
 

 

Manual Labours: Can awareness of the ‘body at work’ lead to increased agency of 
workers? 
By Sophie Hope and Jenny Richards 
This paper was given at the BSA Work, Employment and Society conference in the ‘Body, 
emotions, health and work strand, 4 September 2013. 
The quotes are from participants during the Manual Labours week of research in April 
2013, unless otherwise stated. 
 
The Body at Work 
“I often find myself lunching over my keyboard, with my right leg wrapped around my left 
leg. My head is pulled forward to read the screen, and I’m forever tapping on the keyboard 
with umpteen mistakes because I’m using my left hand. I work mostly from home, early 
morning till late at night and can’t see the start or finish of the working day. Because of the 
long hours it seems my body is learning postures which are very difficult, uncomfortable 
and problematic.” 

This quote comes from a contributor to the project ‘Manual Labours’, a new programme of 
research into peoples’ physical relationships to work initiated by Sophie Hope and Jenny 
Richards earlier this year. It brings to mind a contortionist performance that the worker 
plays out daily in front of their computer. This is ‘flexible work’ in the double sense of the 
term.  A precarious, flexi-time, work-ready individual bends, stretches and learns to hold 
new postures while their mind is busy at work. Another contributor wrote about how they 
are unaware of their body until pain shows that they are overworking. A physical reminder 
via twinges and screen burn interrupts the work that the mind is performing and jolts the 
worker into a momentary awareness that a stretch, or coffee break is required.  These 
comments along with much other material was drawn together during a week-long series 
of discussions, talks, films screenings and interviews in April 2013 which formed the start 
of a network of contributors to Manual Labours with whom we are investigating questions 
around physical experiences and understandings of work.    
 
The Relegation of the Body 
The concept of immaterial labour (developed by Lazzarato and later Hardt and Negri), has 
been lambasted as being ‘transparently absurd’ (by Graeber 2008), a ‘myth’ that obscures 
the lengthening of the working day (by Bologna 1992) and as the ‘new religion’ (by 
Aufheben 2006). According to some critics, immaterial labour is nothing new, labour has 
always been partly affective, emotive and cognitive (Wright 2005). It has been criticised as 
relying too heavily on an old fashioned (‘vulgar’) Marxism, implying a simplistic notion of 
society divided into base and superstructure and the division of labour being organised 
according to the nature of what is being produced (Aufheben 2006). Negri and Hardt are 
keen to point out that immaterial labour refers to the immateriality of the product, not the 
labour, which remains material. Indeed, all work, whether it’s marking essays, driving, filing 
or writing a paper for a conference involves bodies and brains: “real people with real 
bodies have contributed real time” to so-called weightless, knowledge economies (Ursula 
Huws quoted in Wright 2005). The term is too all-encompassing for some, conveniently 
embracing any kind of work (computer programming and housework) as new forms of 
cognitive or emotional labour. Use of the term masks a division of labour between 
privileged ‘autonomous’ workers (thinkers, researchers, ‘creatives’), and those carrying out 
the ‘donkey work’ (inputting data, assisting the artist, fulfilling the client’s brief). 
 
The separation of mental and manual work has been a necessary part of the capitalist 
process to rationalise production (both immaterial and material) and maintain the 
subsumption of workers by capital. It is worth noting here that some of the contributors to 



 

 

the research with histories of manual labour talked about moving up the hierarchy 
(symbolically rather than financially) of an organisation as the work became less manual 
and more mental (e.g. from sorting mail on the night train to coding letters at a desk in an 
office). As immaterial products are commodified, so the production of immaterial goods is 
rationalised (e.g. through outsourcing), but whether the work is mobile or sedentary, it is 
still a subsumed form of labour. As Gesa Helms (2011) points out, even if immaterial 
labour feels less alienating, there’s still plenty of shitwork to round.  
 
The critics mentioned above are critical of Negri and Hardt’s ‘simplistic enthusiasm’ for the 
productive, self-managing immaterial worker (the professor, the call-centre worker) as a 
potential revolutionary subject. As more and more people enter the labour market, very 
real, material experiences of work are still occurring. While the product might be 
ephemeral (a phone call, email, care work), the actions and processes of material 
production can be made visible. Bodies are experiencing pain, pleasure, boredom, stress. 
The body is a site of struggle where it might be possible to consider non-capitalist modes 
of social relations (Afheben mention steeling time from our ‘affective’ jobs to hang about 
the corridor with our colleagues - to build ‘affections’ beyond work relations and potential 
future solidarity).  
 
The Manual Labours project aims to recognise and foreground the role of the body at work 
(neither purely material nor immaterial) to learn about how our actions feed into and break 
from the capitalist reliance on the productivity of the individual, happy, healthy, smiling 
worker. Our research is practice based and involves interviews, screenings and 
performances in order to engage workers (across a range of sectors and roles) in critical 
reflection about their physical and emotional relationships to work. The discursive 
situations we set up aim to draw attention to and learn about bodily behaviours and 
physical relationships to work. The purpose is to build knowledge of how a physical 
understanding might lead to individual and collective forms of agency and action at work 
and act as a counterpoint to business-led health and individualistic wellbeing programmes 
and literature aimed at increasing worker efficiency and productivity. By revisiting different 
experiences of work through physical remembrance and rethinking we hope to be able to 
understand the different influences work has placed upon the body and importantly how 
we might learn to be critical of them. 
 
Key questions for Manual Labours that have been shaped by questions raised by 
contributors include: 
 

 What can an investigation into physicality teach us about agency (and collective 
action)? 

 What methods might we need to employ to help develop an awareness of 
physicality? 

 What new knowledge can be uncovered when we consider the body at work? 

 Can we reposition the entwinement of our work and life to create a new sense of 
agency within that tension that moves beyond a subsumption of all life to work? 

 
Manual Labours and the collapse of the Clock 
Manual Labours is a term we hope to resensitise with meaning to capture a new idea of 
manual labour other to that linked to the crippling work of the assembly line or the 
supposed cognitive freedom of the immaterial worker.  Rather, the term offers a way for us 
to rethink the perceived transformation of labour from the factory line to its position within 
current modes of work in so-called late/financial capitalism.  The plural labours refers to 
the many different forms of work we are thinking around. Rather than focus on one type of 



 

 

work, we want to explore a cross section of different physical experiences of labour. We 
aim for a series of close-ups that can be shared by workers, building networks of alliances 
along the way between people that otherwise might not meet.  Importantly Manual 
Labours also references the hugely physical and manual workforce the Western so called 
immaterial labourers rely on. Key to our efforts to understand the complexities of work is 
an aim to ensure a constant connection with the struggles of the global workforce in its 
many different manifestations. 
 
Central to a focus on the transformation of labour is recognizing the radical shift within our 
understanding and measurement of time. The shattering of the clock on the factory floor 
and its installation on the wrist of the worker or smart phone in their pocket, has resulted in 
the flexi-time, unmeasured, ‘always on(line)’ worker. If Manual Labours wishes to pick one 
question which might initiate a conversation around physicality it might be: what new 
boundaries can be drawn within an increasingly intertwined scenario of work and life? So 
that work may be left behind and life might start? This is not a call for the return to 
regulation of work by the clock, but an attempt at investigating and calling to account 
current physical experiences of labour - how it is produced and subsumed (Helms 2011). 
Comments from our contributors suggested that those who had a history of more 
physically demanding work and of clocking in and out of shift work had the muscle memory 
to be able to mentally and physically leave work behind at the end of the day. 
 
“...[we] find it easier to put our coats on and go. That is frowned upon [now]. There’s a lot 
of guilt put on people. We have no problems come 5 o’clock, we’re gone.” 
 
Whilst others who had not had that experience found it harder, as work spills into social, 
leisure and non-work time. 
 
“I realised recently that I feel guilty if I haven’t accomplished at least 8 hours of labour, 
even if I don’t have a lot of work to do” 
 
Reproductive Labours 
Silvia Federici in her 2010 essay ‘The reproduction of labour power in the global economy 
and the unfinished feminist revolution’, discusses the need to return to the feminist 
debates of the 1960s around the ‘Wages for Housework Campaign’ which developed a 
global movement challenging the invisibility of the reproductive labour of the home. The 
successes of this struggle and its ongoing challenge to capital, Federici sees as a rich 
source of inspiration for forms of work that simply cannot be valorized by capitalist 
relations. This argument is all the more prevalent as the cutting of the welfare state 
reduces the traditional forms of investment that support the reproduction of workers.  
Today workers are indeed recast as labour-power responsible for their own investment. 
 
The impact of this can be clearly voiced through Manual Labours research in which 
participants turn to ‘online diet advice’ and DIY ‘yoga’ to counteract the inflictions work has 
upon the relegated body. Yet rather than relying on monetarised self-health industries to 
enable one to turn up for work each day we hope to collectivise this issue and bring forth 
the body and the care it requires as a source of inspiration for respositioning work today. 
 
“What is needed is the reopening of a collective struggle over reproduction, reclaiming 
control over the material conditions of our reproduction and creating new forms of 
cooperation around this work outside of the logic of capital and the market.” (Federici, 
2010). 
 



 

 

Our focus on the body and physicality in order to grasp a different quality of labour 
connects with Federici’s challenge.  The physical component, particularly within 
reproductive labour, cannot be performed by a machine, it is a labour that involves intimate 
human relations and face to face working. It is slow and enduring and grants itself with a 
physicality which might help us to imbue other forms of work we commit to daily with the 
same physical rendering. This in turn we hope might bring more clarity to different forms of 
work and life to challenge the constant state of self-exploitation promoted through over-
time, any time working and the expectation to be answering emails 247. 
 
How might we be productive differently? 
Within these questions one contributor pondered on whether you feel more productive 
when you have a better physical sense of what you are doing? Brain work is not as overtly 
productive because it doesn’t look like we are working. We need prostheses such as 
laptops and smart phones to remind ourselves and others of the materiality of our labours. 
Yet whilst a laptop legitimizes a certain form of work it also exerts its own demands on its 
bodily partner, leading us to the cortorted subject, desperate for the toilet, tensed over 
their keyboard. 
 
One participant talked about how they were expected to go for drinks after work, as it’s ‘in 
your interest’. Drinks are even paid for by the company.  
 
Physical and emotional intellect 
Practically, what methods can we employ to resensitise our minds to nurture a better 
connection to our bodies day in day out?  This involves thinking of the body performing in 
the workplace to exerting force as one runs to work, but also linking emotions to what we 
mean by physical - to grant emotions with a weight or physicality and render them part of 
work and working processes.   
 
In order to stimulate discussion we have been asking questions, such as what is your body 
doing when you are sat at your desk? How do you care for your body in your job role? 
What is your physical proximity to other co-workers? 
 
Other literal physical methods including using performance and film act as a means to 
explore manifestations of physical intervention at work and to help us to re-imagine work 
differently (for example we initiated a walk to work -9miles in my case). One film we 
screened and discussed was Jesse Jones’ ‘The Struggle Against Ourselves’ (2011).  The 
artist worked with a group of students from CalArts who performed ‘biomechanical etudes’ 
(a series of repetitive actions) developed by the post-revolutionary Russian theatre director 
Vsevolod Meyerhold.  Meyerhold’s bodily training exercises were a way of generating new 
forms of political expression and physical understanding that might form a revolutionary 
language.  Meyerhold’s explorations advocated a form of ‘physical intellect’ an itinerant 
and unconscious intellect that could offer a rich revolutionary resource to the working 
class.   
 
During a public lunch hour in which we cooked food and offered an excuse for workers to 
take a full lunch hour we screened a very different film, ‘Sweet Sugar Rage’ (1985) by the 
Sistren Theatre Collective which uses interviews, improvisation and theatre workshops to 
raise awareness of the conditions facing female workers on a Jamaican sugar estate. 
Women living in the city reenact the physical movements of women working in rural 
Jamaica, embodying their labour conditions allowing a different quality of understanding to 
emerge whilst enabling links and networks of solidarity to develop between the different 
communities.  This film inspires tactics that use the body as a site for forming a new sense 



 

 

of agency and illustrates our methodology for how we approach our own research.  Here, 
physical investigations (re-enactment and actions) into the body at work aim to develop the 
body as a site of experiential knowledge and inherited gesture that can be worked with, 
understood and re-articulated for critical reflection and discussion. 
 
 “As an academic I feel dislocated physically and electronically from other non-academic 
staff, the cleaner, admin staff and technicians” 
 
“I have my own office and find that I talk to myself quite a lot. I’m like Henry, you fucking 
idiot.”  

“We’re 30cm apart; we have to share a desk due to very limited office space.” 

Practice as research – a methodology 
The different exercises and events I’ve referred to during this talk, which generate our 
research material I hope has built up a picture of what we mean by practice based 
research.  Jenny and I are arts practitioners. I am based in a university as an early career 
academic and Jenny is a freelance curator and writer. The project began as a set of 
questions which within a 35 hour ‘working week’-long investigation we explored with co-
workers (those local to Birkbeck) the embodied, sensory, emotional affects of work.  We 
turned the gallery space at Birkbeck into a temporary open office that made evident the 
extent of our own labour within this research (the process of stating our own position is 
crucial when working in collaboration and within public scenarios). Over the week we held 
meetings with our co-workers, hosted an archive of films and publications, looked after a 
collection of office plants, did a very slow 9 mile walk to work, hosted a public film 
screening and fed 25 people during a Public Lunch Hour. We also mapped our physical 
and emotional states during that week.  And as contributors and material grew from these 
encounters our original questions towards issues of work (that inevitably hold fragments of 
our own presumptions about work) are allowed to morph and develop through our 
contributors.  
 
Following the week of very physical face to face working we then produced an online 
publication (the first ‘manual labours manual’) based on the voices and thoughts shared 
during that first week (this will be launched in late September during a public event and 
discussion).  Through an analysis of our initial research material we discovered three main 
strands of thinking that had come out of the initial week of Manual Labours.  These formed 
the basis for three chapters within the publication – Chapter 1 Clocking Out: Work + Time, 
which includes experiences of the obligatory after work drink, the habit of getting to work 
early and being too busy go to the toilet. The second chapter, Physicality: The Body + 
Environment focuses on responses to questions about the physical effects of work before, 
during or after work, what your body is doing when you are sat at your desk, your physical 
proximity to other co-workers and how you care for your body at work. The third section, 
Bad Management and Slow Tactics starts with quotes referring to experiences of how the 
body is managed and organised at work and goes on to ideas and tactics for physically 
reclaiming the work environment and using work time and resources for non-work activity.  
 
The online manual and open events we set up, develops Manual Labours constantly in 
‘public’ which offers different ways we can involve other co-workers as contributors to the 
research and for us to involve people from different types of work which builds its own 
networks of distribution for the research.  To date, the research has involved a cross 
section of employees, such as postal workers, building attendants, arts managers, 



 

 

academics and engineers. We also consider work in the broadest sense, to include unpaid 
caring work, for example, as one of the contributors wrote, 
  
“My job role is a mother and it takes physical energy. My internet on my phone helps me 
keep in touch and less isolated. I like the contrast that studying gives me in terms of using 
body and mind differently, sitting still, reading, using my mind.”   
 
Moving Forward 
Whilst it is still early days, findings which we will explore in more detail have focused on 
the physical proximity of co-workers, experiences of manual and sedentary work in relation 
to work place hierarchies, the impact of chest (thoracic) breathing at work, the capacity to 
leave (brain) work at work, fluctuations of weight depending on patterns of work and the 
role of ‘prostheses’ (such as laptops) as evidence of the thinking body at work.   
 
The next stage of the research will involve more one to- one interviews, a series of 
workshops with different staff groups and a series of public reading groups. Further 
physical exercises including developing a series of performances and workshops with the 
participants of the research will offer a way to work through the material.  These physical 
exercises will confront questions of agency more explicitly and practically which we hope 
will offer new tools with which we can negotiate our jobs, our position to work and promote 
a collectivized approach to challenging work’s capacity to disenfranchise and exploit.  
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