
DIY 8 
Reading Week: The Secret Committee 
 
• Details of proposed region and reasons why. 
The location of our project is flexible, however we feel it is best suited to North West England. 
The social and political history and movements of the area during and since the industrial 
revolution are of particular relevance to our proposal and, more specifically, the semi-rural 
Lancashire landscape provides the ideal geo-political setting. 
 
The Lancashire area played a pivotal role in the radical movements that exploded across the 
UK in the wake of the French Revolution and, from the late 18th Century, secret committees 
were forming in Lancashire towns to campaign and mobilise for the right to improved living and 
working conditions. Subsequent movements centred in Lancashire include Chartism, Luddism, 
slavery abolition, the Co-operative Movement, the Women’s Suffrage Movement and the 
Radical Press. As a necessary response to the current political situation, we propose to 
assemble a group of artists to study and discuss historical, contemporary, critical and political 
texts, thinkers and movements and to collectively revisit the format of the secret committees. 
 
• Description of proposed project, including artistic rationale and proposed 
methodology. 
To mark the transition from our first into our second year of autonomous studying we hope to 
organise a reading week which centres on critical reading and discussion, peer-based 
knowledge exchange and collective living, informed by key thinkers, texts and movements. We 
would hope to work with around ten artists (depending on applicants) who will join us in living 
and studying together, for five days, without access to any communication technologies or 
media, with the aim of temporarily freeing ourselves from the cycle of intensive information 
production and consumption inherent to advanced urban capitalism; this means no mobile 
phone, TV, radio or internet use. 
 
As a starting point the project will draw on two publications written in isolation: Henry Thoreau's 
Walden, 1854, and Theodore Kaczynski’s Industrial Society and Its Future, 1995. Thoreau 
wrote Walden during a year in isolation as a strategy for gaining a more objective 
understanding of society; similarly US academic and neo-luddite Kaczynski (better known as 
the Unabomber), wrote his 35,000-word manifesto whilst living in isolation in a shack that he 
had built. During this time Kaczynski waged a 17 year bombing campaign, much of which 
targeted universities in an attempt to scupper technological development. The similarities 
between the two endeavors are striking but the obvious differences in their outcomes provide 
fertile ground for discussion and elaboration about hope, complexity and radicalism. 
 
Within the reading week each day will be loosely structured, primarily focused on individual 
reading with daily opportunities to share and discuss texts and ideas, to cook, eat and explore 
together and to think through areas where our research might intersect and lead to relevant 
actions or activities. Whilst participants will be invited to read and contribute the texts of their 
choosing, the discussion and activity on each day will be centred on a theme into which we will 
each feed ideas from our practices and from the different texts we are reading. 
 



Day One – Technology and Civilisation 
Day Two – Education 
Day Three – Work and Consumerism 
Day Four – Culture 
Day Five – Utopia/the Alternative 
 
Through these daily themes we anticipate that the week will raise discussion in the context of 
cultural praxis around but not limited to: (im)materialism, hope, radicalism, critical pedagogy, 
contemporary art practice, post-humanism, technology, collectivism, spatial politics, DIY 
culture, capitalism, (de)industrialisation, colonisation/colonialism, localism/globalisation, (the 
big) society, sustainability, urbanism, activism, precarity, the alternative and utopia. 
 
We have identified a number of suitable locations, an example of which is the study centre at 
Middle Wood Ecological Trust, Lancaster which provides study and living space for thirteen 
people (www.middlewood.org.uk). 
 
• Indication of who the proposed participants might be, including areas of practices, 
levels of experience, etc. 
We would hope to work with a diverse range of artists in terms of experience, background and 
working media in order to draw on a spectrum of knowledge, ideas and perspectives. We will 
be looking specifically for artists whose practices involve a commitment to research and critical 
dialogue, social engagement and openness to collaboration. 
 
• Indication of the imagined outcomes and benefits for ourselves and participants. 
During our developmental first year of self-initiated education we have been interested in 
asking what is possible when operating outside the university and an institutional framework 
and how this can be accessed and developed by us for ourselves and others. Recently, in 
pursuit of these questions, we have been developing a number of new ideas and projects in 
which explorations in collectivism form the basis of new modes of learning and art practice. 
 
We anticipate that the communal nature of this project and the rigor of the extended period of 
reading and discussion will enable us to develop strong collective ties that will develop into 
future collaborative projects and that the knowledge and ideas shared between the participants 
will inform the subsequent production of new work by the project participants. We hope that the 
new perspective provided by a different working and living situation will invigorate the 
discussion and provide participants with new perspectives that will stay with them in the future. 
Whilst we do not want to dictate the need for specific or material outcomes from the reading 
week we do intend to establish an informal situation in which ideas for future art production and 
actions will emerge and develop freely. 
 
• The number of participants. 
We hope to recruit around 10 participants, in addition to our five group members. 
 
• Details of how we will select participants. 
We will distribute an open call for participants through our own networks and the Live Art 
Development Agency, open to artists working in all disciplines and at any stage in their career. 
It will ask applicants to indicate the texts, writers, themes or issues they would anticipate 
reading and sharing during the project and why they feel this to be specifically relevant to the 
context and format of the reading week and/or their art practice. Selections will be made 
collectively by the five of us based on applicants’ suitability for the project in consideration of its 
theoretical, discursive and collaborative nature. We will be looking specifically for participants 
whose practice is most likely to benefit from the experience of participation in the project and 
whose involvement we feel will most benefit the other participants. 
 



• Simple schedule of activity - what we will do and when we will do it. 
June – July  
- Release call for participants, inform applicants within a week of deadline 
- Book accommodation  
- Gather texts, develop schedule 
 
August 
- Arrange travel for participants 
- Develop dialogue with participants via email 
 
September 
- Reading week is scheduled to take place in early September.  
 
• Simple budget 
Accommodation     £450  
Contribution to travel costs    £200 
Food and drink    £200 
Lead organiser’s fee    £150 
Total      £1000 
  
• Short biography of the organiser(s) including experience or interest in leading similar 
initiatives 
Robert Quirk, Charlotte A Morgan, Dan Simpkins, Terry Slater and Penny Whitehead are five 
artists living and working in London, Liverpool and Sheffield, with a shared sensibility linked 
closely to critical artistic practice, socio-political accountability and intellectual development.   
 
Since October 2010 and for an indefinite period of time we are researching, developing, acting 
upon and disseminating strategies for free education. This process has been brought about 
through a number of political, financial and ideological motivations, both personal and 
collective. Our activity is an act of resistance, a support structure and a platform for learning, 
collaboration, debate and action across wide disciplines and networks. Through our activity we 
acknowledge, respond to or contribute to debate and activity surrounding the wider economic 
context, the education system and those economies, networks and educational models specific 
to contemporary art. 
 
Through the project we have contributed to Art School Alternatives, Corridor8 Symposium at 
Liverpool JMU, If Not Then What? at Chelsea College of Art & Design, Homeland at the 
University of Sheffield and a number of projects using pirate radio as a mode of dissemination. 
We have also instigated UK-wide Marx's Capital reading groups, currently taking place 
simultaneously in six different cities. 
 
Strategies for free education blog: 
http://noinstitute.wordpress.com 
 
Information about our individual practices: 
www.disruptdominantfrequencies.net 
www.nofixedabode.org.uk 
www.charlotteamorgan.co.uk 
 
Relevant Individual Experience: 
Penny Whitehead: Director of The Royal Standard, artist-led gallery and studios, Liverpool, 
2007-2009; Daniel Simpkins: Freelance project manager for A Foundation, Liverpool and No 
Longer Empty, New York; Charlotte Morgan: founder of Critical Writing Collective; Terry 
Slater and Robert Quirk: working as collaborative duo No Fixed Abode since 2005. Please 
see separate CVs and websites for further information. 
 


