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Abstract 
This article examines how selected contemporary artworks and exhibitionary practices stage sleep under 

24/7 capitalism. It uses sleep not only physiologically, but also through sleep-adjacent practices such as 

rest, napping, exhaustion, withdrawal, and horizontality. Grounded primarily in the sociology of sleep and 

affect theory, the article argues that sleep becomes a social and political terrain where guilt, anxiety, shame, 

vigilance, exhaustion, and optimisation are organised. Through the operations of exposure, capture, and 

refusal/care, it shows how contemporary art makes sleep visible as a managed limit, an exhibitionary 

surface, a field of technological capture, and a collective claim to care and non-availability. 
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UYKUYU SAHNELEMEK: ÇAĞDAŞ 
SANAT VE 7/24 KAPİTALİZMİN 
DUYGULANIMSAL POLİTİKALARI  
Öz 
Bu makale, seçili çağdaş sanat yapıtları ve sergileme pratiklerinin uykuyu 7/24 kapitalizm altında nasıl 

sahnelediğini incelemektedir. Uykuyu yalnızca fizyolojik anlamıyla değil; dinlenme, kısa uyku, tükenmişlik, 

geri çekilme ve yataylık gibi uykuya komşu pratiklerle birlikte ele almaktadır. Temel olarak sosyolojik uyku 

çalışmaları ve duygulanım kuramına yaslanan makale, uykunun suçluluk, kaygı, utanç, tetikte olma, 

tükenmişlik ve optimizasyonun örgütlendiği toplumsal-siyasal bir zemin olduğunu savunmaktadır. 

Görünürlük, kayıt altına alma ve reddetme/bakım eksenlerinde, çağdaş sanatın uykuyu yönetilen bir limit, 

sergisel yüzey, teknolojik kayıt alanı ve kolektif bakım talebi olarak görünür kıldığını tartışmaktadır. 

Anahtar Kelimeler: uyku, çağdaş sanat, duygulanım politikaları, 7/24 kapitalizm, uyku eşitsizliği 

Introduction 
Sleep occupies an ambivalent place within contemporary capitalism. It is indispensable to the reproduction 

of life and labour, yet it is persistently treated as a dispensable interval: an interruption to be managed, 

compressed, measured, or improved. This article uses sleep as its central concept, but not in a narrowly 

physiological sense. Sleep here names both the biological act of sleeping and a wider field of 

sleep-adjacent practices and conditions, including rest, napping, exhaustion, withdrawal, and horizontality. 

Through these states and practices, bodies suspend, reduce, or fail to sustain the forms of activity 

demanded by 24/7 capitalism. These terms are not identical. Rest may involve recovery without sleep; 

napping condenses sleep into a timed and often productivity-oriented interval; exhaustion names the 

depletion that makes rest necessary; withdrawal marks a partial refusal of availability; and horizontality 

refers to the bodily orientation through which rest, vulnerability, passivity, or non-participation becomes 

socially visible. If capitalism depends on the renewal of labour power, sleep is one of its material 

preconditions; yet because sleep withdraws the body from visibility, exchange, and responsiveness, it also 

confronts capitalism with a limit that cannot be fully rendered productive without contradiction (Kurmuş & 

Topal, 2021; Topal & Kurmuş, 2022). What makes sleep political, then, is not simply that it restores 
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exhausted bodies, but that it suspends the forms of activity, communication, and availability that 24/7 

capitalism demands. Its politics are affective because this suspension is never socially neutral: it is 

moralised, protected, denied, or punished through feelings such as guilt, anxiety, shame, vigilance, and the 

pressure to remain alert, reachable, and productive. 

Following Jonathan Crary, this article understands “24/7” not merely as round-the-clock operation, but as a 

broader regime in which distinctions between day and night, work and non-work, communication and 

withdrawal are increasingly eroded by systems oriented toward continuity, circulation, and perpetual 

responsiveness (Crary, 2013, pp. 8–18). However, the article does not adopt Crary’s account uncritically. His 

formulation is useful for naming the temporal pressure of 24/7 capitalism, but it can also risk presenting 

sleep as a natural remainder or final refuge outside capitalist capture. Against such a romantic opposition, 

this article approaches sleep as a contested and already mediated terrain: a bodily limit to 24/7 capitalism, 

but also a practice shaped by labour regimes, medical norms, domestic arrangements, wellness discourse, 

digital self-tracking, and unequal access to recovery. The central question is therefore not only how sleep is 

colonised, but how that colonisation is staged and contested. 

This article is grounded primarily in the sociology of sleep and affect theory, while keeping in view Marxist 

accounts of labour-power reproduction, Foucauldian analyses of bodily regulation, and feminist social 

reproduction theory. Rather than offering an extended theoretical synthesis of these fields, it uses them as a 

conceptual background for asking how sleep is socially organised, affectively governed, and unequally 

distributed under 24/7 capitalism. Existing scholarship has shown that sleep is not merely biological or 

private, but socially patterned through norms, institutions, temporal expectations, and inequalities (Hsu, 

2014; Ross et al., 2025; Williams, 2007). Work on sleep customisation and the 24/7 society further clarifies 

how sleep becomes vulnerable to medicalisation, enhancement, and optimisation in cultures that prize 

constant alertness and responsiveness (Williams, Coveney, & Gabe, 2013). Recent research on sleep 

inequality adds a decisive point: the opportunity to sleep well is unevenly distributed across class, race, 

gender, labour regime, care responsibilities, housing, environmental exposure, and access to safety 

(Batool-Anwar & Quan, 2024; Grandner et al., 2016; Gueye-Ndiaye & Redline, 2025; Johnson et al., 2019; 

White, 2022). Building on this literature, the article argues that sleep under 24/7 capitalism is not only a 

biological necessity but a socially governed and affectively charged limit. 

Artworks and exhibitions can spatialise and materialise contradictions that sociological and theoretical 

accounts describe. They are especially useful for analysing the affective politics of sleep because they do 

not simply represent sleeping bodies; they arrange bodies, objects, viewers, technologies, and institutional 

settings in ways that make norms of visibility, productivity, vulnerability, and withdrawal perceptible. In this 

sense, contemporary art offers a site where sleep can be read not only as an individual or a biological state, 
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but as a social relation staged through space, duration, spectatorship, participation, and display. For this 

reason, the article turns to a deliberately selective corpus of contemporary art rather than a broad 

genealogy of sleep in visual culture. The works discussed here stage sleep, rest, horizontality, exhaustion, 

or withdrawal as public, institutional, technological, or social relations, allowing the article to trace three 

operations central to its argument: exposure, capture, and refusal/care. 

What follows proceeds in three sections. The first section develops the article’s conceptual framework by 

situating sleep as a socially organised, affectively governed, and unequally distributed practice, before 

showing how it is reformatted under 24/7 capitalism as a manageable limit. The second section turns to 

contemporary artworks and exhibitionary practices, analysing three operations through which sleep is 

staged: exposure, capture, and refusal/care. The conclusion returns to sleep as both an index of inequality 

and a fragile limit to compulsory productivity. 

Sleep as a Social Practice: Literature and Conceptual 
Framework 
Sleep becomes politically significant under 24/7 capitalism because it is socially organised, rhythmically 

disciplined, affectively moralised, technologically reformatted, and unequally distributed. The sociology of 

sleep is crucial here because it displaces sleep from the category of mute biological necessity and treats it 

as a practice structured by norms, spaces, relations, and permissions. Simon J. Williams’s work is 

foundational in this respect: sleep is not only something bodies do, but something governed by what he 

calls the “social etiquette of sleep”, meaning the socially appropriate and inappropriate ways of “doing” 

sleeping in everyday and every night life (Williams, 2007, p. 314; see also Williams, 2005). Williams and 

Crossley (2008) extend this insight by insisting that sleeping bodies are socially situated bodies, marked by 

intimacy, vulnerability, embodiment, and regulation. Hsu’s account of “social acceleration” is useful here 

because it treats sleep research as a way of examining broader shifts in the socio-temporal order, arguing 

that social acceleration both shapes and is shaped by bodily states and practices involving sleep (2014, pp. 

213–214). More recent sociological work similarly resists the reduction of sleep to a purely biomedical 

event, treating it instead as historically, culturally, and socially variable (Meadows et al., 2018; Ross et al., 

2025). 

This social organisation of sleep must also be read through capitalist temporality and bodily regulation. In 

Capital, Marx shows that capital repeatedly presses against the bodily limits necessary for reproducing the 

worker as worker, extending labour time beyond the conditions compatible with renewal (1976, pp. 

340–416). Sleep, from this perspective, is not an outside production; it is one of the necessary interruptions 

155 



Moment | 2026, 13(1): 152-173 | Ecem Arslanay, Umut Şumnu 

through which labour power is reproduced. Thompson’s (1967) account of industrial “time-discipline” 

sharpens this point by showing how capitalist extraction depends not only on prolonging labour, but on 

producing subjects who internalise clock-time and experience delay or idleness as fault. The factory clock 

does not merely measure labour; it teaches the body when to move, pause, resume, and feel guilty for 

stopping. Foucault’s account of disciplinary power further clarifies how bodily rhythms become objects of 

institutional arrangement: timetables, routines, sequences, and repetitive occupations “establish rhythms” 

and regulate cycles of conduct (1977, pp. 149–150).  Together, Marx, Thompson, and Foucault frame sleep 3

as a bodily rhythm situated between labour-power reproduction, temporal discipline, and the governance of 

useful bodies. 

Crary’s (2013) account of 24/7 capitalism extends this problem into the present by naming a regime 

oriented toward continuous production, consumption, circulation, and responsiveness, in which sleep 

appears as one of the bodily intervals least compatible with permanent availability. Yet this article does not 

follow Crary in treating sleep as a purely natural outside or final refuge from capitalist capture. Sleep 

remains a limit, but one increasingly administered through work regimes, medical norms, wellness 

discourse, digital self-tracking, and personal responsibility. The point, then, is not simply that contemporary 

capitalism reduces sleep. It is that sleep is recoded as a manageable interval: an interruption to availability 

that is reorganised as recovery-for-work, measurement, advice, optimisation, and self-correction. 

This rationality has an important prehistory in industrial time-discipline and Taylorist scientific management, 

where bodily motion, pause, fatigue, and efficiency were treated as variables to be measured and optimised 

rather than as limits to be respected. The desire to organise bodily rhythm was not limited to capitalist 

factory management. Konstantin Melnikov’s unrealised Sonata of Sleep (1929–1930), conceived as a 

collective sleep laboratory in which rest would be organised through sound, scent, temperature, and spatial 

arrangement, belongs to a broader modernist fantasy of technically administered recovery 

(Khan-Magomedov, 1987). It matters here not as an example of 24/7 capitalism, but as an earlier instance 

of imagining sleep as something to be designed, synchronised, and optimised. Under 24/7 capitalism, 

however, the scale and intimacy of this organisation change: the management of bodily rhythm moves from 

the factory, office, or timetable into domestic space, wellness culture, digital interfaces, and the 

management of rest itself.  A compact example appears in the discourse of the “power nap”, a term 4

4 Perec offers a more domestic and satirical version of this administrative logic in Species of Spaces and Other Pieces, where rooms, hours, and 
prescribed actions are dryly scheduled as if everyday life itself were already absorbed into managerial order. Unlike Melnikov’s collective sleep 
laboratory, Perec’s example does not focus specifically on sleep; it is useful here because it shows how temporal rationalisation can seep into 
the intimate organisation of domestic life. 

3 This is why the comic terror of Chaplin’s Modern Times remains such a precise image of capitalist temporality: the body is not simply 
overworked but absorbed into a rhythm that seeks to eliminate interruption altogether. A longer cinematic genealogy of regulated, accelerated, 
and machinic time would include Fritz Lang’s Metropolis (1927), René Clair’s À Nous la Liberté (1931), Charlie Chaplin’s Modern Times (1936), 
Jacques Tati’s Playtime (1967), Godfrey Reggio’s Koyaanisqatsi (1982), and Harun Farocki’s How to Live in the FRG (1990). Here, however, 
Modern Times is invoked only as a compact visual shorthand for the fantasy of interruption-free productivity. 
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associated with popular sleep-advice and productivity discourse, particularly the work of James B. Maas 

(Maas, 1998). The power nap is not treated here as a historical case study, but as a symptomatic example 

of how rest is reframed as a brief, timed technique for sustaining alertness and performance. What matters 

is not whether short naps may be beneficial in particular circumstances, but the temporal fantasy 

condensed by the term: that sleep can be broken into efficient doses so that restoration remains 

subordinate to productivity. 

This transformation is inseparable from what Williams, Coveney, and Gabe (2013) describe as “sleep 

customisation.” Their argument is crucial because it shifts the discussion from medicalisation alone to the 

entrepreneurial remaking of sleep as personal adjustment, choice, and responsibility. Sleep advice, 

wakefulness-enhancing interventions, strategic napping, workplace wellness, tracking devices, and 

self-monitoring practices invite the subject to treat sleep as a domain of enterprise: something to be 

managed, improved, compared, and aligned with performance. Digital sleep-tracking intensifies this process 

by translating rest into scores, dashboards, stages, trends, and feedback loops, making sleep legible as 

data while encouraging the sleeper to optimise bodily rhythms (Lupton, 2016; Williams, Coveney, & 

Meadows, 2015). The transformation is affective as well as technical. One may wake feeling rested but be 

told by a device that the night was inadequate or wake exhausted yet receive a reassuring score. In both 

cases, subjective feeling is made to negotiate with numerical authority. 

Affect theory is useful here because it helps explain how temporal and technological norms are lived not 

only as external pressures, but also as habits of self-judgement, attachment, and bodily orientation. In this 

article, affective politics does not mean that sleep is merely accompanied by private emotions; it refers to 

the social organisation of feeling through which bodies learn what to desire, fear, value, or condemn. Sara 

Ahmed’s concept of “affective economies” is crucial here because it shifts emotion away from individual 

interiority and toward circulation. Ahmed argues that emotions do not simply belong to individuals, but 

circulate between bodies and signs, helping to produce the surfaces and boundaries of bodies and worlds 

(2004, p. 117). Her account is useful for this article because it shows how feelings acquire force through 

circulation, repetition, and attachment rather than through private interiority alone (Ahmed, 2004, pp. 

119–120). Applied to sleep, this framework helps explain how bodily states such as tiredness, slowness, 

disconnection, and inactivity become socially coded rather than remaining neutral facts of physiology. 

Tiredness may stick to failure, inactivity to laziness, sleep to irresponsibility, and alertness to competence, 

care, or virtue. Lauren Berlant’s concept of “cruel optimism” adds a second layer. For Berlant, an attachment 

becomes cruel when the object that promises flourishing also obstructs it (Berlant, 2011, p. 1). This is 

useful for understanding why practices that appear to offer relief from exhaustion, such as sleep hygiene, 

resilience discourse, strategic napping, workplace wellness, or quantified sleep optimisation, may also keep 

subjects attached to the very regimes that produce depletion. The affective politics of sleep names this 
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terrain: exhaustion is privatised, rest is moralised, and the management of depletion is recast as 

responsibility, aspiration, and self-improvement. 

This affective governance becomes sharper when read alongside sleep inequality. Poor sleep is not 

randomly distributed; it is patterned by socioeconomic position, racialisation, gender, labour regime, 

housing, environmental exposure, stress, care responsibilities, and unequal access to safety and recovery 

(Batool-Anwar & Quan, 2024; Grandner et al., 2016; Johnson et al., 2019). Gueye-Ndiaye and Redline (2025) 

show that sleep health disparities are produced through the unequal social distribution of the opportunity to 

sleep well, while White’s concept of “circadian justice” frames bodily timing and access to sleep as matters 

of political equality rather than merely individual health (White, 2022). This concept is important for the 

present argument because it shifts attention from sleep duration alone to the social organisation of bodily 

time: who is allowed to sleep safely, who must remain awake, whose rhythms are disrupted by work, care, 

housing, policing, or environmental exposure, and whose exhaustion is treated as normal. Moore and 

Ballardie (2026) similarly show how night work destabilises social reproduction by disrupting not only sleep 

duration but also the shared rhythms through which domestic and social life are sustained. These accounts 

matter because they prevent sleep deprivation from being reduced to lifestyle failure, poor discipline, or 

clinical deficit. They also clarify why the affective burden of poor sleep is political: guilt, anxiety, shame, and 

self-blame often attach to bodies whose exhaustion is structurally produced. 

Feminist social reproduction theory deepens this point by asking whose sleep is made interruptible so that 

others may remain functional. Federici shows that labour power is reproduced through largely unwaged and 

feminised forms of maintenance: care, cleaning, household labour, bodily support, and emotional 

management (2012, pp. 15–22). Weeks extends this critique by challenging the moral centrality of work 

itself and the ethical prestige attached to productivity (2011, pp. 1–17). From this perspective, sleep 

deprivation is tied not simply to speed or stimulation in the abstract, but to who performs maintenance, who 

absorbs interruption, who remains on call, and whose depletion is treated as background infrastructure. The 

sardonic slogan circulating through social media and merchandise culture — “Women need more sleep than 

men because fighting the patriarchy is exhausting” — sharpens this point in another register: it turns 

gendered overloading, psychic maintenance, vigilance, and the fatigue of resistance into a joke whose 

humour depends on everyday recognition.  The question is therefore not only how much people sleep, but 5

whose sleep is guarded, whose sleep is fragmented, and whose exhaustion is made to appear normal. 

 

5 The slogan also resonates with a broader feminist artistic vocabulary around maintenance, domestic labour, reproductive exhaustion, and the 
politics of everyday life. Within this field, Mierle Laderman Ukeles’s maintenance works from the 1970s and Martha Rosler’s Semiotics of the 
Kitchen (1975) are useful reference points: neither is “about sleep” in a narrow sense, but both make visible the routines, gestures, repetitions, 
and second shifts through which rest is made fragile or deferred. 
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Contemporary Art and the Affective Politics of Sleep 
Contemporary art is central to this article because the works, projects, and practices discussed here do not 

treat sleep as a motif to be represented, but as a situation to be staged, entered, watched, measured, 

interrupted, or claimed. This makes contemporary art especially useful for analysing the affective politics of 

sleep because it gives spatial, visual, and durational form to pressures that are otherwise often experienced 

as private feelings, bodily habits, or individual failures. The corpus is deliberately limited to nine cases and 

organised into three analytical groups. This structure follows the article’s argument about how sleep 

becomes politically legible under 24/7 capitalism: first as something exposed to judgement, then as 

something captured through technical and institutional forms of legibility, and finally as something 

reclaimed through practices of care, refusal, and counter-temporality. These are not merely three possible 

themes within a larger history of sleep in art. They correspond to three pressures repeatedly placed on sleep 

in the contemporary moment: the demand that bodies remain visible and interpretable, the demand that 

bodily rhythms become measurable and improvable, and the counter-demand that sleep be protected or 

reclaimed as a condition of justice rather than reduced to recovery-for-work. 

The selection is therefore not organised by medium, chronology, or iconography. Rather than surveying 

sleep as a recurring motif in contemporary art, it focuses on works in which beds, sleeping figures, fatigue, 

or horizontality become sites where social and affective relations are staged. The three groups are built 

around distinct conditions under which sleep is made socially and affectively legible. In the first group, 

sleep or sleep-adjacent horizontality is staged in relation to consumer circulation, museum spectatorship, 

and autobiographical display. In the second, it is staged in relation to electromagnetic access, expert 

knowledge, institutional research, and quantified data. In the third, it is staged in relation to racialised 

exhaustion, collective rest, care, and crip temporality. The range of forms is intentional: the corpus moves 

from gallery and museum works to a supermarket intervention, digital and research-based projects, public 

programmes, activist-pedagogical practice, and curatorial exhibition-making because sleep itself is not 

governed in one place or by one apparatus. Under 24/7 capitalism, it is formatted across domestic, 

institutional, commercial, technological, and public infrastructures. 

Each group contains three cases in order to allow comparison without expanding into a broad genealogy. 

The first group, Elin Wikström’s What Would Happen if Everyone Did This?, Tilda Swinton’s The Maybe, and 

Tracey Emin’s My Bed, examines “exposure”: the bed or horizontal body enters consumer, museum, and 

autobiographical circuits where sleep becomes visible, awkward, spectacular, or morally charged. The 

second group, Catherine Richards’s Shroud/Chrysalis 1, Danilo Correale’s No More Sleep No More, and Tega 

Brain and Surya Mattu’s Unfit Bits, examines “capture”: sleep and bodily withdrawal are reframed through 
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signal, insulation, expert discourse, research, data, and metric authority. The third group, The Nap Ministry, 

Black Power Naps, and Sick Time, Sleepy Time, Crip Time: Against Capitalism’s Temporal Bullying, examines 

“refusal/care”: sleep, sleepiness, and horizontality are claimed through Black rest, collective repair, 

disability politics, and non-compliant time. The aim is not to exhaust the field of sleep in contemporary art, 

but to develop a focused analytical corpus through which the affective politics of sleep can be read in 

sustained detail. 

Bed, Interface, Exposure 

The bed offers the first site of analysis because it condenses sleep’s most familiar promises — privacy, 

intimacy, sexuality, hygiene, care, rest, and recovery, while also making those promises available to 

disturbance. Its significance here is not primarily symbolic or iconographic. Rather than treating the bed as 

a timeless emblem of repose, this section approaches it as an exhibitionary and affective apparatus: a 

structure through which bodies, traces, and objects are placed within relations of visibility, judgement, 

proximity, discomfort, and interpretation. Colomina’s discussion of the “24/7 bed” is useful because it 

shows how the contemporary bed ceases to function as a protected domestic refuge and becomes 

entangled with media, labour, communication, and exposure (2021, pp. 186–200). In this sense, the bed 

becomes an interface: not simply where the body withdraws from the world, but where privacy, exhaustion, 

spectatorship, and social judgement are reorganised. Elin Wikström’s What Would Happen if Everyone Did 

This? (1993), Tilda Swinton’s The Maybe (1995; re-enacted 2013), and Tracey Emin’s My Bed (1998) each 

relocate sleep or sleep-adjacent horizontality into a different 1990s setting: the supermarket, the museum 

vitrine, and the gallery/museum circuit of autobiographical installation. Read together, they show how sleep 

becomes legible within spaces organised by circulation, spectatorship, media attention, and self-display. 

The 1990s matter here not as a closed decade or origin point, but because these works register a moment 

when sleep, withdrawal, and bodily depletion become newly exposed to consumer space, institutional 

attention, and autobiographical display under late capitalist conditions.  6

Elin Wikström’s What Would Happen if Everyone Did This? (1993), in which the artist slept in a bed installed 

inside a supermarket, was part of the group exhibition ICA Malmborgs in Malmö and took place among 

grocery merchandise and customers for the duration of the exhibition (Moderna Museet, 2000). Kwon’s 

account of site specificity is useful here because it shifts attention from the artwork as an isolated object to 

6 Earlier bed-based and horizontal works provide important contextual precedents for this public, mediated, and anti-productivist use of the bed. 
John Lennon and Yoko Ono’s Bed-In for Peace (1969) turns the bed into a platform for anti-war publicity and performed horizontality, while Nam 
June Paik and Charlotte Moorman’s TV Bed (1972/1991) embeds the reclining body within electronic media systems. Sophie Calle’s Les 
Dormeurs (1979) and Mladen Stilinović’s Artist at Work (1978) indicate how sleep and horizontality could become scenes of observation, 
documentation, media exposure, and antiwork irony. These works clarify a longer genealogy in which beds and reclining bodies become 
available to publicness, performance, and critique; however, the analytical corpus of this article focuses on later works more directly tied to the 
temporal, technological, and affective conditions of 24/7 capitalism. 

160 



Moment | 2026, 13(1): 152-173 | Ecem Arslanay, Umut Şumnu 

the physical, institutional, social, and discursive conditions through which its meaning is produced (Kwon, 

1997, pp. 90–92). Wikström’s bed is not simply placed “in public”; it is inserted into a site whose norms 

already script what bodies are supposed to do. The supermarket supplies the work’s behavioural grammar: 

movement, choice, comparison, purchase, and circulation. Moderna Museet (2000) describes Wikström’s 

practice as one of “staged social situations” and “activated situations”, and notes that the 1993 

supermarket work turned “restful passivity” against the demand for “order, rationality and utilitarianism”. 

The work’s force lies in the friction between two forms of bodily organisation: the circulating consumer and 

the sleeping body. It reveals how consumer space produces an affective discipline of usefulness. The 

sleeping body becomes awkward because it fails to perform even the minimal choreography of 

participation. It does not buy, compare, optimise, or move along. In this sense, Wikström stages sleep as a 

limit to circulation: not as heroic resistance, but as passive incompatibility, a misplaced body that makes 

inactivity feel socially visible. 

Tilda Swinton’s The Maybe (1995; re-enacted 2013) shifts the problem from consumer space to the 

museum. First performed at the Serpentine Gallery in London in September 1995, in an installation created 

with Cornelia Parker, the work placed Swinton inside a glass cabinet for seven days, eight hours a day 

(Serpentine Galleries, 1995). The surrounding display cases contained objects associated with time, relics, 

historical fascination, and prurient curiosity, while Swinton herself appeared as a “living, breathing, silent 

being” enclosed in glass (Serpentine Galleries, 1995). The work does not simply insert sleep into the gallery; 

it converts the apparently sleeping body into a problem of display. The museum vitrine is normally 

associated with preservation, classification, value, and distance. By placing a living body in this apparatus, 

The Maybe unsettles the boundary between relic and performer, object and subject, withdrawal and display.  

Bishop’s account of “installation art” helps clarify what is at stake here: the work is not exhausted by the 

object on display, but depends on the viewer’s embodied relation to space, duration, and attention (2005, pp. 

6–8). Jones’s account of body art is also important, since The Maybe does not present the body as a stable 

image but as a mediated, intersubjective encounter whose meaning is produced through the relation 

between performer and viewer (Jones, 1998). Swinton’s body is visible, enclosed, and apparently accessible, 

yet it refuses the reciprocity usually expected from performance. The visitor looks, but the sleeper does not 

return the gaze or confirm the viewer’s interpretation. Sleep here becomes a form of exhibitionary opacity: 

exposed to view yet withholding communication. Read through the article’s wider framework, this matters 

because 24/7 culture does not demand visibility alone; it demands responsiveness. The Maybe stages a 

body that can be seen but not accessed, watched but not activated, displayed but not made communicative. 

Its affective force lies in the unease of that asymmetry. 
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Tracey Emin’s My Bed (1998) stages exposure differently by presenting not the sleeping body but the bed 

after sleep has failed to restore it. The work turns the site conventionally associated with rest, hygiene, 

privacy, sexuality, and recovery into a scene of leakage and disorder: sheets, stains, underwear, bottles, 

tissues, and surrounding objects mark a body caught between exhaustion, illness, sexual aftermath, psychic 

distress, and domestic collapse. This matters because the bed is not only a place where one sleeps; it is 

also a surface on which cultural expectations of cleanliness, bodily control, feminine composure, and 

successful recovery are projected. Emin’s bed refuses that projection. It does not offer the smooth, 

sanitised, restorative bed of wellness culture or domestic respectability, but a site where the promise of 

recovery has broken down. 

Its exhibition history is important because this breakdown did not remain private. Cherry (2020) traces the 

early “social life” of My Bed through its circulation in Tokyo and New York in 1998 and London the following 

year, before its later transformation into a canonical work of British contemporary art. This trajectory 

matters not as background information alone, but because the work’s meaning is produced through the 

passage of a disordered sleeping site into an international gallery/museum circuit. Here, Colomina’s “24/7 

bed” (2021) becomes relevant in a more abrasive register: Emin’s bed is not a protected domestic refuge, 

but a public interface through which privacy, media attention, bodily residue, and spectatorship become 

inseparable. The bed enters public culture not as an image of rest, but as evidence that rest has failed, and 

that failure is now available to judgement. 

In a 2015 Guardian video made on the occasion of the work’s return to Tate Britain, Emin (2015) reflects on 

My Bed as a time capsule of a period of breakdown and “complete, absolute” collapse, after spending days 

in bed surrounded by the detritus that would become part of the installation. The feminist force of My Bed 

lies in this refusal to sanitise depletion. By “feminist force,” the article does not mean that the work offers a 

programmatic feminist statement, but that it exposes the gendered demand that femininity remain 

composed, hygienic, sexually discreet, emotionally controlled, and domestically orderly. The work exposes 

what femininity is often required to conceal: sexual evidence, illness, dependency, disorder, depression, and 

the failure to keep the domestic surface clean. Merck’s reading of the 1999 Turner Prize reception is useful 

here because it shows how the public response to My Bed was shaped not only by the object itself, but by 

the celebrity, sexuality, abjection, and trauma attached to Emin as a woman artist (Merck, 2000). Smith’s 

discussion of confessional art adds a second layer: authenticity in My Bed is not a transparent revelation of 

inner truth, but a performance produced through the display of intimate materials and the staging of 

exposure (Smith, 2017). Jones’s account of body art also matters because the body need not be physically 

present for bodily subjectivity to be staged as an encounter with the viewer (Jones, 1998). In My Bed, the 

absent body is reconstructed through traces, objects, institutional framing, and affective response. The 

viewer reads exhaustion, sexuality, shame, and collapse, but cannot do so innocently: disgust, prurience, 
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pity, recognition, judgement, and uneasy care become part of the work’s field. In relation to 24/7 capitalism, 

My Bed matters because it refuses the clean image of managed recovery. It does not show rest as 

optimisation, rejuvenation, or readiness to return to work. It shows the sticky, humiliating, excessive 

materiality of a body that has not been efficiently restored. 

Taken together, these works clarify three distinct exhibitionary conditions: the commercial space that 

cannot accommodate inactivity, the museum space that turns sleep into an object of durational attention, 

and the gallery/museum circuit that converts private exhaustion into contested public installation. In each 

case, sleep is not treated as a private biological state, but as a scene in which rest, vulnerability, and 

inactivity are made visible, evaluated, and aestheticised. Wikström’s misplaced bed produces awkwardness 

because it interrupts the supermarket’s choreography of movement, purchase, and circulation. Swinton’s 

sleeping body invites curiosity and discomfort because it is exposed to view while withholding reciprocity. 

Emin’s bed solicits shame, disgust, recognition, and uneasy care because bodily residue and private 

collapse are made publicly available. In this sense, the affective dimension of these works lies not in 

documented viewer responses, but in the conditions of looking, proximity, judgement, and non-reciprocity 

that each work constructs. This movement from private withdrawal to public legibility prepares the next 

shift in the article: from exposure to capture, from the bed as a surface of visibility to sleep as data, 

interface, and managed recovery. 

Quantification, Capture, and Managed Recovery 

If the previous section examined how sleep and horizontality become exposed within consumer, museum, 

and confessional spaces, this section turns to a more explicitly technological condition: the transformation 

of sleep into signal, data, interface, and managed recovery. The shift from exposure to capture marks a shift 

from the sleeping or reclining body as something to be looked at to sleep as something to be technically 

registered, protected, administered, optimised, and fed back to the subject as information. Visibility does 

not disappear; it is reorganised through other forms of legibility: electromagnetic access, institutional 

research, wearable metrics, dashboards, and scores. Scholarship on digital sleep and self-tracking is 

important here because it shows that sleep is increasingly made knowable through systems that invite 

subjects to monitor, compare, and correct their own bodily rhythms (Lupton, 2016; Williams, Coveney, & 

Meadows, 2015). The works discussed in this section test the affective and political consequences of this 

condition: the anxiety of exposure to signal, the exhaustion of managed wakefulness, and the moral 

pressure produced by numerical feedback. 

Catherine Richards’s Shroud/Chrysalis 1 (2000) offers an early and incisive image of withdrawal under 

conditions of technological saturation. Presented as part of Richards’s exhibition Excitable Tissues at the 
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Ottawa Art Gallery in 2000, the work has been described as a performance and interactive new media 

installation consisting of a glass table, copper taffeta, and two female attendants (Fondation Daniel 

Langlois, 2002a). Participants lay on the table and were wrapped in copper taffeta, a material used for 

electromagnetic shielding; the Ottawa Art Gallery later described the work as an interactive experience in 

which the viewer is isolated from subtle daily technological bombardment (Ottawa Art Gallery, n.d.). This 

exhibitionary structure is crucial. Shroud/Chrysalis 1 is not simply an object representing protection. It is a 

situation in which protection is performed on and around the participant’s body. The viewer becomes the 

body to be shielded, wrapped, displayed, and temporarily withdrawn. 

The work matters for this article because it shifts the question of sleep from visibility to access. If the 

bed-based works discussed above stage rest as socially exposed and affectively judged, Shroud/Chrysalis 1 

asks what it would mean to rest in an environment where access is no longer only visual but 

electromagnetic. Richards had explored the human body’s relation to electromagnetic environments in 

earlier works, but here the metaphor of shelter becomes tactile and visceral: the participant is not invited to 

imagine disconnection, but to undergo the procedure of being wrapped and insulated (Fondation Daniel 

Langlois, 2002b). The chrysalis-like form suggests shelter, suspension, metamorphosis, and vulnerability at 

once. The participant is protected, but also isolated; shielded, but visibly marked as fragile. Sylvie Fortin’s 

description of the work as granting the privilege of being “unplugged” is telling because it frames 

disconnection not as a given but as a rare and technically mediated condition (as cited in Fondation Daniel 

Langlois, 2002b). Sleep, in this sense, must be constructed against infrastructures of access. 

Danilo Correale’s No More Sleep No More (2014–2016) expands this question from signal and shielding to 

the institutional management of sleep itself. On the artist’s project page, Correale describes the work as a 

long-term research project and a 240-minute sensorial visual essay that investigates the political life of 

sleep, particularly the encroachment of work on rest in late capitalist society. It is based on conversations 

with experts including sleep physicians, historians, anthropologists, sociologists, labour scholars, 

geographers, philosophers, and feminist scholars, among them David M. Rapoport, Matthew J. Wolf-Meyer, 

Roger Ekirch, Simon Williams, Alan Derickson, Murray Melbin, Alexei Penzin, and Reena Patel (Correale, 

n.d.). Its format matters: this is not a single image of sleeplessness, but a research-based, durational, 

essayistic, and environmental work that treats sleep as an object of knowledge, management, speculation, 

and control. 

The work’s exhibitionary contexts sharpen this relevance. Presented in environmental displays adapted to 

specific sites, No More Sleep No More appeared, among other contexts, in Tales of Exhaustion at La Loge in 

2016 and in Work it, feel it! at Kunsthalle Wien as part of the Vienna Biennale in 2017 (Correale, n.d.; 

Kunsthalle Wien, 2017). The latter exhibition focused on the future of work and the demands placed on the 
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human body against the backdrop of increasingly automated labour, asking how mechanisms of discipline 

and control render bodies efficient production tools and pillars of consumerism (Kunsthalle Wien, 2017). 

Correale’s work therefore does not treat insomnia as a private disorder alone. Read alongside Wolf-Meyer’s 

account of how modern sleep norms emerged through the interaction of medicine, industrial capitalism, and 

everyday life, Correale’s work shows that sleep is already embedded in regimes that define normal rest, 

pathological wakefulness, productive recovery, and acceptable fatigue (Wolf-Meyer, 2012, pp. 25–96). Its 

affective force lies in this administrative atmosphere: sleep is surrounded by anticipation, vigilance, 

compliance, exhaustion, and the uneasy promise that the body might be made to endure more. 

Tega Brain and Surya Mattu’s Unfit Bits (2015) addresses a still more explicit form of capture: the reduction 

of bodily life to metric legibility. The project consists of a website, single-channel video, fitness trackers, 

smartphones, metronomes, bicycle wheels, stools, and phone swings; it offers DIY techniques for 

generating fitness data without corresponding bodily activity (Brain & Mattu, 2015). It was presented online 

by Jeu de Paume as part of Futurs non conformes. #2 Passages à l’acte from 2016 to 2017, where it was 

framed in relation to health insurance companies offering discounts for exercise verified by wearable fitness 

trackers (Jeu de Paume, 2016). It was also shown in the 24/7 exhibition at Somerset House in London in 

2019, a context that explicitly connected digital culture, sleeplessness, and non-stop availability (Brain & 

Mattu, 2015). These contexts matter because Unfit Bits is not simply a parody of wearable devices. It 

intervenes in a social field where bodily data can become economically consequential. 

At first glance, Unfit Bits is not about sleep specifically. Its relevance lies in the way it exposes the 

epistemology on which quantified sleep also depends: the belief that a device can translate bodily states 

into reliable, actionable truth. By making activity scores detach from actual activity, Unfit Bits demonstrates 

that the metric does not simply represent the body; it produces a regime in which the body is asked to 

conform to what the device can recognise. Sleep trackers similarly transform bodily rhythms into scores, 

stages, graphs, and feedback loops. One may wake feeling rested and be told by a device that the night was 

inadequate, or wake exhausted and receive a reassuring score. In both cases, subjective feeling is made to 

negotiate with numerical authority. Lupton’s work on self-tracking is useful here because it shows that 

quantified data participate in practices of monitoring, evaluation, optimisation, and self-surveillance (2016, 

pp. 101–103). Brain and Mattu sharpen this point by making the device’s authority appear ridiculous and 

fragile: if a drill, metronome, or bicycle wheel can become “active,” then the score’s claim to bodily truth is 

already unstable. 

Across these works, sleep is staged as something that must be protected from signal, administered by 

institutions, or translated into data. Richards makes withdrawal appear as a fragile technical operation; 

Correale shows sleep as a biological threshold surrounded by medical, military, historical, and 
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labour-oriented forms of management; Brain and Mattu expose the instability of metric truth and the 

affective authority of the score. Together, they clarify the movement from exposure to capture. In the 

previous section, the bed made sleep visible to social judgement. Here, rest becomes available to other 

forms of capture: transmission, research, optimisation, and feedback. What these works reveal is therefore 

not simply that sleep is measured, shielded, or managed. It is that such operations reorganise the relation 

between bodily need, self-knowledge, and feeling. Under 24/7 capitalism, recovery is offered as care but 

often returns as a demand to become more functional. 

Public Withdrawal, Collective Care, and Refusal 
If the previous section traced how sleep is folded back into optimisation, measurement, and managed 

recovery, this section turns to practices that ask whether sleep can signify otherwise. The works and 

practices discussed here locate rest within uneven histories of race, disability, labour, care, and social 

reproduction, showing that the right to withdraw is never abstract: it depends on whose body is permitted to 

stop, whose exhaustion is believed, and whose rest is treated as disorder, luxury, laziness, or entitlement. 

Building on the preceding discussion of sleep inequality and circadian justice, this section begins from the 

premise that the capacity to sleep, recover, and withdraw is socially distributed rather than evenly available. 

The issue is not only unequal sleep health in a medical sense, but the organisation of bodily time: who can 

sleep safely, whose rest is interrupted by work or care, whose exhaustion is normalised, and whose public 

sleep is policed. Read from this perspective, The Nap Ministry, Black Power Naps, and Sick Time, Sleepy 

Time, Crip Time: Against Capitalism’s Temporal Bullying operate within a materially unequal field in which 

sleep, sleeplessness, recovery, and vulnerability are already socially distributed. 

The Nap Ministry is central to this shift. Founded by Tricia Hersey in 2016 as a Black-led pedagogical, 

spiritual, and performance-based practice, it frames sleep not as a private wellness technique but as a 

response to histories of racial capitalism, extraction, and anti-Black exhaustion (Hersey, 2022; Richards, 

2022, pp. 5–7). Richards links the project to Hersey’s own experiences of exhaustion as a graduate student, 

activist, and single mother, as well as to her research on Black trauma, plantation labour, and the collective 

exhaustion of Black communities under white supremacy and colonisation (Richards, 2022, pp. 5–6). Its 

insistence that rest is resistance relocates sleep deprivation from the register of individual failure or 

lifestyle management to the collective conditions under which some bodies are systematically denied 

recovery. The form of the practice matters as much as its message: sermons, workshops, public naps, mats, 

blankets, and gatherings of horizontal bodies create an atmosphere in which vulnerability is protected rather 

than penalised. Rather than asking the exhausted subject to manage fatigue privately, the Nap Ministry 

produces scenes in which lying down becomes a shared practice, a ritual, and a claim. Its affective politics 
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work against the feelings that keep exhaustion privatised: guilt about stopping, shame attached to inactivity, 

anxiety about falling behind, and the fear that rest must be earned. Rest becomes a refusal of “grind culture” 

in Hersey’s terms (2022), while, in the terms of this article, it also refuses affective self-management: the 

demand that exhausted subjects feel personally responsible for adapting to the conditions that deplete 

them. 

Black Power Naps, initiated by Navild Acosta and Fannie Sosa, extends this intervention in a more explicitly 

installation-based and institutional form. In Black Power Naps: La Biblioteca Is Open at MoMA in 2023, the 

project was presented as an interactive installation within the museum’s Creativity Lab, using cushions, 

mattresses, rugs, hand-dyed fabrics, soundscape, projection, and a travelling library to create a space for 

rest, reading, and withdrawal (Museum of Modern Art, 2023a). MoMA framed the work through the 

racialised “sleep gap”, noting that Black people in the United States are disproportionately likely to get 

insufficient sleep and that the disparity is worse for those who are undocumented, disabled, or lower 

income (Museum of Modern Art, 2023a). The project’s central question “How can we dream when we don’t 

sleep?” links sleep not only to recovery but to futurity, imagination, and personhood (Museum of Modern 

Art, 2023a). Its institutional setting is significant: museums usually privilege upright attention, circulation, 

looking, and interpretive alertness. Black Power Naps modifies that choreography by inviting horizontal 

participation within the museum itself, turning spectators into resting bodies. Its related MoMA programme, 

Night Night at the Museum, similarly asked participants to choose cushions and nap in front of works of art 

(Museum of Modern Art, 2023b).  

What The Nap Ministry and Black Power Naps share is an insistence that public rest is never socially 

innocent. As Marie-Louise Richards argues, public space tends to tolerate only brief, socially legible forms 

of “regenerative micro-sleep,” while other forms of public sleep are associated with being out of place, with 

indignity, or with moral and economic failure (2022, pp. 1–2). A suited commuter briefly dozing may be read 

as hardworking; an unhoused person, racialised youth, disabled person, or visibly exhausted caregiver 

sleeping in public may be read through suspicion, danger, or disposability. The distinction is therefore not 

simply between sleeping and waking, but between legitimate and illegitimate exhaustion. These practices 

intervene at precisely this threshold, attempting to detach horizontality from shame, danger, and deviance 

and reattach it to dignity, pleasure, healing, and collective entitlement. 

A related but distinct intervention appears in Sick Time, Sleepy Time, Crip Time: Against Capitalism’s 

Temporal Bullying, curated by Taraneh Fazeli and first presented at EFA Project Space in New York in 2017, 

with later iterations including Bemis Center for Contemporary Arts in 2018 (Bemis Center for Contemporary 

Arts, 2018; EFA Project Space, 2017). The project focused on how the body is articulated through 

discourses of health, debility, disability, care, illness, labour, wellness, and rest. Its curatorial premise is 
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especially important here: it proposes that incorporating states of debility, disability, and rest into social life, 

particularly through their temporalities, can resist forms of oppression (EFA Project Space, 2017). The 

Bemis iteration describes the project’s time as “non-compliant”: dragging on, circling back, refusing the 

strictures of the workweek and compulsory able-bodiedness, and demanding forms of care that exceed the 

nuclear family (Bemis Center for Contemporary Arts, 2018). Read alongside Kafer’s account of “crip futurity” 

(2013) and Freeman’s concept of “chrononormativity” (2010), sleepy time is not merely slower time; it 

contests the temporal order that decides which bodies are “on time,” useful, capable, or worth 

accommodating. 

This crip-temporal framework also returns the article to feminist social reproduction. Uneven patterns of 

insomnia are inseparable from the unpaid and feminised work of cooking, cleaning, caring, emotional 

management, and maintaining the daily conditions of life. As Federici argues, such labour functions as the 

hidden infrastructure of capitalist accumulation by reproducing workers’ bodies and capacities (2012, pp. 

15–22). Many women, feminised caregivers, disabled people, and precarious workers live in the time of 

others: waking earlier, sleeping later, remaining interruptible, and absorbing needs that cannot be deferred. 

Sleep is fragmented not only by speed or stimulation, but by responsibility, vigilance, and the unequal 

distribution of care. The works and practices discussed in this section politicise precisely this affective 

burden: The Nap Ministry contests guilt and shame by insisting that rest need not be earned; Black Power 

Naps turns rest into a reparative and institutional claim against racialised deprivation; Sick Time, Sleepy 

Time, Crip Time refuses the fantasy that the good body is the body that keeps up. 

At the same time, the limits of such interventions should remain visible. As Salmenniemi (2026) argues, 

restorative practices can become sites of resistance while remaining structurally constrained and easily 

reabsorbed. A nap may interrupt a norm, but it does not in itself redistribute labour, housing, care, 

healthcare, safety, or time. Sleep as refusal is therefore best understood as a threshold rather than a 

complete political programme. That threshold nonetheless matters. If poor sleep is unequally distributed, 

then sleep is not only a matter of wellness but of justice. If vigilance and availability are rewarded while 

exhaustion is privatised, then sleep is also a matter of political language. And if certain bodies are 

permitted to rest while others are exposed, policed, or denied the conditions of sleep, then sleep is a matter 

of power. 

Conclusion 
Sleep is often cast as the opposite of politics: private, mute, biological, and necessary. This article has 

argued otherwise. Sleep is a condition of bodily restoration, but it is also a socially organised, affectively 

governed, and unequally distributed practice. Under 24/7 capitalism, its political charge lies not simply in 
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the fact that it takes time away from work, consumption, or communication, but in the way it suspends 

availability. To sleep is to become temporarily unresponsive; to rest is to interrupt, however briefly, the 

demand to remain alert, legible, productive, and reachable. 

The article has approached sleep as a managed limit: a bodily limit that cannot be infinitely extended 

without collapse, yet one increasingly administered through optimisation, customisation, self-tracking, 

wellness, and recovery-for-work. This is where the affective politics of sleep becomes crucial. Guilt about 

stopping, anxiety about falling behind, shame attached to fatigue, pride in optimisation, and disappointment 

before a sleep score are part of the way 24/7 capitalism teaches subjects to evaluate their own exhaustion. 

The artworks and exhibitionary practices discussed here make this affective infrastructure visible. Across 

them, sleep appears as exposure, capture, and refusal: exposed to judgement through consumer, museum, 

and autobiographical spaces; captured through signal, expertise, data, and managed recovery; and 

reclaimed as collective care, racial justice, crip temporality, and refusal of compulsory availability. 

The central distinction, then, is not simply between sleeping and waking. It is between ways of organising 

sleep, rest, and withdrawal that reproduce labour more efficiently and ways of staging them that expose, 

interrupt, or contest the demand that life remain permanently available to work, consumption, 

communication, and self-optimisation. Sleep can be captured, scored, medicalised, aestheticised, or 

returned to productivity as managed recovery. Yet it also remains one of the places where capture is felt as 

a strain. 

This does not make sleep a political solution in itself. A nap does not redistribute labour, housing, care, 

healthcare, safety, or time. Rest can be commodified, institutionalised, moralised, and reabsorbed. But 

precisely for this reason, sleep is a powerful critical site. If poor sleep is unevenly distributed, then sleep is 

a matter of justice. If exhaustion is privatised as failure, then sleep is a matter of political language. And if 

rest can be reclaimed as care, refusal, or collective entitlement, then sleep is not outside politics. It is one 

fragile threshold through which the affective tempo of the present can be made visible, questioned, and 

momentarily refused. 
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