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Introduction

‘How better to secure consent to unpaid or poorly paid labour than to describe such consent as the  
origin of good feeling?’ (Ahmed, 2010, p.50)

‘The UK coalition government’s proposals for the job crisis is work experience programmes, where [they] are creating 
jobs for people, just like normal jobs, the only difference being you don’t get paid, you don’t get any wages but it’s to 

boost your self esteem.’ (Bridges, 2013)

‘You think twice about complaining as you are scared about what might happen.  It is individualised.  I’m encouraged 
not to rock the boat.’ Commuter, Worcester.

‘Is it worth me saying anything?’ Call Centre Worker, London.

The Complaining Body suggests both an individual and collective experience.  It could be one women complaining 
of the pressure she is under supporting four children, and a group of bodies sitting on a train refusing to leave until 
it completes its timetabled journey.  In both of these examples the body not only articulates a complaint verbally but 
expresses its struggle physically, whether through acute headaches experienced by the single parent or through the 
stiffening of muscles during the train sit-in.

Under the project Manual Labours we have developed an exploration of The Complaining Body and the world of 
workplace complaints. This publication: Manual Labours Manual #3, illustrates, reflects on and expands the material 
we have gathered throughout 2015 investigating the physical and emotional affects of complaining, receiving 
complaints and not being able to complain in the context of work and beyond.  Our focus on the physical repercussions 
of the complaint hopes to highlight the structures – often invisible – that propel or prohibit The Complaining Body.

This research has been developed with the artist Sarah Browne, the choreographer Hamish MacPherson and the writer 
Ivor Southwood and has involved a series of workshops with call centre workers in a London Borough Council, 
commuters on a train station platform in Worcester and staff dealing with student complaints in a UK University. The 
emotional labour involved in listening to and managing complaints; the social and cultural conditions of complaining 
and the affect of not complaining all have repercussions on the body as a site of resistance, absorption and expulsion. 
The research explores the normative discourses of the good, healthy, productive body which are disrupted by the 
complaining body. 

Thus, the uncomplaining body is often in fact a sick body, having to perform a healthy body and happy self by internal-
ising and stifling our complaints. Following our research the publication is organised into four chapters: Complaining, 
Receiving Complaints, The Inability to Complain and Collective Complaining.  Each chapter includes a contribution 
from Ivor, Hamish and Sarah that relates to their new commission responding to the theme of The Complaining Body. 
These new works will be showcased in Manual Labours: The Complaining Body exhibitions at the Peltz Gallery, 
Birkbeck University of the Arts, London, The Showroom Gallery, London and Movement, Worcester in 2016.

The material gathered and reworked here all stems from workshops and interactions over the year which we describe 
as practice-based research. For example, in April 2015 Jenny, Sophie and Ivor spent time talking to commuters on a 
train station platform in Worcester. On day one we asked people what it feels like to complain, on day two we asked 
what it feels like to receive complaints and on day three we asked what it feels like not to be able to complain. To 
do this we wore sandwich boards fashioned out of oversized office flip chart paper and (not without embarrassment) 
wandered up and down the platforms talking to strangers who were waiting for their train, recording their responses on 
the flip charts. We analysed this material by making charts out of the responses, based on spectrums of how informal 
or formal the complaints were, and how individual or collective they were. Through this process we focused on the 
physical and emotional states of the people complaining, receiving complaints or not complaining rather than the 
content of the complaint itself, although the contexts in which (un)complaining occurs were also significant. We found 
overall that the majority of responses referred to individual experiences of a formal or informal complaint process, 
with very few people expressing experiences of collective complaining.  Questions formed around why collective 
complaining was so difficult and what procedures and processes were in place to inhibit collective challenges. Other 
responses exposed issues of gender embedded within articulating a complaint. Whilst not wanting to generalise 
findings, these conversations however revealed that many workers, employed in other roles outside of complaint 
centres or Human Relations were not unaccustomed to receiving complaints. Yet, these complaints were framed as 
informal, domestic grumblings rather than structured protests, often directed at a loved one or friend rather than the 
motivator of the daily grief.
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From April – June 2015, Sophie, Hamish and Jenny then worked with staff in a contact centre of a London Borough 
Council. To start with, Hamish and Sophie hung out in their canteen, talking to staff about their experiences of working 
there, specifically the work of receiving difficult, abusive calls and the physical and mental reactions they have in these 
moments, such as hand gestures, body stretches and leg shaking. 

Through these conversations with workers at the contact centre we became interested in the invisible procedures that 
go unspoken and unnoticed in the work place. Some people refer to the walls, doors and barriers that go up. These 
are learnt behaviours to distance themselves from angry callers, used as a form of protection and self-preservation. In 
contrast there were many references to the need for compassion, patience and empathy to do the job. When to display 
compassion and when to shut the door?

There was also talk of the knock on effect of the UK coalition government cuts to public services, as this job involves 
communicating the cut backs and being on the receiving end to those affected by welfare erosion. Callers might relay 
practical issues of broken doors, leaking pipes and old boilers that need fixing. 

The same voice might portray feelings of anxiety, depression and stress. The concrete, structurally broken bits of our 
lives intersect with our emotional states. How do we acknowledge these aren’t isolated cases, going into the ears of 
individual workers, but shared experiences connected to systemic problems?

Jenny, Sophie and Hamish then carried out a set of two hour workshops with groups of about ten members of staff to 
delve deeper into the world of the complaining body. Just as we had felt within our conversations in Worcester, the 
cultural image of the UK ‘complaining society’ often referred to, was eroded and undermined by feelings of hesitation 
and pointlessness to constructing formal complaints. The call centre workers discussed the affects of training a 
sympathetic ear whilst repeating inconclusive responses which would often not solve their caller’s problem.  Through 
workshop activities such as collective complaint letter writing and bodily responses to receiving complaints we asked 
what wider implications do these processes invoke?  How do the structures of work engender invasive feelings of 
disempowerment and the disbelief that change is possible?

Alongside these activities we held a series of public reading groups throughout the year to underpin our practice-based 
research with texts by Kiran Mirchandani, Arlie Hochschild, Sarah Ahmed and Lynne Friedli. These readings led by 
lecturer in social policy – Sweta Rajan-Rankin and researcher Lynne Friedli helped us to collectively think through and 
analyse some of the conversations, feelings and experiences from different workers, drawing connections and compar-
isons in our research.

We have also been inviting others into reflect on these questions through a series of film screenings.  Artist Rehana 
Zaman encouraged the possibilities of collective complaints in her screening  of Live Nude Girls, Unite! Directed by 
Vicky Funari and Julia Query (2000) in December 2014. Later in April Sarah Browne presented The Revolting Body 
in Worcester, a selection of moving image material produced over the last thirty to forty years that examined what 
happens when we can’t complain?  Where do those complaints go or how are they manifested? Hows does the body 
revolt?

Through this process we discovered that The Complaining Body embodies experience of complaining, receiving 
complaints and not being able to complain: it is all of these figures. We are all the complainer who sometimes returns 
a dish at a restaurant for being too salty, the receiver of complaints when we share a commute from work to home with 
a colleague, the individual unable to complain that they have too much work on as there is no boss to complain to. It 
is the complex combination of these figures that we hope can be explored through this Manual and lead us, like in the 
structure of this publication to ways we might think of collectivising our complaints for some meaningful responsive 
action.

We hope this Manual, along with Manual Labours’ exhibitions and events, draw attention to the experiences of the 
complaining and uncomplaining body in current society. Just as Ivor Southwood proposes, the research into The 
Complaining Body has led us to realise that it is the Uncomplaining Body in fact which we must focus on.  To hear 
those complaints not being heard, and understand the structures in which the body is silenced.  For the unspoken 
complaint never fully disappears but is suppressed by the speech organs to then erupt in various, other, unarticulated 
leaky ways. Our research, so far, has lead us to think about ways of reclaiming the complaint as groups of collective 
killjoys who are whistle-blowing, seeping, excreting all over the place to refuse the performance of the contained, 
productive, healthy body who appears to have no need to complain at all. 

If you would like to find out more or contribute to this project please email us:  
manual.labours@gmail.com or visit www.manuallabours.co.uk. 





























Dear Department for Work and Pensions,

We’d like to make a complaint. Well, actually we need to make a complaint. We wouldn’t like to, we’d 
rather not, but it has become unavoidable. We understand that there is no-one we can speak to in 
person or on the phone, and none of your official forms is suitable. Is our complaint about a current 
claim? Well, yes and no. If we don’t specify one or the other then you can’t progress our complaint 
any further? Well, this conveniently illustrates our complaint. You see, we need to complain, and yet 
we find it impossible to complain. Or rather, we can and do complain about the DWP, all the time, but 
if we direct these complaints directly to your organisation directly they evaporate into the virtual ether 
or bounce back off the blank faces of your advisors - sorry, ‘coaches’. No, we are not making personal 
allegations about your staff. You see this is getting nearer to the true nature of our complaint. Our 
complaint is not personal. It is quite the opposite. You will have noticed that we are using the collective 
pronoun to describe ourselves. We, as a body of people – past, present and future claimants, un- 
under- and over-employed, sick, disabled, healthy, young, old, middle-aged, all of us anxious, angry 
and tired - are complaining to you, the DWP, an organisation which is supposed to deliver social 
security  but in fact delivers insecurity and poverty. Your so-called ‘coaches’ are not the object of our 
complaint; although renaming benefits advisors as ‘work coaches’ does warrant a complaint, not least 
we would imagine from the staff themselves, just as the re-naming of claimants as ‘customers’ is 
preposterous. What kind of customers are we? What product are we buying? Is welfare now a lifestyle 
choice, a holiday destination, as your ministers and their media friends are fond of suggesting? And 
is the administration of welfare now a matter of customer service? Should we therefore frame this 
complaint as dissatisfied customers, as if we had purchased a faulty appliance from a shop or been 
poorly served in a restaurant? Is this how you see welfare - a restaurant patrolled by G4S guards 
where everyone is forced to sit and eat what is given to them and the waiters are instructed to issue 
fines to those who do not clear their plates? The Jobcentre offers just such a stomach-churning 
customer experience (and with the coming convergence of Jobcentres and foodbanks, the stomach 
is not just a metaphor). No, we do not blame the Jobcentre staff. Some of them seem more enthusi-
astic than others, keener to push the unpaid work placements and play the motivational guru, but it is 
an act, a performance, we know this. Like us, they have to pay the rent (or for the senior grades, the 
mortgage) and they are kept on message by performance targets and training courses. 

Our meta-complaint, so to speak, is that complaints to you can only be articulated in your bogus 
language of customer service, and are therefore already emptied of all impact by the time they leave 
our mouths. This, we realise, is not a bureaucratic accident, but a deliberate institutional strategy. We 
have also noticed that these non-complaints can only be articulated individually and not collectively. 
You even object to individuals being accompanied to Jobcentre appointments. What other reason can 
there be for this than that your organisation is threatened by a complaint which transcends the terms 
of the individual? We understand the reason for this. Under the current political regime unemployment 
can only be defined individually, as a personal fault curable through coaching and positive thinking, 
and not as what it obviously is: a structural economic problem. This is a deception we are expected to 
play along with by speaking the language of employability and flexibility, by airbrushing our CVs and 
hopping along to the next unpaid or zero-hours ‘opportunity’ like good aspirational bunnies. Just as 
you cannot acknowledge the real causes of unemployment, you won’t acknowledge the real reasons 
for your policies, for fear of the complaints that would be levelled against you if those reasons were 
stated openly. You insist that sanctions are not a way of bullying people off benefits but a form of 
support, a way of helping people to find work – you even invented quotes from imaginary claimants 



to try to justify this! And you say that unpaid work placements are gifts of experience, rather than 
exploitative and stigmatising exercises. You endorse the corporate lies of your workfare partners 
about wanting to help people by using them as unpaid labour, as if it wasn’t really about them helping 
themselves. 

We can complain about this of course - it’s a free country, I mean this is what we are doing now. But 
we know that whereas taking direct action against workfare providers often brings results, attempting 
to complain to your organisation about forced unpaid labour is utterly futile. DWP policy-makers loftily 
dismiss such complaints as attempts to evade good honest hard work, and those who complain on 
behalf of workfare conscripts are branded ‘job snobs’ - only in DWP-land would an expectation of 
wages for work be called snobbery. A claimant who points out this prejudice risks being subjected 
to yet more intensive ‘support’, verging on medical intervention, much as the patient in the asylum 
who does not adapt to the madness of the institution is prescribed ever harsher treatment. So our 
complaints go unheard, or even worse, are used against us. We would do better to complain silently to 
ourselves, or onto a sheet of paper you will never read.

We wish to complain about the way claimants are imprisoned in the offices of private contractors to 
search for non-existent jobs for 30 hours a week on computers which are inferior to those claimants 
have at home. We wish to complain about the ‘My Work Plan’ booklet in which we are ordered to 
record our ‘jobseeking’ activities like a child’s homework exercise. This booklet is clearly designed to 
humiliate and infantilise (and again hyper-individualise) the claimant and transform the advisor from 
a mere administrator into a authoritarian cane-wielding teacher (the cane is the threat of sanctions, 
six of the best for not doing the right thing, it’s for your own good, if you don’t agree we’ll beat/starve it 
into you). We wish to complain about the fact that this ‘My Work Plan’ booklet is presented as if it was 
mandatory when it is not, and the same monotonous narrative can more easily be copied and pasted 
from one week to the next on an A4 printout. We wish to complain about your intrusive requests for 
‘evidence’ of our ‘jobseeking’ activities, such as applications, websites visited and emails written, as 
if we are on trial; and we wish to complain about the powers of the Decision Makers who preside in 
judgement over us, as if by being unemployed we are criminals, or would-be criminals, guilty until 
we prove ourselves innocent. Yes, we know that these are the rules that must be followed. Our 
complaint is not one of procedural irregularity. Our complaint is with the inhumanity of the procedures 
themselves. Do you have a form for that? A box to tick? Is there a box to tick for when a sanctioned 
claimant dies after the correct procedures have been followed, as with David Clapson, who died of 
diabetic ketoacidosis three weeks after his benefits were stopped, whose body was discovered at his 
home, his stomach empty, next to a pile of CVs? Is there a box to tick for when a 60-year old man 
suffering from severe depression kills himself six months after being deemed ‘fit for work’ by an ATOS 
assessor, with the coroner finding that the ‘intense anxiety’ caused by this decision ‘triggered his 
suicide’? Is dying the only complaint the DWP will take notice of, or is even this something that can 
be shrugged off, recorded as another successful ‘off-flow’ from the claimant figures? Oh, you find this 
language objectionable? You find our tone aggressive? Abusive language will not be tolerated. Except 
the language of institutional abuse, of institutional violence. We find your language objectionable and 
your tone aggressive. Just because you don’t raise your voice it doesn’t mean you are gentle or civil. 

Let us be clear: we do not go the Jobcentre for help getting a job. If there are jobs we find them, or 
they find us, as badly paid, precarious and life-sapping as they invariably are. We go to the Jobcentre 
to get the money we need to live on while we are unemployed. But what do we find there, once we’ve 
answered the random pre-appointment phone call and got past the private security guards? A system 
carefully designed to prevent us from getting this money, full of ‘little trip wires’ and trap doors, delib-
erately useless schemes, constant surveillance, humiliation dressed up in self-help jargon. All this is 
not really intended to ‘help’ anyone, but to make the experience of claiming benefits as difficult and 
unpleasant as possible, and thereby to artificially reduce the official unemployment rate. This is how 
the effectiveness of your organisation is measured, and by this measure you are indeed effective. 
On these terms the Work Capability Assessment is effective, sanctions are necessary, the Work 
Programme is a triumph. Given this overwhelming efficiency, what is our complaint? Our complaint is 
with you, DWP, with what your organisation has become. The end of the DWP in its current form can’t 
come soon enough. Close the Jobcentres, abolish sanctions and pull the plug on the welfare-to-work 
industry. Give us a basic income and put all the ‘work coaches’ and their managers on the dole. Don’t 
take it personally. No, we won’t give you our names or our national insurance numbers. If we all speak 
together you’ll have to listen. If we all act together you won’t stand a chance.
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