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Abstract 
The term aesthetic labour is considered with reference to earlier literature on the 

influence of attractiveness on recruitment, selection and retention issues for employees, for 
Human Resource managers and the processes of selecting candidates for training opportunities. 
The subjectivity and emotional nature of beauty are both noted.  A link for future research is 
suggested to the term sprezzatura from the Italian Renaissance. An unsettling presence of power 
is considered as a link between aesthetic labour and sprezzatura. Both terms are considered from 
an employee choosing to use these methods for self advancement and in the case of aesthetic 
labour when role requires certain behaviour and image. A research question is posed around the 
tensions between creating the best image for an organisation and adhering to ‘correct’ Human 
Resource professional practice, with identification of conflict of personal and organisational 
ethics. A less well known framework for ethics is introduced. The paper is brought to a close by 
asking conference members about realistic linkages between aesthetic labour, sprezzatura ethics 
professionalism the role of the Human Resource manager and power.   
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Introduction 
 

The term ‘aesthetic labour’ first appeared in 1999 from Dr Chris Warhurst and his team 
at the University of Strathclyde. Attempts are made to link the concept of aesthetic labour with 
the medieval Italian concept of sprezzatura. Also implicit, but not developed in this paper are 
decisions around the allocation of training resources to favoured employees. A different 
approach to ethics is introduced. The central question of this paper is as follows: ‘Do sprezzatura 
and aesthetic labour, in combination, have any relevance to contexts of work today?’ The nature 
of power in Robert Greene’s 48 Laws of Power has to be included to underpin consideration of 
these terms.     

 
For the HR context there is a supplementary and vital research question: ‘How should an 

HR manager respond to the competing pressures of recruiting and retaining attractive employees 
while at the same time keeping legislative and professional competence intact?’ What stance, 
either personal or organisational, gives rise to potential ethical anxieties? 

 
Unanswered here but noted are gender differences for aesthetic labour and also for 

sprezzatura, treated historically as the male mind at work. The emotional aspect of responses to 
beauty and links to emotional intelligence are left for development.  
 
 
The literature on aesthetic labour  
 

The literature on aesthetic labour provides some definitions. Martin describes aesthetic 
labour as ‘the requirement to have the management-determined mix of appearance, age, weight, 
class, and accent characteristics.’(2001, 106). He cites the work from Strathclyde University with 
‘a hotel seeking to project a total image concept, with the hotel building representing the 
hardware and the staff the software’ (2001, 106). He remarks further that staff are expected to 
mould themselves into the required characteristics. Martin builds on the work of Lamb (1999) 
whose views on the subject of discrimination states ‘Qualified staff whose “faces don’t fit” are 
being shown the door as employers place increasing emphasis on image.’ (Lamb 1999, 14).  
 

Warhurst et al (2000, 1) define aesthetic labour  
‘as a supply of embodied capacities and attributes at the point of entry into employment. 

Employers then mobilise, develop and commodify these capacities and attributes through a 
process of recruitment, selection and training, transforming them into competencies and skills 
which are then aesthetically geared to producing a “style” of service encounter.’    
 

Aesthetic labour links to the influence of personal appearance on the recruitment, 
selection and retention of staff. See for example Reingen (1987) and Gilmore et al (1986) for the 
influence of physical attractiveness on employment decisions. Morrow noted that although both 
men and women could benefit from physical attractiveness, ‘attractive males are preferred over 
attractive females in employment decisions.’ (1990, 48). The bias to male employees needs 
exploration.  
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Mulford et al conclude that attractive people ‘have more opportunities for social 
exchange, but those opportunities are with others who are relatively inclined to cooperate.’ 
(1998, 1585). Significantly, the same researchers also identify subjects’ perceptions of their own 
attractiveness as important determinants of behaviour.  
 

It is important to recognise the emotional aspect of beauty. Kirwan considers ‘not the 
objective qualities of the beautiful, but rather the dynamics of the event of beauty, the perception 
of beauty that is the mental state which issues in the feeling that a thing is beautiful’. (Kirwan 
1999, 4). In a fuller paper this issue too needs to be addressed.  

 
There is no agreed measurement of beauty or aesthetics.  It remains obstinately 

subjective. Beauty may apply to a person or an organisation. If applied to a person, beauty may 
well not only or even have physical connotations but may be about the culturally compatible 
contribution a person may make to an organisation. A well run organisation may itself attract a 
wider range of applicants.         
 

 
The problem of subjectivity is a profound one. Jackall’s very powerful book, out of print, 

gives at least some guidance. Looking at ‘the occupational ethics of corporate managers’ (1998, 
4) he asserts that career minded managers do not have to work hard but well: that a bureaucracy, 
which he considers the main structure of organisations, ‘transforms all moral issues into 
immediately practical concerns.’ (ibid 1988, 111) He anticipates the work of the PRS-LTSN of 
Leeds University below, by suggesting the integration of ethical concerns to the point where they 
become hard to determine. For the purposes of this paper he states (page 46) 
 

 ‘Bureaucracies not only rationalize work; they rationalize people’s faces as well. A 
person’s external appearances modes of self-presentation, interactional behaviour and projection 
of general attitude together constitute his public face.’ 
 
And so to sprezzatura 
 
 That public face has or may have an extra dimension – sprezzatura. The term, used by 
Baldassar Castiglione in his work ‘The book of the courtier’, was described by Stemp (2006, 6) 
as ‘a lightness of touch that a well educated man should have in a variety of activities such as 
music painting and writing’. Though determined by its time, the term anticipates the evolution of 
aesthetic labour. That is the main thrust, the main question of this paper. Castiglione goes on to 
state (1528, 67) that sprezzatura is  
 

‘to practise in all things a certain nonchalance which conceals all artistry and makes 
whatever one says or does seem uncontrived and effortless…. since everyone knows how 
difficult it is to accomplish some unusual feat perfectly… So we can truthfully say that true art is 
what does not seem to be art; and the most important thing is to conceal it, because if it is 
revealed this discredits a man completely and ruins his reputation.’  
 

It is necessary to exercise caution here for two reasons. Firstly, linguistic difficulties 
arising from translation indicate that the verb sprezzare means to scorn. Although nonchalance, 
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or effortlessness, might be reasonable looser translations, there is an element of disdain carried 
within the word. Thus an overlay of charm implicit in nonchalance might better be replaced by 
an overlay of conscious private but real arrogance.     
 

The second reason illustrates a more profound difficulty. The image of nonchalance is 
linked in perhaps subtle ways to power, and ethical aspects of its use. A challenging book, born 
out of a deep understanding of mostly western culture, is Robert Greene’s The concise 48 Laws 
of Power. In his preface (page xii) he states,  

“If like the courtier of times gone by, you can seduce charm, deceive and subtly 
outmaneuver (sic) your opponents, you will attain the heights of power. You will be able to make 
people bend to your will without them realizing what you have done. And if they do not realize 
what you have done, they will neither resent nor resist you”.     
             

Of those laws three connect especially to aesthetic labour and sprezzatura.  
Law 5 states ‘So much depends on reputation - guard it with your life… Reputation is the 

cornerstone of power…. Make your reputation unassailable’ Law 24 Play the perfect courtier. 
The perfect courtier thrives in a world where everything revolves around power and political 
dexterity…’ 

Law 37 states ‘Create compelling spectacles…. Stage spectacles for those around you, 
then, full of arresting visuals and radiant symbols that heighten your presence. Dazzled by 
appearances, no one will rally notice what you are doing’      

 
Surely there is a connection to aesthetic labour here: the effect, whether consciously 

practised or not, of personal success in an organisation. The Laws are given as the Appendix.    
 

It is possible also that sprezzatura may be set in an organisational context. In terms of 
modern imagery within organisations, there may be similarities of context between a sixteenth 
century court and a twenty first century court, or organisation. In external terms, the version 
today lacks the overt ostentation of the earlier one in terms of furnishings, dress and ceremonials. 
Today the ambitious junior employee, conscious of the bases of power in a modern organisation, 
may exert by selective exercise of the Laws of Power heightened personal influence to achieve 
promotion and power. The process could be summarised as sprezzatura. In this paper the term 
carries, in addition to good manners and political acumen, the competence of a polymath, for, 
surely, basic competence in a role or job is required.   
 

Where the two terms differ is in the imposition by organisations of courteous or forced 
ritual behaviour on employees – a modern phenomenon. Insincerity is concealed, leading to the 
whimsical even offensive notion that we are all air hostesses now. There are moral implications 
here too. Sprezzatura could be aligned to the moral theories of hedonism and egoism – where the 
focus is on the individual who decides to pursue a working life of fulfilment based on self 
interest, by the appearance of relaxed competence that may or may not be borne out by actual 
effectiveness at work. In an organisational context moral systems are less easy to determine.  
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HR and the organisational context 
 

Company culture underpins a person’s acceptability and shared values. Such values have 
an impact on the work of Human Resource managers involved in the recruitment, selection, and 
especially the retention of staff. There is a link too to allocating training opportunities to those in 
favour within an organisation. A key concern must surely be retention of valued staff.  
 

Thus an ‘aesthetic’ employee is perceived, perhaps through behaviour, as talented, valued 
and beautiful, though probably not in a physical sense. Managers may want to promote an 
individual or provide training opportunities to that individual while not having the easy freedom 
to do so. Therefore, an organisation could try to define what exactly it seeks to reward – what is 
‘beautiful’ in terms of the organisation.  
 
The HR manager faces two ways. 
 

The concept of aesthetic labour is partly seen from the perspective of ethics. There may 
be strictly applied selection criteria for the recruitment and selection of new employees. For an 
appointments panel such a situation could cause conflict between organisational requirements 
and personal private views on what is moral or fair.  
 

The ethical problem concerns the Human Resource manager, who wishes to appoint 
someone, but who needs professional reasons for appointing a less attractive person. There may 
be legal or at least professional implications about meeting quotas for under represented groups 
in the organisation. There is an ethical tension around what the appointments panel or manager 
‘ought’ or ‘should’ do. Ethics can be seen as providing ways of viewing ourselves and others 
against frameworks that permit us to judge right and wrong. Organisational culture may 
influence the nature or perception of ethical responses. What to one person or institution is an 
ethical matter may well to others appear as a managerial issue.           
 

Ethics and morality have been defined by a number of writers. From Laura Nash comes a 
clear and comprehensive definition of the related term business ethics.  ’Business ethics is…. not 
a separate moral standard, but the study of how the business context poses its own unique 
problems for the moral person who acts as an agent of this system.’ (1990, 5)  
 

Thus the HR manager becomes the moral person. Fisher and Lovell provide a difference 
between the two terms as follows, ‘Ethics is focussed on doing good….Morality in contrast is a 
concern for justice, which is about preventing wrongs and masking restitution if wrongs are 
done.’ (2006, 41) From another source comes a new view of ethics. Concentrating not on 
philosophical questions, but on the day to day working of ethics and values in teaching and 
learning, the Philosophical and Religious Studies Learning and Teaching Support Network 
(PRS-LTSN) of the University of Leeds have produced a new approach to ethics teaching. This 
approach, quoted in PRS-LTSN 2004, 9, consists of three concepts for the learning and teaching 
of ethics: namely pragmatic, embedded and theoretical.  
 

The pragmatic approach uses the ‘framework of rules and procedures defined by 
regulatory bodies charged with the task of raising or maintaining professional standards. It is 
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pragmatic in the sense that these ethical considerations are defined in relation to their practical 
consequences.’(2004, 12). 
 

The embedded approach ‘presents ethical issues within the context of some broader 
programme ‘concerning the meaning of professional or Fit for Practice. It is possible to teach 
ethics via the embedded approach without ever mentioning the words “ethical” or “moral”’. 
(2004, 38). A theoretical approach ‘means starting with a study of ethical theory; the concepts, 
principles and arguments that underpin the Codes of Practice ‘of the pragmatic or embedded 
approaches. (2004, 67). 
 

Thus, argued in this paper, managers are more likely to work with and support the 
pragmatic or embedded approaches rather than the theoretical more complex approach in their 
daily working lives, in any understanding of aesthetic labour or sprezzatura. The word moral, 
with its possibly judgemental overtones, may be somewhat at odds with the actual way in which 
the term aesthetic labour may be influential.            
 
Conclusion 
 

 
The concept of aesthetic labour and sprezzatura may offer a new way of seeing 

employees. The concept needs to be tested along two routes – the employee and the organisation. 
The focus is firstly inwards to the recruitment, selection and training of staff and secondly 
outwards, to the public faces the organisation presents to the specific business environment. In 
the first of the two roles at least, the Human Resource manager can have a major influence and 
here ethical concerns may be considered as operational embedded practical aspects to daily 
work. The outward facing perspective links more obviously to corporate strategy and marketing.   
Aesthetic labour, from the employee who is in control of this process, is here defined as 
courteous behaviour by a well regarded, politically astute attractive employee who may use 
sprezzatura and the laws of power, selectively applied, to further his or her own ends. So 
controversially perhaps, the moral implications of such thought and behaviour may, to the 
employee, be negligible – the moral dimensions work merely as grand emotional revulsion.  

 
However to HR professionals a challenge to professionalism remains. There is a contrast, 

a moral dimension, when an organisation expects its employees to behave in a permanently 
courteous manner when personal or organisational contexts cause distress and anxiety to the 
employee.  
 
Research questions. 
 

The basic question is this. ‘Do sprezzatura and aesthetic labour, in combination, have 
any relevance to contexts of work today?’ There are 4 supplementary questions: - 
1 What are or might be the connections between sprezzatura and aesthetic labour?  
2 Is there an underlying, rarely surfaced, use of power that morally or not is used by the clever 
capable attractive employee for the furtherance of personal ends?     
3 For the HR manager do sprezzatura and aesthetic labour consciously used present subtle 
challenges to professionalism that recourse to ethics merely mask? 
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4 Does the human resources manager passively, without reference to personally held views of 
morality, accept the externally imposed roles of aesthetic labour by the organisation on its 
employees?   
 
So, how much of the above is coherent and new? Where next?       
 
References 
 
CASTIGLIONE B, (1528), The book of the courtier, translated by George Bull 1967 
Harmondsworth, Penguin. Reprinted with revisions 1976 
 
FISHER C and LOVELL A (2006) Business ethics and values, 2nd edition, Harlow, Financial 
Times/ Prentice Hall 
 
GILMORE, D C, BEEHR, T A, and LOVE, K G (1986) Effects of applicant sex, applicant 
physical attractiveness, type of rater and type of job on inter view decisions, Journal of 
Occupational Psychology (59), pp103-109 
 
GREENE, R, (2002) The concise 48 laws of power, London, Profile books 
 
JACKALL, R (1988) Moral mazes: the world of corporate managers, New York, Oxford 
University Press 
 
KIRWAN J, (1999) Beauty, Manchester, Manchester University Press 
 
LAMB, J, (1999) Face value gains credence in ‘unwritten’ HR policies People Management 25 
Nov pp14-15 
 
MARTIN J, (2001) Organizational Behaviour 2nd edition London Thomson 
 
MORROW, P C (1990) Physical attractiveness and selection decision making, Journal of 
Management 16(1) pp45- 60 
 
MULFORD M, ORBELL J, SHATTO, C and STOCKARD J (1998) Physical attractiveness, 
opportunity and success in everyday exchange, American Journal of Sociology 103(6), pp1565 -
1592 
 
NASH, L (1990) Good intentions aside: a manager’s guide to resolving ethical problems, 
Boston, Harvard Business School Press 
Philosophical and Religious Studies, Learning and Teaching Support  
 
Network (2004) Approaches to ethics in higher education: teaching ethics across the 
curriculum, University of Leeds; School of Theology and Religious Studies 
 
REINGEN, P H (1987) Book review of ‘The physical attractiveness phenomena’ by G.L. Patzer 
in Journal of Marketing Research Feb 1987 pp133 -134  



 8 

 
STEMP, R (2006) The secret language of the Renaissance, London, Duncan Baird Publishers      
 
WARHURST C , NICKSON D, WITZ A and CULLEN A M  (2000) Aesthetic labour in 
interactive service work; some case study evidence from the ‘new’ Glasgow, The Services 
Industry Journal 20 (3) pp1- 18 
 
WEISS, J.W (1998) Business ethics; a stakeholder and issues management approach, Fort 
Worth Dryden Press  
 
Internet sources  
http://www.prs-ltsn.leeds.ac.uk/ethics accessed under www.prs.heacademy.ac.uk 30/03/08 
 
 
Appendix  
 
The 48 Laws of Power, by Robert Greene 
 
1 Never outshine the master 
2 Never put too much trust in friends: learn to use enemies  
3 Conceal your intentions 
 4 Always say less than is necessary 
5 So much depends on your reputation - guard it with your life 
6 Court attention at all costs 
7  Get others to do the work for you, but always take the credit 
8  Make other people come to you -use bait if necessary 
9 Win through your actions, never through argument 
10 Infection: avoid the unhappy and unlucky 
11 Learn to keep people dependent on you 
12 Use selective honesty and generosity to disarm your victim 
13 When asking for help, appeal to self - interest, never to mercy or gratitude 
14 Pose as a friend, never as a spy 
15 Crush your enemies totally 
16 Use absence to increase respect and honour 
17 Keep others in suspended terror: cultivate an air of unpredictability 
18 Do not build fortresses to protect yourself 
19 Know who you are dealing with - do not offend the wrong person 
20 Do not commit yourself to anyone 
21 Play a sucker to catch a sucker - seem dumber than your mark 
22 Use the surrender tactic: transform weakness into power 
23 Concentrate your forces 
24 Play the perfect courtier 
25 Recreate yourself 
26 Keep your hands clean 
27 Play on people's need to create a cult - like following 
28 Enter action with boldness 
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29 The ending is everything 
30 Make your accomplishments seem effortless 
31 Control the options: get others to play with the cards you deal 
32 Play to people's fantasies 
33 Discover each man's thumbscrew 
34 Be royal in your own fashion: act like a king to be treated like one 
35 Master the art of timing 
36 Disdain things you cannot have: ignoring them is the best revenge 
37 Create compelling spectacles 
38 Think as you like but behave like others 
39 Stir up waters to catch fish 
40 Despise the free lunch 
41 Avoid stepping into a great man's shoes 
42 Strike the shepherd and the sheep will scatter 
43 Work on the hearts and minds of others 
44 Disarm and infuriate with the mirror effect 
45 Preach the need for change but never reform too much at once 
46 Never appear too perfect 
47 Do not go past the mark you aimed for: in victory learn when to stop  
48 Assume formlessness 
 
 
 


