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On the Relevance  
of the Humanities
Views from our Authors and Editors

‘The humanities—including the study of languages, literature,  
history, jurisprudence, philosophy, comparative religion, ethics,  
and the arts—are disciplines of memory and imagination, telling us 
where we have been and helping us envision where we are going.’ 
American Academy of Arts & Science

Since its foundation in 1683, Brill has at its core been a humanities 
publishing house. We are proud of this long tradition of serving the 
research communities in fields such as Ancient Christianity, History, 
International Law, Philosophy, Linguistics, International Relations, 
Biblical Studies, and Asian and Middle Eastern Studies. Our renewed 
mission statement is an expression of this commitment to provide 
scholars with the best infrastructure to disseminate and access high 
quality research.

With the challenges the world is facing today, the humanities and social 
sciences are needed and more relevant than ever to help us understand 
what it means to ‘lead a good life’. The authors and editors with whom we 
work dedicate their academic life to asking critical questions on 
globalization, the rise and fall of societies, migration, the functioning of 
our democracies, the history of conflicts and international relations, 
inequality, water security or climate change, to name just a few. In this 
year’s article we let our authors and editors explain – from their personal 
perspectives – why it is crucial for society to continue investing in research 
in the humanities and social sciences. They give us a glance into their field 
of research, individual work, methodologies and motivation, and they 
demonstrate why the humanities have been and will remain a vital pillar 
of academia and society. 
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Egyptology is a fascinating discipline. I like to think of it as perhaps an 
umbrella over, or a window onto so many different avenues of inquiry.  
As we study the land of the pharaohs, we make use of archaeology, art 
history, philology and linguistics, anthropology and sociology, history, 
gender studies, the digital humanities, and the archaeological sciences, 
just to name a few. The rise of complex societies, concepts of government, 
settlement patterns, and a well-conceived religion and artistic tradition, as 
well as, of course, the monumental structures – pyramids, tombs, and 
temples – left by the ancient Egyptians all hold important lessons for us 
today. Cultural heritage is a precious thing and it comes alive thanks in part 
to meticulous scholarship. This is why publishing with Brill provides such 
an important outlet for Egyptologists to reach audiences both inside and 
outside of the field.

Peter Der Manuelian, 
Philip J. King 
Professor of Egyptology, 
Director, Harvard Semitic 
Museum, Harvard University

The rise of complex societies, concepts of 
government, settlement patterns,  
and a well-conceived religion and  

artistic tradition... all hold important  
lessons for us today.

Ancient Near East 
& Egyptology
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The history of international trade is vital to our understanding of our past 
and of our present. At the same time, an in-depth understanding of the 
intimate relationship which mankind maintains with cultigens, including 
tea, will play a crucial role in ensuring a bright future for humanity. Tea, in 
particular, affects not only our daily lives as a commodity of consumption 
but is also directly tied to the vying economic models, fiscal regimes and 
political philosophies which compete with each other across the planet 
today. The dissemination of such highly important but hitherto recondite 
knowledge will help to equip our species to survive, and perhaps even to 
thrive, in an age in which demographic, environmental, economic, and 
cultural challenges threaten to overwhelm us. Ultimately, how we act on 
this knowledge will prove to be decisive, but informed action is essential to 
enable us to plot a wise course in a globalized era, just as the highly finite 
boundaries of our planetary existence have come so starkly into view.

George van Driem
Chair for Historical 
Linguistics, University 
of Bern

Tea, in particular, affects not only our daily 
lives as a commodity of consumption but is 

also directly tied to the vying economic 
models, fiscal regimes and political 

philosophies which compete with each other 
across the planet today.

History of  
Globalization
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26 chapter 1

figure 1.7 The Austroasiatic Palaung picking tea on the steep slopes near နမ့်ဆန် [nã̀ sʰã] Nam Hsan: The tea plucker is
wearing θǝnǝkʰâသနပ်ခါး powder on her cheeks, a cosmetic made from the finely ground bark of the wood apple
Limonia acidissima.
photo by Luke Duggleby

A search was made and some bones were
found under a ruin. These were re-buried and
Yamadi-kyè-thu built a gilt pagoda over them
and declared the hill a place of general wor-
ship. He then called two hunters (said to have
been Taungthus) named La San and La Yi and
gave them the seed he had found in the dead
bird’s throat toplant.The great lord stayed seven
days at Tat-mang-sa village and left three offi-
cials to look after the growing of the seed. The
Taungthus held out one hand to receive the
seedandconsequently theplantwas called “Let-
tit-pet” (or one hand), which has now become
corrupted into “Let-hpet.” The great lord told
the Taungthus that, if they had held out two
hands (as etiquette and respect demanded),
they would have been rich, but that now they
would be poor. Loi-seng hill is still held sacred

by the Palaungs, and annually in the month of
Tabaung (March) a feast is held there.

A number of small pagodas have at different
times been built at the hill and one of them
is glazed. A large tea tree, said to be the ori-
ginal plant that grew from the seed planted
by Yamadi-kyè-thu, is still pointed out. Some,
however, say that the first tree was cut down by
Burmese soldiers.

This big tree is, however, worshiped by the
Palaungs.62

62 James George Scott and John Percy Hardiman. 1900.
Gazetteer of Upper Burma and the Shan States, in Five
Volumes. Rangoon: Superintendent, Government Print-
ing, Burma (Part 1, Vol. 1, pp. 491–492). The Gazetteer
also records: ‘In Loi Lông Tawng Peng very little, but
tea is grown, and this is also themain cultivation of the
Pēt Kang district of Kēng Tūng and of a few circles else-
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By studying the lexicon of ancient languages we get a unique insight into 
the life of our ancestors: we can determine where and how they lived,  
what they ate, what they drank, which plants and animals they knew, what 
their family looked like, how they dressed themselves, and many other 
aspects of their daily life, but also what they believed, which rituals they 
performed and how they buried their dead. In this way, historical linguists, 
together with archaeologists and geneticists, can uncover the migrations 
which have shaped the modern world. They can explain how it happened 
that more than half of the world speaks an Indo-European language,  
how the New World was inhabited, and how Polynesia and Australia 
became populated.Alexander (Sasha) 

Lubotsky
Professor of Comparative 
Indo-European Linguistics, 
Leiden University

Historical linguists, together with 
archaeologists and geneticists, can uncover 

the migrations which have shaped the 
modern world.

Historical Linguistics
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Fake news is all around us, or at least we think it is. A recent UK 
parliamentary select committee on ‘Disinformation and Fake News’ saw 
nearly one hundred different pieces of evidence submitted, from 
academics, media groups, prominent individuals, and local activists. 
Who decides what news is fake? Some news is categorised as ‘fake’ because 
it upsets readers – often it’s not that the information being shared is itself 
wrong or inaccurate, but rather that commentators argue that it isn’t really 
news at all. In other instances, news is called out for being ‘fake’ because 
producers are understood to have purposefully misled their audiences by 
emphasising or leaving out key information. There are innumerable 
examples of people sharing stories via social media channels only to 
discover that they’ve been duped. In the West, this has gone hand in hand 
with concerns about how the sharing of such information has impacted 
democratic processes, hence the UK government’s interest. 

Whilst technology allows us to gather and share information ever more 
swiftly, it’s also taken production away from organisations that had name 
recognition and in which people could trust. Early modern book producers 
creating the first news prints faced a similar challenge – in a world where 
news was mainly exchanged orally, or by manuscript letters sent from 
people or organisations that recipients trusted, what were people to make 
of pamphlets that came with no such obvious markers of confidence? 
Book producers used a range of methods to give their readers confidence 
in the contents of their works, from highlighting of the names of key 
subjects and places, paratexts explaining how and why news pamphlets 
had been produced and lists of potential witnesses who could confirm the 
events described. Then, as now, however, sensation sold, and getting the 
balance between truth, opinion and commercially viable stories was 
extremely challenging.

Sara Barker
Lecturer in Early Modern 
History, University of Leeds 

Book History

Whilst technology allows us to gather and 
share information ever more swiftly, it’s also 
taken production away from organisations 

that had name recognition and in which 
people could trust.
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Water is critical to life on Earth. It is a scarce resource, without an 
alternative, and on which there is total dependence for survival.  
We rely on it for drinking, agriculture, sanitation, and more. Water covers 
nearly three-quarters of the surface of the planet; however, over 99 percent 
of all of Earth’s water is unusable by humans due to inaccessibility or 
saline concentration. Around 1.2 billion people across the globe live in 
water-scarce areas where the need outweighs the availability of fresh 
water. Population growth, extensive economic activities worldwide, 
environmental degradation, and climate change have intensified the  
effect of water scarcity worldwide, and it is predicted that by 2025,  
two-thirds of the world’s population will live in regions with water 
shortages. Consequently, major disputes have erupted over the sharing, 
management, and protection of shared freshwater resources – particularly 
transboundary waters that are contained within the physical boundaries 
of two or more states. 
The entry into force of the United Nations Watercourses Convention in 
2014 has refocused the attention of the world community on our shared 

water resources and underscored the pressing need for their equitable and 
sustainable sharing, joint management, and protection. It was in this 
period of rising expectations and hopes for more cooperative approaches 
to shared watercourses that Brill Research Perspectives in International 
Water Law was launched. The journal explores legal aspects related to 
shared watercourses, and addresses international, regional, and bilateral 
agreements and arrangements, as well as thematic matters related to 
international water law. As we move ever closer to the point of no return 
for managing climate change – which recent studies have projected as 
early as 2030 – the current lack or inadequacy of international agreements 
on shared water resources will incite further conflict, thereby 
compounding the damaging effects of climate change on human health 
and economic stability, as well as environmental protection and 
sustainable development. Brill Research Perspectives in International Water 
Law aims to foster cooperation in water resource sharing and management 
by highlighting key issues, developments, and challenges to international 
water law for students, researchers, policy makers, and concerned 
members of the public. 

Salman M.A Salman
International Water 
Resources Association

As we move ever closer to the point of no 
return for managing climate change... the 

current lack or inadequacy of international 
agreements on shared water resources will 

incite further conflict.

International Law
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The study of the New Testament continues to be a thriving academic field 
and a booming publishing industry, for reasons both old and new. As one 
of the oldest fields of humanistic inquiry arising in the Enlightenment, 
New Testament and Christian origins have always been recognized as 
central to any assessment of late ancient, medieval, early modern, and 
modern history. The Christian church, without a close rival, is the most 
important religious movement in all Western Civilization – socially, 
culturally, politically, and economically. The New Testament and the 
historical Jesus who stands behind it are the foundation of that movement. 
And so, the long-standard methods of textual, historical, and literary 
analysis of the early Christian texts continue to thrive, as interest in these 
documents is fuelled by new discoveries and new questions asked of old 
data. Moreover, the field continues to be revitalized through newer 
approaches consistent with the broader interests of the academy at large, 
from post-colonial theory to feminist analysis to environmental studies. 
New Testament studies is a large, variegated, and unusually vibrant field, 
evidenced not only by this burgeoning scholarship but also by its massive 
broad appeal to the reading public at large. 

Bart D. Ehrman
James A. Gray 
Distinguished Professor, 
University of North Carolina 
at Chapel Hill

As one of the oldest fields of 
humanistic inquiry arising in the 
Enlightenment, New Testament 

and Christian origins have always 
been recognized as central to any 

assessment of late ancient, 
medieval, early modern, and 

modern history.

Biblical Studies  
& Early Christianity
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At a time of mounting pressure on free debate and critical enquiry, and of 
rising contestation over the status of truth and facts and conflicting claims 
to scientific validity, society must rely on critical minds that are able to 
reflect on the conditions of what today is called ‘knowledge production’ 
and to ‘produce’ what is recognized as knowledge. Science is faced with the 
challenge of providing information, orientation, and indeed inspiration 
that address the great concerns of our time. But it is the humanities in 
particular that must continuously re-evaluate the belief in scientific facts 
on the one hand and the social construction of all ideas and practices on 
the other to make it possible to identify certain claims as false and specific 
news as fake. Islam in its many manifestations is certainly one of the most 
contested fields today, and the need for critical assessment and for 
scientifically valid, reliable, and verifiable information has become all the 
greater. Despite profound changes in communication technology and 
knowledge transfer, reference works based on meticulous research which 
allow for a variety of perspectives without abandoning their commitment 
to a non-partisan approach, still serve a vital function. The Encyclopaedia 
of Islam has been able to establish itself as a major work of reference, not 
just for the global community of scholars studying Muslims and Islam,  
but for a much wider public in what are still commonly called the Islamic 
world, the West, and the East. 

Gudrun Krämer 
Professor of Islamic Studies 
and Director of the Berlin 
Graduate School Muslim 
Cultures and Societies, Free 
University Berlin

It is the humanities in particular that must 
continuously re-evaluate the belief in scientific 
facts on the one hand and the social 
construction of all ideas and practices on the 
other to make it possible to identify certain 
claims as false and specific news as fake. 

Islamic Studies
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Frances Andrews 
Professor of Medieval 
History, University of  
St Andrews

Serious engagement in Medieval studies has 
come to mean researching a world so very 
unlike our own that we are encouraged to 

understand, perhaps to empathise with, 
those who are different to ourselves and,  

on reflection, to rethink who we ourselves are 
in new and more diverse ways. 

History

Medieval studies are flourishing. In the past few years the 
internationalisation of modern humanities scholarship, with teams of 
researchers collaborating across the globe, has given new impetus to 
interdisciplinary work of the sort pioneered by medievalists.  
The opportunity to study communities across the boundaries of the 
Medieval Mediterranean has proven particularly creative and fruitful,  
as scholars document the experience of the many peoples who inhabited 
these shores in centuries when western, Latin-based dominance was 
neither established, nor predictable. But Medieval studies have also  
been attracting attention for other reasons, bad as well as good.  
The word medieval has acquired some notoriety outside the Academy.  
At the extreme this is a reflection of its political misuse in nationalist 
agendas (think of the Viking symbols widely adopted by racist, white 
supremacists). Notoriety also stems from a more general appropriation  

of the word ‘medieval’ to indicate something or someone somehow crude 
and uncivilised. Both reflect fundamental misunderstandings of the 
period, which we can hope will drive frustrated medievalists to promote 
more convincing accounts. And indeed, serious engagement in Medieval 
studies has come to mean researching a world so very unlike our own that 
we are encouraged to understand, perhaps to empathise with, those who 
are different to ourselves and, on reflection, to rethink who we ourselves 
are in new and more diverse ways. What that requires is not bite-sized, 
easily digestible nuggets or simple, over-arching explanations, but careful, 
detailed research into the medieval experience of being human. Long may 
Medieval studies thrive.
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This past decade has seen tumultuous political change reverberate 
throughout the Arab world, with profound consequences for every state in 
the region, including those whose political systems remain largely intact. 
These political upheavals have brought about renewed demands for social 
change as well, from women’s movements, religious minorities, and others, 
seeking a reordering of sorts within Arab societies. The power of Islam as 
both a political and social force has reasserted itself within the Arab legal 
order, yet in a manner that does not so much restore the historic legal 
primacy of a transnational juristically defined shari’a so much as it 
domesticates the idea of shari’a into disparate national legal systems. 
Finally, of course, in connection with the foregoing, the opportunities  
for political, social, and legal cross-fertilization of ideas have grown 
exponentially in recent times through the facilitation of technology,  
from satellite television to social media platforms. 
All of these have led to important legal consequences and developments, 
including the rise of Islamic constitutionalism, the explosion of a 
transnational practice of Islamic finance centred largely in the states that 
comprise the Gulf Cooperation Council, and renewed (if often rebuffed) 
calls for family and criminal law reform aimed squarely at upending 
traditional tribal and patriarchal hierarchies. There is no scholarly 
publication better placed than Brill’s journal Arab Law Quarterly to 
provide a forum for the dissemination of knowledge related to these and 
other developments in the Arab world.

Haider Ala Hamoudi
Vice Dean and Professor  
of Law, The University of 
Pittsburgh School of Law

International Law

This past decade has seen tumultuous 
political change reverberate throughout the 
Arab world, with profound consequences for 

every state in the region, including those 
whose political systems remain largely intact. 
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New directions in history of cartography are revealing how ideas about 
space, geography, and mapping shape how cultures imagine their place in 
the world. History of cartography scholarship on the period from the 
European Middle Ages to the Enlightenment (c.800-1800) is revealing how 
European science, art, and political thought were undergirded by spatial 
thinking. As a scholar of the global dimensions of European culture and 
intellectual thought, studying maps has enabled me to better understand 
the impact of oceanic exploration on the changing nature of European 
ideas about race. Geographical theories from ancient Greece and Rome 
had described how extremes of climate or of latitude made it difficult to 
live in a civil fashion. In the fifteenth century, when illustrated world maps 
using a coordinate system began to circulate, maps gave these theories 
memorable visual forms. These maps made arguments about the 
relationship between climate, geography, and human variety. In the 
seventeenth century Netherlands, for example, large illustrated maps were 
visual encyclopaedias that synthesized information about the world’s 
peoples in one place: they invited the viewer to think comparatively about 
human civilizations. More broadly, to better understand medieval and 
early modern cultural encounters, colonialism, and empire – all of which 
continue to shape the modern world – maps are essential.

Surekha Davies
InterAmericas Fellow,  
John Carter Brown Library 

Cartography

As a scholar of the global dimensions of European culture and 
intellectual thought, studying maps has enabled me to better 

understand the impact of oceanic exploration.
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As a leading champion of publishing in the humanities, Brill – with its 
commitment to informing and educating its publics – was a natural choice 
for our project. Ibn Abī Uṣaybiʿah, whose history of physicians we edit, 
translate, and discuss, is a profoundly human writer in his values and 
interests. His book is about living and learning, a rich cassoulet of 
transmitters of knowledge, models of behaviour, models of bad behaviour, 
laughter, drinking, love, books and more books, generous amounts of 
verse, and the endless travelling that typifies the medieval experience.  
Its vast geography and timespan give readers a panoramic acquaintance 
with cultures, languages, societies, and ethnicities alongside real details of 
health and disease, existence and death. 
Studying the humanities disciplines provides society with the skills and 
competencies that allow us to understand each other and build the values 
of Aristotle’s great idea of ‘the good life’. These intrinsic features of how 
humans live are visible in every chapter of A Literary History of Medicine. 
The lessons its first readers in the thirteenth-century discovered about 
what makes good and bad science and hale and hearty people are equally 
recognizable today (almost 800 years later) and, like all the best lessons, 
Ibn Abī Uṣaybiʿah’s are very often fun. They open our eyes, challenge our 
prejudices, and explore our own hopes and fears of medicine through the 
doings and writings of exponents whose consciousness of their 
‘exceptionally noble profession’ has not changed one jot.

Emilie Savage-Smith 
Professor of the History of 
Islamic Science, University 
of Oxford

Islamic Studies

It is almost self-evident that our world has become quite a dangerous 
place. Apart from the violent political and/or religious conflicts in  
several (sub)continents, terrorism as well as organized crime constitute  
a serious security threat in many metropolitan areas all over the globe. 
Against this background, the importance of research not only on the 
causes, the manifestations and the impact of these problems, but also  
the nature, the results and the consequences of the policies that have  
been put in place to contain them only increases. A deeper historical and 
sociological understanding of the way in which national governments and 
international institutions have tried to deal with these challenging 
questions is a fundamental prerequisite for the development of more 
adequate strategies in the future. It is for this reason that I have, in the last 
40 years, devoted such a large part of my research to issues that relate to 
the containment of organized crime and terrorism in the Netherlands, 
Europe and the West in general.

Cyrille Fijnaut
Professor Emeritus, 
Tilburg Law School

International Law

A deeper historical and sociological 
understanding... is a fundamental 

prerequisite for the development of more 
adequate strategies in the future. 

Studying the humanities 
disciplines provides 

society with the skills and 
competencies that allow 

us to understand each 
other and build the values 
of Aristotle’s great idea of 

‘the good life’. 
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Academic work in the humanities is a creative process. With the turn of post-
modernism, it is difficult to deny subjectivity in academic work. The 
humanities accept this point of departure for their research and teaching. In 
addition to remaining critical of the production of knowledge, the basic aim 
of the approach taken by the humanities is to depict a (hi)story and analysis 
that is close to one of the many social and political realities in our world.
Academic work needs to convince. The narrative form, which is central to 
the humanities, can indeed be powerful: it combines visual, digital, and 
text-based languages to convince. In our digital age the methods used in the 
humanities are rapidly changing, offering more and increasingly diverse 
possibilities to analyse and present our research. Digital humanities are 
becoming a dynamic academic field in which new experiments and digital 
instruments can help to analyse and substantiate a critical approach. This 
new area also opens up interesting ‘adventures’ in the form of co-creation, 
online publication, and interactive research. This exploration will bring 
about new insights that might also help to solve some of the so-called 
hard-science problems. For instance, there is a need for a humanities 
approach to medicine and the environment that is complementary to 
technical solutions. 
An example of this humanities approach is Africa. Instead of following the 
main discourse that we are confronted with in Africa, with its failing states, 
ethnic conflict, and under-development, a humanities approach takes a step 
back. Scholars search for other and alternative narratives, for example for 
those who are labelled rebels, jihadists or terrorists. A humanities approach 
also relates the present to historical developments: it leads to a critical 
analysis of what is really at stake and will also give new incentives to possible 
solutions.

Mirjam de Bruijn 
Professor of Contemporary 
History and Anthropology 
of Africa, Leiden University

African Studies

When policy makers (and others) believe that a particular question is not 
important or relevant, they often say, ‘It’s an academic issue now’. How do 
we go from that sort of dismissive observation, to argue instead that 
scholarly research and study of global affairs is more than a mere luxury; 
that it is in fact a critical dimension of building our understanding of 
states’, societies’, and individuals’ interests, values, and behaviour? 
Knowledge built through rigorous and systematic, evidence-based 
research and analysis is becoming more rather than less necessary,  
despite (or because of) the easy spread and abuse of misinformation, 
disinformation, and demagogues’ and populists’ claims of ‘fake news’.
There are no easy answers to the increasing array of ‘wicked problems’  
of war and peace, sustainable development, human rights and 
humanitarianism that we face today. But ignorance is not bliss, blanket 
denial is not useful, and simplistic misrepresentations and outright lies are 
not avenues to resolution. An inability or unwillingness to identify and 
explore potential cooperative solutions when personal or national 
ambitions, interests and policies clash, can lead to wider crises and 
conflicts – social, economic, political, environmental, and military – or 
other policy failures, that can have destructive costs for humanity in the 
short, medium, and long terms. Conflicts in Europe, Africa, the Middle 
East; mass human displacements caused by violence and deprivation; 
efforts to prevent, or mitigate, the effects of man-made climate change; 
demands to address economic, social and political inequality and inequity; 
increasingly rapid technological changes and social dislocation; all of 
these – and more – stresses and strains exist and need to be understood to 
be addressed.

Alistair Edgar
Associate Professor, 
Wilfrid Laurier University

International
Relations

There is a need for a 
humanities approach to 

medicine and the 
environment that is 
complementary to 

technical solutions.

Scholarly research and 
study of global affairs is 

more than a mere luxury; 
it is in fact a critical 

dimension of building our 
understanding of states’, 

societies’, and individuals’ 
interests, values, and 

behaviour.
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Why is the history of ancient Christianity so important? I’d like to start 
with some simple impressions, which could explain why this academic 
field is so important for many researchers. There are a lot of fascinating 
texts (not only works of the so called ‘Great Theologians’ like Athanasius, 
Gregory of Nyssa or Origen, but also small Syriac tractates and Christian-
Palestinian inscriptions) and objects that have never really been edited, 
translated, discussed and analysed. So, it’s possible to add new colour to 
the traditional scholarly image of Ancient Christianity quite easily – and 
also to change classical views established by the traditional history of ideas 
approach of the last two centuries or certain denominational driven 
perspectives. Compared to other fields of history (especially contemporary 
history) a more manageable number of texts and objects survive for careful 
study and it brings real pleasure to study certain undiscovered landscapes 
of the Roman Empire and other parts of the Ancient World. Another 
reason why ancient Christianity matters is the simple fact that Late 
Antiquity in particular was characterized by certain specifics which also 
are important today: large migration movements, a lack of social cohesion 
in society, unclear mechanisms of government’s constitution, 
hyperinflation and a crisis of traditional economy. How religions suffer, 
structure, hinder, accelerate and dominate such processes, can be studied 
in Antiquity and (despite all categorical differences between Antiquity 
and Modernity) used to orient ourselves in the future.

Christoph 
Markschies 
Professor of Ancient 
Christianity, Humboldt 
University of Berlin

Late Antiquity in particular was 
characterized by certain specifics which also 

are important today: large migration 
movements, a lack of social cohesion in 

society, unclear mechanisms of 
government’s constitution, hyperinflation 

and a crisis of traditional economy.

Biblical Studies 
& Early Christianity
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Why are we interested in the Law of the Sea? The ocean covers 70% of the 
planet – it would more accurately be named ‘Ocean’ than ‘Earth’ – a fact 
brought home when we first saw photographs of our planet from outer 
space. The legal regime that covers these vast areas is of obvious 
importance and, unsurprisingly, it is not without controversies that 
require considerable study. Coastal States squabble about the delimitation 
of the areas close to their shores. These areas are important for 
exploitation of resources – oil and gas for example but also increasingly 
wind and other ocean renewable energy resources such as tidal energy. 
These coastal areas are also being impacted by the rise in sea levels 
brought about by climate change.
As humankind’s voracious appetite for fish continues to grow, fishing 
vessels are being sent to further and more inhospitable parts of the oceans 
– competing with more expensive and sophisticated gear for the declining 
available stocks. All these resource demands require an increasingly 
sophisticated regulatory framework and are subject to more and more 
disputes.

More recently, the discovery of new resources on the deep ocean floor – 
mineral resources including precious metals associated with hydrothermal 
vents – but also genetic resources based on sulphur rather than oxygen, 
extremophile life forms that live in association with high temperature 
deep ocean volcanic vents, from which perhaps life first evolved. 
The United Nations is currently re-thinking the global legal regime of the 
high seas with a view to ensuring that the magnificent diversity of life 
forms the ocean hosts are conserved and exploited in a sustainable 
fashion. The issues at stake include ownership of, and access to, marine 
genetic resources harvested from these open ocean areas, the need to 
establish marine protected areas in ocean ecosystems beyond the control 
of coastal states and the requirement to assess more accurately the 
impacts on the areas of commons we now appreciate are increasingly 
vulnerable to human activities. 

David Freestone
Executive Secretary, 
Sargasso Sea Commission 
and Visiting Scholar and 
Professorial Lecturer, 
George Washington 
University Law School

These coastal areas are also being impacted 
by the rise in sea levels brought about by 

climate change.
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Southeast Asia is a mosaic of linguistic and cultural diversity, making it a 
fascinating place to study language in relation to the past. There are 
multiple ways of doing so. Several Southeast Asian languages have long 
traditions of inscriptions, manuscripts, and inscribed artefacts. Written in 
ornate scripts of South Asian or Middle Eastern origins, they provide vistas 
into life in classical times. Yet the joint study of language and history goes 
far beyond written documents. As a historical linguist, I examine the 
legacies of cultural contact through the study of etymology and loanwords. 
Lexical borrowing can speak volumes about the impact that groups of 
people have had on each other. As one of the cradles of globalization, 
Southeast Asia connects China, India, the Middle East, and its own diverse 
hinterland. Therefore, the study of historical linguistics in this part of the 
world has implications far beyond the region itself. How do different 
ethnic and religious groups influence and learn from each other?  
Through which methods can the study of language offer quantitative and 
qualitative methods to understand the past beyond written documents? 
However, we choose to study it, language is the key to understanding and 
valuing human beings.

Tom Hoogervorst 
Researcher, Royal 
Netherlands Institute of 
Southeast Asian and 
Caribbean Studies (KITLV)

Southeast 
Asian Studies
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Gelina Harlaftis
Professor of Maritime 
History, University of  
Crete and Director of the 
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Studies-FORTH

All globalization is about is global 
connections, and as the sea covers  

three-quarters of the earth’s surface, these 
are mainly maritime connections. 

What is maritime history? How do we approach the history of the sea? 
How does one trace continuity and change in the history of the sea? 
Maritime history is the relation of man with the sea. It brings maritime 
activities to the centre of the analysis and studies their effects on land 
providing an alternative narrative of continuity and change in the history 
of mankind. It is what man did on the sea (ships, seamen, navigation, sea 
trade, war, piracy); around the sea (port cities, islands, maritime 
communities, shipping businesses), in the sea (fishing, maritime 
resources); because of the sea (maritime empires, international maritime 
institutions and policy); and about the sea (the myths and poems of a sea, 
impact of the sea on art, maritime culture). 
Maritime history and/or the history of the sea has come to the centre of 
current academic discourse. The ‘new thalassology’ (‘thalassa’ in Greek 
means ‘sea’) that marked the beginning of the twenty-first century, 

provided highly interesting new accounts of the history of the various seas, 
like the Mediterranean, the Atlantic, the Indian ocean etc, covering 
periods from ancient to the modern times. The history of the seas and 
oceans did not only attract the interest of historians, but also of 
geographers, anthropologists, culturalists and others. Within this 
framework, the history of the seas and oceans has been put in the forefront 
of current research programmes. 
Maritime history and/or the history of the sea can be seen as a global 
history. All globalization is about is global connections, and as the sea 
covers three-quarters of the earth’s surface, these are mainly maritime 
connections. Maritime history is international by nature and global by 
coverage; it can hardly be written without crossing borders and seas, 
without dealing constantly with maritime links between different 
countries, economies and cultures. 
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Social Sciences

Alberto Martinelli
Professor Emeritus of 
Political Science and 
Sociology, University  
of Milan

In a world flooded with information and big data,  
good social science – i.e., theoretically robust  
and evidence-based social science of the type  

published by Brill – is needed now more than ever.

The development of the social sciences is historically linked to the great 
transformations and key institutions of the modern world (e.g. scientific 
and technological progress, market capitalism, representative democracy, 
research universities) and is rooted in the culture of modernity.  
The development of science as an autonomous sphere in modern society 
went along with its internal differentiation into distinct disciplines which 
distinguished themselves from each other both in terms of different 
objects of investigation and in terms of different theoretical paradigms, 
research methods and specialized lexicons. But differentiation and 
specialization in turn needed integration through interdisciplinarity.  
As both specialized and interdisciplinary knowledge, the social sciences 
have made fundamental contributions to our understanding of a deeply 
changing world and to policy making. 
Today, when the world is facing unprecedented challenges – from war to 
climate change, from rising inequality to human rights violations – and the 
digital revolution has created unprecedented opportunities to connect 
with each other for the purposes of building shared understanding, the 
social sciences will continue to play a key role in interpreting social human 

relations and in providing solutions to global problems. The ambitious 
2030 Agenda of the United Nations on Sustainable Development Goals 
demonstrates that complex global problems require the active 
involvement of social scientists as well as greater cooperation among 
themselves and with natural scientists. Key obstacles on the road of full 
exploitation of the social sciences’ potential for a better world are, on the 
one hand, the insufficient attention paid by decision makers who are not 
open enough to theoretically robust and evidence-based social science as 
well as the new digital media and its challenge to the legitimacy of 
scientific knowledge and experience. In a world flooded with information 
and big data, good social science – i.e., theoretically robust and evidence-
based social science of the type published by Brill – is needed now more 
than ever; that’s to say, not only economics, but all of the social sciences, 
from sociology to political science, from psychology to anthropology. 
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Philosophy

Michael Quante
Professor of Philosophy, 
University of Münster

There are currently many signs of a 
comprehensive and profound crisis of 

capitalism; that’s why there are also many 
reasons to return to the work of Karl Marx 

more intensively.

Globalization continues to advance, producing backward-looking 
nationalisms and authoritarian figures in many parts of the world. 
Digitization is revolutionizing the world of work and social conditions in 
many societies. The gap between rich and poor continues to diverge not 
only in international comparison, but also within societies. And migration 
and financial crises have brought the European Union close to losing its 
cohesion. There are currently many signs of a comprehensive and 
profound crisis of capitalism; that’s why there are also many reasons to 
return to the work of Karl Marx more intensively.
Within philosophy, there is the opportunity to absorb this development 
and focus more strongly on the thinking of Karl Marx. The new critical 
edition MEGA2, which will be completed within the next fifteen years, 
offers, for the first time in the history of Marx reception, the opportunity to 
study his work in its entirety based on reliable editions and without the 
distorting influence of ideological block formations. With the new mentis 
series Philosophical Marx Studies, an internationally oriented forum will 
be created in which the central concepts and theorems of the philosophy 
of Karl Marx will be systematically analysed and discussed. This opens the 
double opportunity of liberating Marx’s thought from the rubble of 
Marxism and (re)discovering him as a central author of classical German 
philosophy.

There are currently many 
signs of a comprehensive 

and profound crisis of 
capitalism; that’s why 

there are also many 
reasons to return to the 
work of Karl Marx more 

intensively.
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Straits used for international navigation have provided critical 
connections between seas and the world ocean since the earliest days of 
sea-faring. The strategic importance of straits has shaped history and legal 
questions of rights and obligations of States in straits used for 
international navigation have taken their place in the great discourse that 
has shaped modern international law. The first case brought before the 
International Court of Justice was the landmark 1949 Corfu Channel  
(a strait providing passage from the Adriatic to the Ionian Sea) case.  
The competing demands of States bordering straits and those of user 
States played a central role in the historic negotiation leading to the 
adoption of the 1982 United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea, 
widely considered the ‘Constitution of the Oceans’.
Lewis M. Alexander, in his seminal work on straits Navigational 
Restrictions Within the New LOS Context identified 90 major straits.  
The importance of straits and the legal issues concerning safety of 
navigation, protection of the marine environment and security have not 

diminished over the years but remain as relevant now as ever and are 
examined within the book series International Straits of the World.  
There remain many straits to be studied, and those that have been 
previously studied under the Series are worthy of revisiting given the 
changes that have taken place in the world. These include security issues 
since the post-9/11 security environment and the resurgence of piracy 
incidents have elevated the defence demands of maritime powers and 
coastal States. Technological changes, such as autonomous shipping raise 
new issues. Environmental concerns have created an added dimension of 
complexity to these narrow shipping lanes where coastal States 
increasingly demand additional regulatory measures such as mandatory 
pilotage and designation of particularly sensitive sea areas. Climate 
change, the melting of glaciers and sea-ice may open frozen areas of the 
Arctic for year-round navigation reviving legal questions concerning the 
status of the Northwest Passage. 

Nilufer Oral
Member UN International 
Law Commission and Law 
Faculty, Istanbul Bilgi 
University

The strategic importance of straits has 
shaped history and legal questions of rights 
and obligations of States in straits used for 

international navigation have taken their 
place in the great discourse that has shaped 

modern international law. 
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In the past several years, the world has witnessed a refugee crisis of over 
twelve million displaced people from Syria, the most destructive 
hurricanes in world history, the death of the world’s last male northern 
white rhinoceros, a dramatic spike in hate crimes against LGBTQ+ people 
in Russia, the outbreak of a trade war between the globe’s two largest 
economics, and many more critical global developments. These challenges 
– and you could come up with a long list of challenges like them – are 
pressing problems facing the world today. What’s more, we don’t even 
know what the next set of challenges might be. But we do know that our 
world is intensely complex and interconnected, and that the planet’s 
diverse peoples often struggle to understand the world around them,  
to make choices for their future. Historical perspectives on these 
developments – understanding how the world came to be the way it is – 

are essential for helping global citizens today. The issues facing the world 
today are not simply the outcomes of decisions yesterday. They are shaped 
and defined by years, decades and centuries of historical developments. 
Making this claim does not absolve present-day actors of the responsibility 
of their actions. Rather, it demands that we appreciate the economic, 
political, ideological, cultural, and social inheritances from the global past 
that have defined the world as it exists today and shape the range of 
options we must steer its future. Brill’s role in publishing history helps its 
readers make sense of the past, and thus is critical to helping tomorrow’s 
global citizens shape the future. 

Historical perspectives on these 
developments – understanding how the 

world came to be the way it is – are essential 
for helping global citizens today.
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Page 5: The Sphinx of Gizeh with the third pyramid, 
Pascal Sébah, Egypt, ca. 1888 - ca. 1898, collection 
Rijksmuseum Amsterdam, the Netherlands.

Page 6, plate 1: The destruction of the tea in 
Boston harbour in a feverish frenzy of tax evasion, as 
depicted by Richard Johnson [under the pseudonym 
‘Rev. Mr. Cooper’] 1789. The History of North America. 
Containing, a Review of the Cuſtoms and Manners of 
the Original Inhabitants; The firſt Settlement of the 
British Colonies, their Rise and Progress, from  
The earlieſt Period to the Time of their becoming 
United, free and independent States. By the Rev. 
Mr. Cooper. Embelliſhed with Copper-Plate Cuts. 
London: Printed for E. Newbery, the Corner of St. 
Paul’s Church-Yard (copper plate engraving between 
pp. 60 and 61, high-resolution image provided by the 
Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division, 
Washington). The Tale of Tea, A Comprehensive  
History of Tea from Prehistoric Times to Present Day,  
George van Driem, Brill, 2019.

Page 6, plate 2: The painting Bewindhebbers 
der kamer Hoorn van de VOC ‘directors of the Hoorn 
chamber of the Dutch East India Company’ gives 
an impression of what the Heeren xvii or Lords 
Seventeen in Amsterdam may have looked like. 
Portrayed here are Outger Crap, Dirk van Suchtelen, 
Cornelis Ment, François van Bredehoff, Jacob van 
Sander, Cornelis de Groot and Nicolaes Carbasius, 
oil on canvas, 342×283cm, painted by Jan de Baen in 
1682, Westfries Museum, Hoorn. The Tale of Tea, A 
Comprehensive History of Tea from Prehistoric Times to 
Present Day, George van Driem, Brill, 2019.

Page 8 and 9: The Austroasiatic Palaung picking 
tea on the steep slopes near နမ့ ်ဆန ်[nã̀sʰã] Nam 
Hsan: The tea plucker is wearing θǝnǝkʰâ သနပ်ခါး 
powder on her cheeks, a cosmetic made from the 
finely ground bark of the wood apple Limonia 
acidissima. photo by Luke Duggleby. The Tale of Tea,  
A Comprehensive History of Tea from Prehistoric Times 
to Present Day, George van Driem, Brill, 2019. 

Page 10: Krishna followed by his herd in Vrindavan 
with text in Sanskrit, India, ca. 1450 - ca. 1475, 
collection Rijksmuseum Amsterdam, the Netherlands.

Page 13, plate 1: Printer’s mark of Plantijn. Hand 
with compass and the motto: Labore et Constantia. 
On the last page in The Complete Description of 
the Couple’s Entries to Brussels, Antwerp, Ghent 
and Valenciennes, 1599. Collection Rijksmuseum 
Amsterdam, the Netherlands.

Page 13, plates 2-5: 4 pamphlets from Brill’s primary 
source collection Sixteenth Century Pamphlets Online 
/ Flugschriften Online, 1501-1530, editor Hans-Joachim 
Köhler.

Page 15: Water drought, stock image.

Page 17, plates 1 and 2: The Church of Saint 
Symeon Stylites Syria, featured in Notes on the 
Sanctuary of St. Symeon Stylites at Qalʿat Simʿān, edited 
by John Tchalenko and Emma Loosley Leeming,  
Brill, 2019. This UNESCO World Heritage Site was 
damaged by a Russian airstrike in May 2016.

Page 19: Arabic manuscript, anonymous, Gabriel 
Toudouze, ca. 1829 - ca. 1854. Collection Rijksmuseum 
Amsterdam, the Netherlands.

Page 20 – 21: The Grand Vizier Crossing the 
Atmeydanı (Horse Square), Jean Baptiste Vanmour, 
1720 – 1737. Collection Rijksmuseum Amsterdam,  
the Netherlands.

Page 23: Illuminated medieval manuscript page. 
Collection Rijksmuseum Amsterdam, the Netherlands.

Page 24 – 25: Fragment of a historical Bible: two 
scenes from Samson’s life, anonymous, c. 1470 - c. 1475. 
Collection Rijksmuseum Amsterdam, the Netherlands.

Page 27: Arabic floral pattern, stock image.

Page 29: Frontispiece of Pieter Goos, De Zee-Atlas 
ofte Water-Wereld, 1668, Pieter Goos, 1668. Collection 
Rijksmuseum Amsterdam, the Netherlands.

Page 35: Ancient baptismal font in the ruins of the 
Basilica of St. Vitalis in the Roman city of Sufetula 
(modern-day Sbeitla, Tunisia) featured on the cover 
of the Brill Encyclopaedia of Early Christianity Online, 
edited by David G. Hunter, University of Kentucky, 
United States, Paul J.J. van Geest, Tilburg University, 
Netherlands, Bert Jan Lietaert Peerbolte, Vrije 
Universiteit Amsterdam, Netherlands.

Page 37: Fisheries, stock image. 

Page 39: Print of house and staff, Gualtherus Kolff, 
after Jonkheer Josias Cornelis Rappard, 1868 – 1881, 
Indonesia. Collection Rijksmuseum Amsterdam,  
the Netherlands.

Page 41: Map of the countries around the Black 
Sea, anonymous, 1735. Collection Rijksmuseum 
Amsterdam, the Netherlands.

Page 43: Illustration of the United Nations 
Sustainable Development Goals. The Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs), otherwise known as the 
Global Goals, are a universal call to action to end 
poverty, protect the planet and ensure that all people 
enjoy peace and prosperity.

Page 45: Portrait of Karl Marx.

Page 47: International Straits of the World, page 46, 
Navigational Restrictions within the New LOS Context 
by Lewis M. Alexander, Edited by J. Ashely Roach, 2017.

Page 49: Stuffed head of a rhino and poached  
horns, Naturalists Ward and Co., in or after 1874 - in or 
before 1875. Collection Rijksmuseum Amsterdam,  
the Netherlands.
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