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Abstract

The presentation reviews the critical shifts in Indian Ocean studies particularly in terms of how the field
has come to stand for a new imagining of human and non-human activity not only on the shore but both
on and under water whose properties and features are not as easy to capture as land. Newly emerging
perspectives have simultaneously offered a robust critique of the models that have been previously
adopted for understanding the Indian Ocean, and new ways of looking at a deeply connected maritime
space of enduring commercial and cultural interactions whose spatial and social dimensions were
transformed under colonial and imperial control. The presentation will refer to the ‘spatial turn’ has
been especially significant as more and more work addresses the critical importance of materiality and
material experience in understanding the distinctiveness of the ocean. At the same time, we have critical
interventions by scholars like Tamarra Fernando who stage the agency of non-human actors in
understanding the Indian Ocean and have substantively expanded the field by bringing it closer to the
challenges that we face in terms of ocean warming and climate emergency. I will also use the occasion
to bring these emerging trends in Indian Ocean studies into conversation with Satadru Sen’s pioneering
anthropological work on penal settlements in the Andamans with a particular emphasis on the
challenges and utility of inter-disciplinary work, and on the need to adopt granular approaches by
looking more carefully at islands, bays and creeks that dissolve standardized narratives of a coherent
Indian Ocean.
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