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Abstract





Privatising sleep: Bodies, beds and civility in Victorian Britain





The aim of this paper is to examine the spatial ordering and patterning of sleeping bodies in Victorian Britain across a range of institutions: prisons, hospitals, barracks, working-class dwellings and common lodging houses (what we might call today hostels). The broad narrative it sketches and seeks to explore is one of privatisation: of the progressive breaking-up, distribution and sequestration of dormant bodies. As this story reveals, the history of sleep during this time cannot be understood outside the emergence and subsequent conflation of a variety of ideas concerning, amongst other things, the corrective agency of space, the respiratory requirements of the normal human body, the naturalness and integrity of the nuclear family, and the social as a locus of an all-encompassing, though manipulable, moral energy. This in turn suggests another important context within which the history of sleep must be placed: namely, the provision of built forms and technologies - particularly sanitary technologies such as toilets and baths - designed to individuate the subject as both a moral and a physical agent. In conclusion, it is suggested that the privatisation of dormant bodies during the Victorian period intersects with two related, though nonetheless distinct, stories regarding the making of modern society: on the one hand, Foucault’s narrative concerning the realisation of a disciplinary society; and on the other, Elias’s “civilising process” and the diffusion of a greater sense of propriety with regard to one’s own and others’ bodies.












































