means to ‘feed the world’ (e.g. OECD, 2016), in manners that could 

sustainably alleviate the pressures on global fish stocks exerted by capture fisheries. Yet, by 

teasing out the sector’s lasting dependency on capture fisheries for feed, critical scholarship 

has widened the focus of attention with regards to the socio-environmental problematic of 

aquaculture production (Longo et al., 2015; Saguin, 2016; Ertör and Ortega-Cerdà, 2019). 

Contrary to the assurances made by different donor-backed aquaculture initiatives, Ertör and 

Ortega-Cerdà (2019: 360) convincingly posit that “instead of providing a solution to declining 

fish stocks, the intensive marine aquaculture of carnivorous species only solves the crisis of 

capital in the short term, and its expansion ends up putting pressure on capture fisheries.” In 

more abstract terms, this mode of marine food production lends temporary opportunities for 

the appropriation of relative surplus value to capital. As a consequence, however, it introduces 

new contradictions into the socio-natural metabolism by disrupting food production in small-

scale fisheries, and ultimately accentuates the long observed depletion of the marine resource 

base (Longo et al., 2015).    

 Paralleling the expansion of capitalist relations in marine food production, the 

development of constantly revolutionising technologies for offshore oil extraction, has served 

as a promoter for the crisis in ocean governance defined by capital’s differential territorial-

economic requirements (Steinberg, 1999). The vertical geopolitics (see Elden, 2013) of this 

sector are recorded in a global oil infrastructure that relies on more than 3300 sub-seabed oil 

wells, 75,000 kilometres of oil and gas pipelines along the seafloor, driving one-third of global 

seaborne trade on more than four thousand oil tankers (Watts, 2012: 441); with an estimated 

share of 34% of the total revenues generated in the oceans by 2010 (OECD, 2016). Perhaps 

more tangible than in the case of any other sector, it “manifests itself in the aggressive pursuit 

of economies of scale in production and refining, and in transportation”, which has driven the 
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“oil frontier” to the “ends of the earth, or more properly a mad gallop to the bottom of the 

ocean” (see also Bridge, 2008; Watts, 2012: 442). While much of the hydrocarbon political 

economy literature has developed separately from the critical literature on ocean space, Zalik 

(2009) and Chalfin (2015, 2018) have sought to integrate insights from both domains. Chalfin 

(2015: 102), in particular, deepens this linkage by discussing the re-ordering of ocean space 

necessary to turn the Western Gulf of Guinea into a “global hydrocarbon ‘hot-spot’.” The 

reproduction of capital through offshore oil ventures, she infers, is premised upon a specific 

mode of “terraqueous territoriality”, which according to Campling and Colas (2018: 777) 

follows “the distinctly capitalist articulation of sovereignty, territory and appropriation in the 

capture and coding of maritime space.” Chalfin shows how the Ghanaian state’s “maritime 

territorial imperative is modified to fit the shape of petrocapital” (Chalfin, 2015: 115). Offshore 

hydrocarbon extraction is at once highly dependent on state-guaranteed fixed capital in the 

form of infrastructure and security, at the same time as it demands unconstrained logistical 

flows and capital mobility between urban spaces and the sea (Chalfin, 2018). 

Notwithstanding the far greater political leverage of the oil sector, the political 

geography of the deep sea has been significantly gauged by the prospect of yet unexploited  

mineral deposits, occurring in the form of manganese nodules, hydrothermal vents and cobalt-

rich crusts (Buzan, 1976; Glassner, 1990). After a short-lived ‘seabed gold fever’ lasting from 

the 1960s to the 1980s, a decline in commercial revenue prospects and thus lower incentives 

to develop deep sea mining (DSM) technology put activities on hold. To a certain degree, it 

was this temporary truce that allowed for a multilateral compromise between spatially mobile 

and immobile capital investments to be broached and for the eventual adoption of UNCLOS 

(Steinberg, 1999: 415). Currently, this arrangement finds itself under heightened pressure, as 

an ensemble of new extractive technologies, geopolitical scuffles over rare earth minerals and 

the rise of a mineral dependent ‘green economy’ have revived seabed mining endeavours both 
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within EEZs and in the high seas (Mallin, 2018; Zalik, 2018). As Zalik (2018: 5) posits, current 

efforts to transform the high seas management regime are “product[s] of a neo-mercantilist 

drive on the part of state and affiliated fractions of capital to claim potentially valuable 

resources perceived as globally scarce.” As we elaborate in Section 4, however, this particular 

neo-mercantilist drive is best understood as part and parcel of broader struggles around the 

resolution of the ocean economy’s territorial-economic contradictoriness.  

Last but not least, tensions have also deepened as a result of interventions portrayed as 

remedies to the widely-observed ruination of marine environments. In a seeming antithesis to 

accelerating industrial and commercial expansion, as well as a rise in concerns over 

biodiversity loss, climate and marine pollution, oceanic conservation has become a key feature 

of the ocean economy during the past two decades; it has significantly influenced the 

distribution of capital and territorial control across entire maritime regions. 12,000 Marine 

Protected Areas (MPAs) covering approximately 4.8% of global ocean space (MPAtlas.org, 

2019) have substantially reconfigured power dynamics in ocean governance – not least as 

public and private foundations have assumed a key stake in socio-ecological power struggles. 

As part of strategies advocated to achieve a better protection of marine biodiversity, 

conservationists are increasingly tapping into modes of governance that Dempsey (2016) dubs 

‘enterprising nature’. In this vein, successful conservation is tied to “salvation narratives” that 

espouse “stabilization, categorization, and organization as a road to better ocean management” 

(Boucquey et al., 2016: 5; Fairbanks et al., 2017). Whilst representing often well-intended 

efforts to achieve a temporary withdrawal of oceanic segments from productive exploitation, 

there is growing evidence that unevenness in spatial access and resource distribution is further 

entrenched and actively contested (Bennett and Dearden, 2014; Hill, 2017). Echoing critiques 

of ‘green grabs’ and accumulation by conservation (Smith, 2007; Fairhead et al., 2012; Büscher 

and Fletcher, 2014; Apostolopoulou and Adams, 2015), social scientists have begun to 



 
 

12 

conceptualise processes of dispossession under the rubric of ‘blue grabs’ and ‘ocean grabbing’ 

(Benjaminsen and Bryceson, 2012; Pedersen et al., 2014; Bennett et al., 2015; Foley and 

Mather, 2019). Furthermore, with the proliferation of Large Marine Protected Areas (LMPAs) 

from the 2000s onwards, marine conservation has more or less explicitly gained a geopolitical 

element (Leenhardt et al., 2013; Giron, 2016). Drawing from recent insights in the land 

grabbing literature that theorise capitalist mechanisms of long-term spatial and resource control 

(Borras et al., 2012; Holmes, 2012; Edelman et al., 2013; Tedesco, 2015), some have postulated 

that the nexus between LMPAs and the philanthropies of the superrich may represent a new 

formula for enclosure, termed “ocean control-grabs” (Mallin et al., 2019). This approach 

echoes conceptualisations of spectacular conservation enclosures within the dynamics of 

capitalist expansion and neoliberal natures (Igoe et al., 2010; Büscher et al., 2012; Büscher et 

al., 2014; Büscher and Fletcher, 2014; Fletcher et al., 2018), postulating a need to overcome 

the prevailing belief that ocean grabs must always “coincide with exclusion or immediately 

measurable socially conflicting outcomes” (Mallin et al., 2019: 9). Instead, individual 

conservation projects ought to be conceived as part of a larger picture, which accounts for the 

dialectical, often contradictory, evolution of political economic and geopolitical forces.  

Broadly situated at the intersection of global environmental politics, political ecology, 

fishery systems studies, labour and resource geographies, 2 the scholarly accounts synthesised 

in the preceding paragraphs have yielded detailed empirical insights into the contested 

dynamics of enclosure, appropriation as well as different modes of oceanic capital 

accumulation. While seldom explicit, they circumscribe the ‘ocean economy’ as a distinct – in 

many ways autonomously configured yet highly intertwined – part of the global capitalist 

economy. Before turning to a theorisation of the BEP on the basis of their proposed 

conceptualisations, we continue with an assessment of recent blue economy-related analyses 

put forth by geographers and other social scientists. 
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3. Emerging Contours of the Blue Economy 

 

As a vogue term in political and economic elite circles, the blue economy notion started gaining 

traction following the 2012 UN Conference on Sustainable Development (Rio +20); 

approximately two decades after efforts began in the 1990s to develop so-called ‘multi-

stakeholder ocean governance’ beyond the scope of UNCLOS and to institute relevant 

international research programmes (Vallega, 1999; Conservation International, 2003; Glover 

and Earle, 2004; Buxton, 2019).  After 2012, a series of endorsements by development 

financiers started featuring the blue ocean economy more prominently on the maps of private 

and public investors, such as the World Bank’s launch of a 6.4 Billion USD blue growth 

portfolio under its Blue Growth Initiative.3 Stakes were successively raised through financial 

pledges on parts of several large development financiers. The European Investment Bank, for 

one, has been lending to ocean industries for decades. In 2019, it announced plans to expand 

its loans particularly to emerging sectors, including “offshore wind technology, blue 

biotechnology and environmental and coastal protection”, in order to strengthen the role of 

private capital in blue growth schemes (European Commission, 2019: 107). Meanwhile, the 

Asian Development Bank broadcasted a USD 5 billion investment commitment in the form of 

‘blue bonds’ and risk guarantees (ADB, 2019). In addition, a plethora of national governments, 

supranational entities, industry coalitions and several US-based foundations have been actively 

promoting blue economy templates catered to almost all major maritime regions (ECORYS, 

2012; Conservation International, 2014; FAO, 2014; IORA, 2015; Patil et al., 2016; European 

Commission, 2017; The Economist, 2017; World Bank and UNDESA, 2017; WWF, 2017). 

Especially with regards to the Pacific and the Caribbean, the blue economy has been staged as 



 
 

14 

“a tool that offers specific mechanisms for Small Island Developing States and coastal 

countries to address their sustainable development challenges” (UN, 2013, 2015). Elsewhere it 

has been driven by the implementation of regional and national blue growth strategies from the 

Indian Ocean Rim Association (IOARA) to the African Union, with the latter recently devising 

the blue economy as the “new frontier of African Renaissance” (Ndhlovu, 2018). 

In one of the first critical examinations, Silver et al. (2015) categorise competing ‘blue 

economy’ discourses pervading the sphere of international ocean governance during Rio +20. 

Ecological concerns, followed by economic and geopolitical considerations, the authors 

presume, were responsible for generating the spike in attention to the oceans: “Catalysts include 

ocean acidification and sea-level rise, overfishing and marine biodiversity loss, a growing 

consensus regarding the conservation and development potential of the high seas, and, interest 

from some countries in territorialising more ocean space.” The blue economy, they argue, 

assumed a flexible function, fulfilling both ideological and technical interests of different 

“governance actors” (e.g. SIDS, International Organisations, NGOs, Scientists, corporations) 

in asserting their respective agendas within the meetings. In particular, the open-ended 

“precariousness of discourse” supposedly presented possibilities for marginalised actors “to 

further adopt or subvert the term in ways that advance diverse objectives, progressive politics, 

and governance practices in the largest remaining contiguous common spaces in the world” 

(ibid: 153). Picking up on this, a further study outlines new and emerging issues in ‘global 

oceans governance’ more comprehensively (Campbell et al., 2016); it scrutinises how the 

political interventions of different actors in governance processes play out across scales and 

hinge on mobilising different bodies of knowledge. The authors remain generally optimistic of 

the outcomes, arguing that “[n]ew actors and technologies could help break down old ideas 

about scale in the oceans, bridging scales or even descaling the complexity of ocean problems” 

(ibid: 536). However, these and similar interventions (see also Doyle, 2018; e.g. Voyer et al., 
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2018) tend to conceptualise the ‘discursive’ and the ‘political’ in isolation from economic 

forces, which most of the literature reviewed in Section 2 conversely postulates as 

quintessential to grasp the political struggles and contestations over ocean space without 

lapsing into economic determinism. More recently, scholarship has sought to examine regional 

blue growth trajectories and their grounded manifestations in various national contexts (see 

Childs and Hicks, 2019). With a few notable exceptions (e.g. Bond, 2019), these typically 

follow conceptions of the blue economy as a discursive-institutional power field, examining 

how it is mobilised and filtered through national political and economic processes (e.g. Carver, 

2019; Schutter and Hicks, 2019). 

By contrast, Winder and Le Heron (2017) contextualise the Blue Economy Moment 

within an ambit of increased geopolitical and geoeconomic tensions, which primarily arose 

from contestations to American hegemony over the seas (notably by China) and  accompanying 

struggles between different factions of capital over the use of ocean space. Subsequently, 

however, they argue against theorising potential structures of hierarchy within blue economy-

related activities. Rather, to “accommodate difference within Blue Economy”, everything from 

“bio-prospecting”, the “navy”, “pipelines”, to “feminist networks” and “fish” ought to be 

examined on a hierarchy-free ontological plain (ibid: 15). Subsequent responses and 

commentaries have been largely sympathetic to the proposed assemblage approach – with some 

encouraging Winder and Le Heron to explore the blue economy moment through a deeper 

consideration of the “more-than-human” (Bear, 2017; Foley, 2017).  

Arguing against the backdrop of China’s contemporary ocean economic ambitions, 

Choi (2017) emphasises that the blue economy must be historically read as a complex 

governmental project designed to facilitate capital accumulation and the rearrangement of 

people and resources. “Blue Economy practices of seeking economic ways to use space”, she 

notes, “ironically leads to the representation of sea space as potential development space and 
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eventually to more intensive and extractive uses of sea space as a consequence” (ibid: 39). 

Going further, Bond’s (2019: 354) Marxist critique of ‘Operation Phakisa’, South Africa’s blue 

economy initiative, cautions that it is insufficient to merely rely on the persuasive “power of 

ideas” in shaping struggles over economic projects. Instead, he suggests, it is vital to 

disentangle the underlying metabolism of capital accumulation, in order to contextualise the 

contradictory and crises-ridden dynamics of the contemporary moment: “Africa's coastlines 

reflect the increasingly carbon- and plastic-saturated character of oceans, pressure which gives 

local and global capitalism the opportunity to impose dangerous new accumulation strategies” 

(ibid: 343). He underpins the validity of this claim by revealing a series of both class-based and 

socio-ecological contradictions that set the limits for capital’s pursuit of a quick blue fix. In 

this sense, the first requisite to align red and green resistance strategies, he holds, must be the 

attainment of “ideological clarity about what is at stake” (ibid: 359).  

  

 

4. Capital, Contradiction and the Rise of the Blue Economy Paradigm 

 

Picking up on Choi’s and Bond’s calls, we unpack the Blue Economy Paradigm (BEP) in this 

section. We approach this task by situating the world historical dynamics and geopolitical 

particularities that characterise the ocean economy within a Marxist critique of the political 

economy. To this end, we identify four developments as key to advance a theorisation of the 

nature of the BEP: (i) a historical shift away from a spatial organisation of the sea defined by 

the needs of commercial capital to one that better caters to the requirements of industrial 

capital; (ii) an expansion of spatially immobile and semi-mobile industrial machinery, whose 

valorisation is constrained by the territorial division of ocean space codified in the law of the 

sea; (iii) a need to overcome ideological barriers to the expansion of capital accumulation; 
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finally, (iv) a resultant acceleration of enclosure movements, accompanied by the emergence 

of new geopolitical imperatives. Whilst we acknowledge that our subsequent theorisation is far 

from complete and operates mostly at the level of generality, we offer this conception as a first 

foray to develop an alternative interpretation of contemporary blue growth politics. 

 

4.1. From Commercial Capital to UNCLOS: Spatial Codification as a Barrier to Accumulation 

 

Since the dawn of capitalism as a distinct mode of production, the seas have been essential to 

the reproduction of capital by facilitating the exchange of commodities, including labour, the 

steady supply of raw materials and the continuous expansion of the spheres of production, 

realisation and circulation (Braudel, 1983). In particular, ‘commercial capital’ – which 

according to Marx (1981: 392-393) represents a form of capital that does not create value or 

surplus value directly4 but “helps to extend the market”, mediates the division of labour 

between the capitalists, “cuts down the turnover time” and empowers “capital to operate on a 

bigger scale” – has driven the absorption of global ocean space into capital’s economic purview 

(see also Arrighi, 2010). Notably, “[t]he sea route, as the route which moves and is transformed 

under its own impetus” (Marx, 1973: 525), did not require state governments to provide and 

maintain costly geographically fixed infrastructures. From a historical geographical 

perspective, the formation of the capitalist world market was therefore pre-destined to become 

an oceanic pursuit, largely driven by the needs of this particular form of capital (Arrighi, 2010).  

In this sense, Hugo Grotius’ famous Freedom of the Seas (2004[1609]) doctrine was as 

much a geopolitical statement on the ascendancy of Dutch merchant capital at the hands of the 

VOC (Vereenighde Oostindische Compagnie) (see Van Ittersum, 2006), as it was a striking 

illustration of capital’s iron pursuit for “the creation of the physical conditions of exchange” 

that for Marx presupposed “the annihilation of space by time” across all hemispheres (Marx, 
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1973: 524). Uneven trans-oceanic trade5 conducted by powerful “mercantile enterprises with 

military and naval strength” (Black, 2009: 38) easily permitted the realisation of capital in 

distant markets (and in transportation labour) in such mass and proportions as were necessary 

to recoup the quantity of capital first advanced in transportation, communication and military 

expenditures. The conscious amalgamation of naval force, financial resources and territorial 

rule during the 17th century ensured constant technological and geographical revolutions at sea 

(see e.g. Mahan, 1898; Sumida, 2006; Rüger, 2007). It also represented a form of state 

sponsorship for the interests of commercial capital (Braudel, 1983). 

Countervailing tendencies demanding enclosures and the creation of fixed sea tenure 

regimes emerged as early as the 13th Century (Campling and Havice, 2014). Nonetheless, for 

almost five centuries they remained subordinate to the organising imperatives of commercial 

capital. Even with the entry of terrestrial competitors to oceanic exchange, such as the 

transcontinental railway and highway systems, the geographical pivots of the respective 

hegemons (first Great Britain, later the United States) would reinforce the pre-eminence of 

commercial capital across the world’s oceans (Mackinder, 2004[1904]; Friedman, 2015). In 

generalised terms, thus, commercial capital’s sway over the political geographical relations of 

the seas fundamentally outweighed those of industrial capital, and prevailed as the determining 

force driving spatial organisation until the 20th Century. Only with the massive expansion of 

industrial fisheries and the introduction of new seaborne industries towards the end of the 19th 

Century did an absolute need for an institutional foundation to mediate between capital’s 

differential needs finally arise. 

This brings us back to the compromise brokered by the third conference of UNCLOS in 

1982/1994 (see Section 2). Ideologically, UNCLOS was largely framed around bids for state-

mandated resource protection (Mann-Borgese, 1968, 1975; Jacques, 2006) that followed Garett 

Hardin’s (1968: 1243-1244) neo-Malthusian principles: “space is no escape” and “each 
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herdsman seeks to maximize his gain.” The supposed ‘tragedy of the commons’ rationalised 

the need for a standardised global oceanic property regime on environmentalist grounds. 

Regardless of that, the politics of state enclosure could thrive purely on the ‘coercive laws’ of 

intra-state and intra-bloc competition for territory (see Harvey, 1985). Amongst a range of 

enabling factors, substantial impetus came from the decolonisation wave, which prompted 

many newly constituted governments to raise their political legitimacy through the assertion of 

sovereignty over maritime space and resources (Schurman, 1998; Campling and Havice, 2014). 

This proved even to be the case for freshly independent island states, where the creation of 

domestic regimes of marine industrial production remained a prospect for the distant future, 

whilst the primary aspiration was seen in the collection of rent from distant water fishing 

nations. Eager to capture part of the fisheries (and eventually seabed minerals) surplus, the 

Republic of Fiji, for one, was greatly involved in the negotiations and became the first state to 

sign and ratify UNCLOS (Government of Fiji, 2019). In other cases, the establishment of EEZs 

was initially opposed and the ratification of the new legal principles delayed, but ultimately the 

pressure to submit to the rationality of UNCLOS triumphed (see also Reiwaki, 1988). 

‘Geopolitical deadlines’, such as the arbitrary 10-year limit to deposit continental shelf claims 

with the Commission on the Limits of the Continental Shelf (CLCS), compelled many state 

governments to accelerate scientifically supported enclosures (see also Russel and Macnab, 

2008; Dodds, 2010; DOALOS, 2012, 2019). Where national bureaucracies were unable to keep 

up, capital-intensive economies and development financiers – such as the European Union in 

the case of the Pacific island countries (e.g. SPC AGTD, 2012; SPC, 2016; PACNews, 2019) 

– ‘sponsored’ the creation of domestic boundary delimitation and geological expertise to 

expedite the ocean-wide procurement of investment security and legal harmonisation. 

Meanwhile, it was evident from the outset that the long-term mediation of capital’s 

differential interests could not be resolved by the specific form of spatial organisation that was 
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borne out of myriad legal trade-offs that UNCLOS stipulated (for details see Nandan, 1987). 

To the contrary, existing contradictions were likely to intensify, as Procrustean arrangements 

of this kind internalise a momentary balance of capital’s tendencies, rather than offer a direct 

route to the longue durée expansion of accumulation opportunities (Harvey, 2006). At least 

three significant moments for crisis arose:  

(1) Although UNCLOS presents itself as a well ironed-out “social plan”, individual 

capitalists are in reality faced with “infinitely varied circumstances”, for instance, unique 

business cultures, tax regimes, investment laws etc., that have to be resolved independently 

(Marx, 1978: 252). The reality, even in a well-delineated and segmented ocean, is usually far 

more complicated and chaotic than possible for government-implemented initiatives to 

regulate. Over time, legal-institutional complexity mushrooms, and the various jurisdictions 

become increasingly difficult to navigate for investors and potential speculators. Geopolitical 

rivalries further deepen economic fragmentation within and between different sectors. 

(2) Once a certain scale of spatial exploitation has been reached, economic activities (both 

industrial and commercial) run into conflict with each other; especially when capital begins to 

operate on a bigger scale and to concentrate in one place (Marx, 1976: 776-777). In light of the 

specific sensitivity of oceanic environments, where investments in one industry (e.g. subsea 

oilfield) immediately heighten the risks in another (e.g. offshore aquaculture or diving tourism), 

less and less investors take the risk to work across sectors. 

(3) Territorial enclosure becomes the basis for the establishment of a peculiar regime of 

private property and the emergence of rent as an autonomous dynamic. As Campling and 

Havice (2014: 716) sharply remark: “[t]he development of property relations through the EEZ 

– an ‘alien force’ that disrupts the movement of capital in the sea – marked the possibility of 

states capturing ground-rent, primarily in the form of an access payment, which firms pay to 

fish in a state’s EEZ.”  
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The third moment is possibly the most significant. Whether one considers offshore 

energy generation, hydrocarbon extraction, aquaculture or marine biotechnology research, the 

same argument can, in principle, be extended to most other forms of industrial ocean use that 

are projected to exert rising spatial requirements on EEZ domains. The logical consequence of 

the relatively inflexible geopolitical corset created by UNCLOS is that an ever-rising mass of 

the industrial surplus will be siphoned off – in this case by state governments – thereby 

regulating the volume of capital available for expanded reproduction across individual sectors 

(see Harvey, 2013: Ch. 10-11). Given the usual budgetary priorities of state governments, the 

surplus is likely to be re-invested in terrestrial infrastructures or debt servicing rather than 

channelled back into the ocean economy. The gravity of the EEZ as a deterrent to surplus value 

production and thus capital accumulation is therefore prone to become compounded the more 

the relative share of rent yielding industries rises (for projections see e.g. OECD, 2016). All 

else being equal, this view would suggest that the territorial economic conditions generated by 

the codification of ocean space during the 20th Century must hamper rather than propel the 

valorisation of productive capital in the ocean economy as a whole. To compensate for this 

limitation, a paradigmatic need to expand the overall mass of industrial production in the ocean 

economy emerges. Against this backdrop, we now take a closer look at the ways in which the 

amplification of new territorial-economic contradictions has been pre-coded into the abstract 

space produced by the legal geography of UNCLOS. 

 

 

4.2. UNCLOS, Fixed Capital and Technological Change 

  

Within the ocean economy, capital productive of surplus value is reliant on the 

circulation of extraordinarily high amounts of fixed capital;6 specifically, instruments of labour 
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that can exclusively be operated at sea and that are marked by long valorisation cycles and high 

devaluation risks. Large machinery of this kind may be categorised by varying degrees of 

spatial mobility: At one end of the spectrum, highly mobile instruments comprise super tankers, 

freight and cruise ships or factory trawlers (Sibilia, 2018). Next, semi-mobile instruments range 

from jag-saw oil rigs, unmanned robots for seafloor extraction, to the first floating nuclear 

power plant (see Soldatkin, 2019). At the opposed end, spatially immobile instruments include 

offshore aquacultures, windfarms, underwater cables, pipelines and soon floating cities (see 

Starosielski, 2015; Huebner, 2020a). In each category, a jungle of financial, market, 

geopolitical, legal and environmental considerations determine investment risks and potential 

valorisation rates.  

If we follow Marx’s conception of capital as value-in-motion with an ever expanding 

radius (Harvey, 2006: 83), it immediately becomes apparent why the territorial configuration 

envisioned by UNCLOS generates an almost infinite amount of frictions and blockages for the 

circulation of fixed capital. Since formal decision-making power over a total aggregate of 137 

million km2 of nationalised ocean space has been put at the multifarious whims of 151 

governments with fluctuating territorial-economic objectives, investments (particularly in the 

semi-mobile and spatially immobile categories) are never encouraged to expand at sufficient 

rates (for interactive map see Sea Around Us, 2016). For decades, territorial and jurisdictional 

scrambles over any additional nautical mile of EEZ and seabed, coupled with protracted 

maritime boundary negotiations, have created an antagonistic environment for any mildly risk-

averse investor (Russel and Macnab, 2008). In this respect, the standoff between Suriname and 

Guyana over jurisdictional entitlements, Australia’s clandestine theft of Timor-Leste’s oil 

reserves, or the so-called South China Sea dispute all serve as prominent cases in point (Kuipers 

and Khan, 2007; Davidson, 2019; Fernandes, 2020). Simultaneously, dozens of regional, 

sectoral and international governance regimes (see Figure 1) continuously add on new layers 
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of institutional complexity, which in turn require the creation of costly, ever-expanding 

national bureaucracies (see Mandel, 1992; Koskenniemi, 2006). 

 

>>Insert Figure 1 here<< 

 

Figure 1. Overview of multilateral legal and governance instruments concerning international ocean space. 
Source:  Bähr (2017: 45). Reproduced under the Creative Commons “Attribution 4.0 International (CC BY 4.0)” 
license (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/en/legalcode). 
 

 Despite its decisive role in shaping the outcome of the UNCLOS negotiations 

(Glassner, 1990; Steinberg, 2001), the nascent deep-sea mining (DSM) sector has been 

particularly reflective of capital’s (relative) difficulty to expand in the global oceans. As 

previously alluded to (see Section 2), UNCLOS has accorded sovereignty over the seabed and 

subsoil within EEZs and ECSs to states. Within their jurisdiction, states are allowed to install 

industrial facilities, operate large machinery and extract resources as long as no avoidable 

impediments on navigational freedoms arise. In spite of an initial rush, DSM has been held 

back by the high investments required to develop technologies that allow mining at these depths 

at a profitable rate of return (see especially Zalik, 2018). The recent spike in demand for ‘green 

economy’ inventories, such as copper for wind turbines, lithium for car batteries, as well as 

rare earths that feed into the production of laptops, cell phones and the next generation of 

ballistic missiles, has revived the DSM race of the 1970s (Teske et al., 2016; Sanderson, 2018). 

Proposed ‘green new deal’ legislations in the U.S. and the EU will guarantee a sustained 

increment in demands. 

During the past two decades, commercial miners and so-called frontier investors have 

been closely following the Nautilus Minerals group, an industry front-runner that first secured 

an exploration licence through Papua New Guinea in 1997, and subsequently an extraction 

license for the Solwara 1 field in the Bismarck Sea in 2011. Through collaboration with a host 
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of international technology developers, Nautilus hoped to assemble a viable production system, 

consisting of remotely operated underwater vehicles, a subsea slurry lift pump, a lifting system, 

and a production support vessel for the extraction of minerals (Kaschinski et al., 2019). 

Between 2006–2018, Nautilus secured USD 600 million through shareholders, a joint venture 

partner, and several loans (PwC, 2019). Yet, when the multinational mining company Anglo 

American withdrew in May 2018 – supposedly fearing jeopardy to its corporate image and in 

light of the continuous delay of operations (Hume, 2018) – the company’s long dwindling 

stock-price tumbled. Afterwards, it was de facto “run by two billionaires: Mohammed Al 

Barwani, founder and owner of MB Holding …, and Alisher Usmanov, the principal owner of 

[Cyprus-based] Metalloinvest [and] CEO of Gazprom Investment” (Kaschinski et al., 2019: 

38). In March 2019, the company was delisted from the Toronto stock exchange and liquidation 

began later in the year (Stutt, 2019). At this stage, the monitor’s report stated that it “will require 

further investment in excess of $200 million and require at least 18 months to complete the 

development and construction of its deep-sea mining system” (PwC, 2019: 13). In addition to 

socially and ecologically motivated protests by parts of local communities against Solwara 1 

(Phillips, 2019), Nautilus was in the end unable to pay one of its technology manufacturers, 

leaving “its newly-built vessel  languishing in a Chinese boatyard” (Sanderson, 2018). As Filer 

and Gabriel (2018: 1) remark about Nautilus’ copper-gold prestige project, “it is unlikely that 

the costs of exploring the resource and developing the technology required to extract it will be 

covered by the revenues that it generates.” In other words, successful valorisation was always 

contingent upon the rapid proliferation of this technology once completed. In many ways, the 

rise and fall of Nautilus is illustrative of the intersecting obstacles encountered by well-funded 

firms in establishing a sound economic basis for the circulation of fixed capital. 

Beyond resources under state jurisdiction, the prospects for success of the DSM sector 

has long been frustrated by the obscure legal regime for mining concessions in the so-called 
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‘Area’, administrated under the formal auspices of the International Seabed Authority (ISA) 

(Fritz, 2015; Zalik, 2018). Following the edict “All rights in the resources of the Area are vested 

in mankind as a whole, on whose behalf the Authority shall act” – mineral resources beyond 

national jurisdiction were designated to be distributed fairly, mining technologies to be shared 

with ‘developing countries’, and disputes resolved through binding legal instruments 

(UNCLOS, 1982). Yet, many American, European and Japanese conglomerates, represented 

by their respective governments, were discontent with a range of provisions that had been 

strongly supported by socialist and other developing countries during the UNCLOS 

negotiations. First and foremost, the United States refused to sign the DSM agreement as the 

Reagan administration was worried that the country, “though a major naval power, would have 

little influence at the Authority that the convention created. Although the [ISA] is supposed to 

make decisions by consensus, nothing prevents the rest of the ‘international community’ from 

consistently voting against the United States, as regularly occurs in similar U.N. bodies...” In 

addition, the convention would have constrained the ability of U.S. submarines to spy within 

other countries’ territorial waters, such as Iran and North Korea (Spring et al., 2007: 1).  

Following the collapse of the Soviet Union, a coalition of industrialised countries 

managed to water down the previous compromise by imposing the  ‘Agreement relating to the 

Implementation of Part XI’ on the rest of the UNCLOS signatories (DOALOS, 2016). Adopted 

shortly before UNCLOS came into force, this agreement retracted the earlier negotiated 

concessions to developing countries, by privileging ‘market-oriented solutions’ and evading 

previously stipulated technology and knowledge transfers (Zalik, 2018). Ever since, the once 

solemnly proclaimed ‘common heritage of mankind’ (Article 136 of UNCLOS) has been 

carved up by states that sponsor companies through the granting of exploration licenses issued 

by the ISA (Deep Sea Mining Campaign et al., 2019). Two Pacific island countries, Nauru 

(Nori Area)7 and Kiribati (Marawa Area), for instance, have signed sponsorship agreements 
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with DeepGreen8 in the Clarion Clipperton Fracture Zone (CCFZ) under hardly transparent 

circumstances (Mallin, 2018; Deep Sea Mining Campaign et al., 2019; Lazenby, 2019): 

“DeepGreen prepared and funded Kiribati’s application in return for [a yet undisclosed] off-

take agreement in the CCFZ” (World Bank quoted in Greenpeace, 2019: 23). In terms of 

licensed seabed segments, China is currently ahead of the United Kingdom, with “UK’s venture 

with Lockheed Martin [representing] the single biggest project in the world, covering an 

expanse off Mexico larger than England itself” (Boren and Ross, 2019).  

From the standpoint of capital, so far the successful launch of mining operations in the 

Area has proven to be even rockier than in state jurisdictions (Lodge et al., 2017). As the head 

of UK Seabed Resources, a subsidiary of Lockheed Martin, explains (quoted in Sanderson, 

2019): “[u]ncertainty in the future regulatory regime for mineral exploitation remains the 

principal barrier to development of an environmentally responsible and commercially viable 

[DSM] industry” (see also Pecoraro, 2019). As Zalik (2018) emphasises, however, industry 

conglomerates embedded in the military-industrial complex strongly favour “to implement an 

exploitation regime in the absence of substantive ecological and fiscal regulation”, since 

ecological consequences are as of yet incalculable (Miller et al., 2018). This observation is 

confirmed by a rapidly progressing seabed grab and the prevalence of predatory practices – 

including bribery and corruption allegations – reported with respect to several DSM pioneers 

and the ISA (Mallin, 2018; Deep Sea Mining Campaign et al., 2019; Greenpeace, 2019).  

 

3.4. The Production of Ocean Space 

 

Many contemporary ocean policy and governance debates advance the view that 

present tensions of this kind owe to a “decision-making vacuum for many ocean industries”, 

which cannot adapt fast enough to revolutions in technology (OECD, 2016: 150). Put simply, 
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technological change is presupposed here as an independently operating law of history. This 

view prompts the erroneous conclusion that only through the implementation of an essentially 

different system of ocean governance – a sustainable blue economy – can the successful 

emergence of new industries, the growing resource needs of the green economy, and the 

impacts of climate change be catered to in a compatible manner (The Economist, 2017; WWF, 

2017; European Commission, 2019; World Bank, 2019). Such representations tacitly distort 

the material history of innovation and technological change under capitalism, insofar as any 

underlying capitalist class interests here become entirely concealed behind a cosmopolitan 

façade of pragmatist-environmentalist concerns (Huebner, 2020b). “The development of the 

means of labour into machinery”, Marx (1973: 694) countered, “is not an accidental moment 

of capital, but is rather the historical reshaping of traditional, inherited means of labour into a 

form adequate to capital.” In order to constantly revolutionise the existing conditions of 

production to the benefit and sustenance of the capitalist class, capital absorbs the scientific 

capability for innovation, “the social brain”, which “hence appears as an attribute of capital, 

and more specifically of fixed capital.” 

Still, as our brief glance at the nascent DSM sector has sought to exemplify, the 

circulation of fixed capital in the ocean economy witnesses a classic impasse, where “capitalist 

production seeks to overcome its own barriers and to produce beyond its measures”, whilst it 

can “only bear a production that is based on the profitable allocation of the existing capital” 

(own transl. Marx, 1968: 119). But can this condition alone account for the salience of blue 

economy politics across the globe? In order to respond to this question, we need to consider 

the production of space as a dialectical process, in which several autonomously operating socio-

economic forces intersect (Smith, 2010). Barriers for capitalist expansion in the oceans are not 

only of geopolitical, organisational and technological nature, but also firmly connected to 

prevailing mental conceptions of the seas, that is ocean space as a power-imbued abstraction 
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(Steinberg, 2001). “Capitalism”, Lefebvre (1991: 350) contemplated, would not become 

prevalent by merely “consolidating its hold on the land [and seas], or solely by incorporating 

history’s precapitalistic formations. It also makes use of all the available abstractions, all 

available forms, and even the juridical and legal fiction of ownership of things apparently 

inaccessible to private appropriation…” In this regard, the sea has to become perceived as a 

level plain for capital accumulation in every regard: the ocean as an accumulation strategy 

(Smith, 2007). 

One of the most extraordinary leaps into this direction has been realised by the 

proliferation of Marine Spatial Planning (MSP) initiatives since the 1990s, which seek to 

equalise tensions between commerce, traditional industries, emerging enterprises and 

ecological exigencies (Jay et al., 2013; UNESCO, 2019). Mostly predicated on the cataloguing 

of marine nature and the portioning of space into small blocks, the bulk of recent initiatives is 

following ecosystem service approaches, which price marine ecosystems in the name of 

protecting ‘nature’s capital’ (Dempsey and Robertson, 2012). The World Wildlife Fund 

(WWF), for example, suggests to “account for the real costs of exploiting ocean resources” 

(Hoegh-Guldberg, 2015: 5) by assigning a price on the ocean’s so-called “asset-base”, 

estimated at USD 24 trillion. Even more so than in the case of terrestrial ecosystems, the 

commodification and marketisation of the oceans is preached under the omnipresent tune of 

crises convergence. Yet, whilst finance capital is in the midst of concocting new strategies for 

the accumulation of ocean nature (e.g. Credit Suisse and McKinsey, 2016; Encourage Capital, 

2016), much of this enterprise appears to be caught up in endless circles of deliberating how to 

reconcile the economic (exchange value) and ecological (use value) qualities of nature (see 

also Harvey, 1996; Dempsey and Suarez, 2016).  The most immediate consequence, however, 

is the introduction of new political and financial actors, ever more regulations and jurisdictions, 
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and an extension of rent seeking, which brings us back to all the previously discussed frictions 

and blockages. 

 

 
 
5. Conclusion 
 

People in the 21st century will surely be much more sea-minded than we are 
today, and the sea will play a greater role in international relations than ever 
before in history. Control over marine resources, over important shipping lanes, 
over the best sites and means for generating energy from the sea, will most 
certainly contribute substantially to a radical realignment of power relationships 
among States (Glassner, 1990: 124).                                                    

 
 

Reminiscent of the history of commercial capital’s rule over the oceans (Braudel, 1983: 

376), ocean space as imagined under the BEP appears to command a return to hierarchy: 

minimising spatial rivalry, creating stable environments for the circulation of fixed capital, and 

allowing industrial production to expand in a calm sea. Rather than merely signifying another 

spatio-temporal fix for capital, the present blue economy moment, as we have argued, marks 

the beginning of a reconfiguration required to overcome the tensions generated by the 

UNCLOS compromise. On one hand, the BEP seeks to overcome these tensions by striving 

towards more centralised, hierarchical forms of economic governance. On the other hand, the 

BEP further conditions the rivalry between maritime powers driving the expansion of oceanic 

accumulation, for geopolitical command over marine resources, transport corridors and the 

distribution of surplus stemming from maritime industries remains highly contested. China’s 

Maritime Silk Road (MSR), integral to the aspirations of the Belt and Road Initiative (Choi, 

2017; He and Wang, 2017; Flint and Zhu, 2019), for instance, poses a direct challenge to the 

geopolitical terms in which the blue economy has been cast under American and European 
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dominated initiatives. The conjunctural implications of an institutional structure dominated by 

one or the other bloc will significantly affect the dynamics of accumulation, circulation and 

valorisation of capital throughout the entire ocean economy in the future. At present, however, 

geopolitical contestation mainly catalyses both violent as well as concealed movements of 

ocean grabbing, ocean control grabbing and seabed grabbing, with often moderate or no 

benefits for immediate capital accumulation.  

Bringing the political economic and the geopolitical elements under a more developed 

conceptual umbrella is therefore a vital undertaking, which unfortunately lies beyond the scope 

of this paper. Reiterating Choi (2017: 40), it is precisely here where a geographer’s “critical 

eye on questions of knowledge, space, and power” becomes indispensable. Bearing in mind 

the complex ways in which geopolitics and political economy intersect in the oceans, there is 

considerable scope for critical geographers and political economists to become much more 

theoretically and conceptually engaged in this debate (see also Harvey, 1985; Colás and Pozo, 

2011; Sparke, 2017). We have little doubt that even a partial realisation of contemporary global 

blue economy ambitions will have far-reaching and very real consequences for millions of 

people. Indeed, the present terrain of struggle and possibilities for critical engagement could 

be greatly amplified by a vision of the ocean economy as encompassing as that proposed by 

the OECD (2016); yet, one that does not pivot around the material needs of capital. In our view, 

hardly any emancipatory dynamics should be expected to transpire as long as this process is 

coordinated at the level of elusive and exclusive elite circles, where technocratic-managerial 

choices are privileged in the resolution of socio-environmental crises. “Power”, Lefebvre 

(1991: 388) reminds us, “aspires to control space in its entirety, so it maintains it in a ‘disjointed 

unity’, as at once fragmentary and homogenous: it divides and rules”. As much as there is a 

continued demand for detailed empirical studies to inform the many struggles fought out within 

individual sectors and domains (see Section 2), it is high time to align resistances to ocean 
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grabs, industrial expansion and environmental destruction with general anti-capitalist critiques 

that consider the ocean economy in its entirety. 

 

Notes 

1 Our work is informed by Marx’ critique of the political economy advanced in Volumes 1-3 of Capital as well 
as Marxist geographers’ elaboration of the space economy of capitalism, especially Harvey (2006, 2010, 2013), 
and Smith (2010). 
2 The critical impetus of this field has developed partly alongside the “nascent scholarly turn to the oceans” in 
geography, which according to Connery (2006: 496) has set out to “confront the terrestrial character of knowledge 
disciplines.” Whilst we recognise the insights provided by human geographers of ocean-space that privilege new 
ontologies and epistemologies, our subsequent inquiry into the ocean economy finds a more productive 
engagement with the Marxist and critical political economy traditions discussed in this section. 
3 As of October 2019, the World Bank Group’s “active Blue Economy portfolio is around $5 billion, with a further 
$1.6 billion in the pipeline” (World Bank, 2019). 
4 As Marx qualifies, this attribute only applies when commercial capital occurs in its pure form. It is therefore 
primarily a theoretical abstraction to explain the process of circulation in an idealised sense (Marx, 1981: 
especially Chapter 17). 
5 The means by which favourable conditions of exchange were attained included the temporary closure of trade 
routes and harbours (mare clausum), the forceful exclusion of competitors (Arrighi, 2010: 157ff.), and violent 
histories of slavery (Gilroy, 1995). 
6 Contrary to Ricardo’s economic school, Marx understands fixed capital not as thing but “a process of circulation 
of capital through the use of material objects, such as machines” (Harvey, 2006: 205); thus a form of motion of 
capital (Marx, 1978). 
7 On its website, DeepGreen (2019) boasts that the “NORI Area alone contains enough metal to potentially supply 
battery metals for 140 million electric vehicles.” 
8 Attesting to the company’s positionality within the wider ocean economy-nexus, DeepGreen is financially 
backed by the Danish marine logistics and energy giant Maersk. 
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