Annual Report of the PSA specialist group for the study of anarchism –

Anarchist Studies Network

Compiled by Alex Prichard, ASN Secretary, 13/02/2007. 
The Anarchist Studies Network was formed in December 2005 with the aim of bringing together individuals inside and outside the academy with a scholarly and political interest in anarchism. The rationale of the Anarchist Studies Network is to reflect the recent surge of interest in anarchist thought by facilitating and promoting the analysis of the history, plurality, and trajectory of anarchism as modern political theory and practice. Its secondary aim is to provide an institutional forum to bring graduate students, professional academics, independent scholars, and grassroots activists together from across disciplines to discuss the latest research and developments in the study of anarchism. Finally, the specialist working group provides an institutional forum through which anarchism may be promoted as a viable analytical, conceptual, and pedagogical paradigm for students and researchers alike. 
Our membership now stands at 79 with scholars from disciplines across the human sciences and from across the world. We include graduate students and established Professors amongst our numbers and have successfully taken the first steps towards achieving our goals. 
The following annual report details our activities between December 2005 and February 2007. 
The group was established on the 8th of November 2005. By the middle of December 2005 we had a website (www.sgsa.org.uk) a wiki site (wiki.sgsa.org.uk) an email list and our numbers soon swelled to forty. At the BISA annual conference at the University of St Andrews in December 2005, three ASN (then SGSA) members gave papers at a specialist panel on Anarchism and IR theory with another member acting as discussant. Three other SGSA members gave papers at other panels at the conference - testament to the extent to which the group was needed in order to bring people together. The recent ASN panel on “Anarchism and Violence” at the BISA conference at the University of Cork drew a modest crowd, but notably, Dr Uri Gordon secured a £500 pound conference bursary from BISA to cover his travel from Tel Aviv and his other conference expenses.
By the end of January 2006 the SGSA had become affiliated to Anarchist Studies promoting the journal on our website and the group in the pages of the following edition of the journal. With the announcement of the establishment of the Group and a brief description of its aims and ambitions in the January 2006 edition of the PSA newsletter our numbers grew again. At the beginning of February the group established a bank account with Nationwide and then put together the first funding application to the PSA. 
The initial funding bid budgeted for two key events. The first was a steering group meeting which was held on the first of March 2006. A group of 15 SGSA members attended this meeting travelling from all four corners of the UK and Ireland. Here a number of things were agreed. Our first priority would be to build a sense of community amongst those working in the area of anarchism and radical political thought more generally. We agreed that the best means of doing this would be through a series of smaller workshops, conference panels and individual talks, for which the SGSA would provide travel bursaries. 
Our initial bid also secured conference funding for a Turkish member of the group, Surrreya Evren to attend the PSA annual conference at Reading University. Surrreya benefited greatly from meeting and presenting his work to a predominantly British academic community. A subsequent bid provided reimbursement for the attendance of Dr Jamie Heckert who gave a paper on Anarchism and Queer Theory. The panels were remarkably well-attended and produced lively and engaged debate. The SGSA convened three panels at this conference and it was considered a resounding success with members and the audience noting the benefit of a research community for a traditionally marginal subject area. 
During the autumn we decided to rename the group the Anarchist Studies Network to reflect concerns that ‘Specialist’ implied elite. Then, on October 22 2006, the ASN organised its first public meeting at the London Anarchist Bookfair. Here a number of ASN members met to discuss the role of anarchism within academia and provided an information session for anyone who wanted to know about the activities of the group. 
Our first conference event, "Anarchism & Sexuality: Ethics, Relationships and Power" (http://anarchist-studies.org.uk/conference/ ), was co-organised by Jamie Heckert and Richard Cleminson and held at the University of Leeds on the 4th of November 2006. The theme of the conference drew an impressive range of papers in the fields of feminist studies, philosophy, geography, sociology, literature, history and education presented by 13 delegates. Particularly exciting about this event was the range of innovative facilitation techniques used to support participatory discussions inspired by the presentations. Ample time was made available for discussion not only within panel sessions, but also during extended break periods and at the following dinner and brunch socials held at the Common Place Social Centre. The warm atmosphere of the conference was also supported by the diversity of participants, the intentional small size of the conference and the pervading ethic of mutual aid. The conference was able to secure significant external funding from the University of Leeds which supplemented the ASN budget for the event.
Our second such event was held at Manchester University on the 3rd of February, 2006. Gavin Grindon, a PhD student working with Terry Eagleton, organised a day conference entitled “Aesthetics and Radical Politics” (http://anarchist-studies.org.uk/aesthetics/). Again, this event attracted national and international guests and was funded in large part through the ASN budget. It was a bustling, vibrant event, with two concurrent streams of presentations by academics from Europe, Australia and the US working across the range of the humanities, and around 120 attendees. Representatives from publishers AK Press and Autonomedia also attended and ran bookstalls at the conference which were very popular. The conference garnered a lot of attention, and Gavin has been approached by Cambridge Scholars Press who wish to publish the conference papers as an edited collection. Both these ASN conference events were advertised in the October 2006 PSA Newsletter with a short piece detailing our aims, activities and achievements. 
 

In May 2006 the ASN co-hosted a talk with the University of Leicester Business School by the US speaker and public intellectual John Zerzan which brought together a large and lively audience from across the east midlands. Other recent conference events organised by ASN members in the past 12 months include a celebration of the life and work of the anarchist geographer Elisée Reclus, and five panels on the theme of “anarchism and utopianism” at the 7th international conference of the European Utopian Studies Society, held in July 2006 in Tarragona, Spain. 
One of the key achievements of the group has been to use modern communication technology to integrate the academic with the non-academic researchers of anarchist thought and practice and to create an international community of scholars working in an area not generally favoured in academic circles. Our email list has produced lively discussion, debate and decision making about the purposes and future activities of the group (874 postings since December 2005). The list has acted as a forum for publicising events and gathering specialist information from the range of academic and activist specialism reflected in our varied membership. Consensus has been sought and facilitated at all times and the email list has been a vital source of the group’s strength and its creativity not to mention disagreement and flared tempers! Our wiki has become an important source of ASN documents and bibliographies, and resources designed to facilitate our academic careers which include course outlines, reading lists and so forth. Our public website is also an important vehicle for publicising our events and informing the public about our activities, and has generated significant membership.  
 

In keeping with our aim of popularising anarchist thought, we have endeavoured to communicate with as wide an audience as possible through conferences and other means. In addition to the above events, in December 2006 our convenor Dr Ruth Kinna joined Professor John Keene (Westminster) and Dr Peter Marshal (independent), for a lively and informative discussion of the history of anarchism on Melvyn Bragg’s popular BBC Radio 4 programme “In Our Time”. Again, this event is testament to the upsurge in interest in anarchism and the need for a group such as ours. 
During the lifetime of the group five members have received their doctorates from various UK institutions, while Dr Carl Levy (Goldsmiths) spent a semester sabbatical at the Institute for Advanced Studies at Princeton University and Dr Saul Newman took up full employment at Goldsmiths College. The department of Politics, IR and European Studies at Loughborough University has benefited from a resurgence and consolidation in anarchist academic communities. Applications for two PhD places for the study of anarchist theory and practice, one beginning in September 2006, and the other in September 2007 attracted twenty applications from across the world. 
Recent book publications by group members include Ben Franks, Rebel Alliances: The means and ends of contemporary British anarchisms (Dark Star and AK Press, 2006); Jesse Cohn, Anarchism and the Crisis of Representation: Hermeneutics, Aesthetics, Politics (Susquehanna University Press, 2006); Laurence Davis and Peter Stillman (eds.), The New Utopian Politics of Ursula K. Le Guin’s The Dispossessed (Lexington Books, 2005); and Ruth Kinna, Anarchism: a beginner’s guide (Oneworld, 2005).

In sum the PSA specialist group status and the funding this brings has been a resounding success in creating and supporting a new and adventurous international research community. 
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