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“Sleep sank them lower than the tide of dreams:” Sleep as  

Female Vulnerability in Victorian Literature 

“I like Aurora, 'Sleeping Beauty,' because she's just sleeping and looking pretty and 

waiting for boys to come kiss her. Sounds like a good life - lots of naps and cute boys fighting 

dragons to come kiss you.” Ariana Grande’s words here would likely be met by many Victorian 

writers with rebukes of “it’s not what Aurora is doing that matters, but what her sleep leaves her 

waiting for.” The struggle between the agency and vulnerability of women in Victorian literature 

is prominent in a large variety of work, so much so that it could said to be a main theme of its 

own “fallen woman genre.” Naturally, most fallen woman narratives require the heroine to be 

vulnerable in some regard, or at some time, in order for her to be a sympathetic character. 

Without outside forces leading a woman to fallenness, the character would be fallen of their own 

volition, thereby making them a character difficult to redeem within a narrative. 

With this in mind, the focus of this paper centers on what some Victorian writers appear 

to use as a cue for this vulnerability which leads to fallenness: Sleep. In fallen woman literature, 

sleep is used largely as a cue for times when young women are most vulnerable to exploitation, 

particularly sexual exploitation, but also economic exploitation, spiritual exploitation, and 

political exploitation.. In exploring this thesis, this paper will utilize the writing of several 

scholars who study the Victorian period as well as three primary texts unique to this paper’s 

argument: Tess of the d’Urbervilles  by Thomas Hardy and Ruth  by Elizabeth Gaskell. 
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Before delving into the argument of this paper, it should be noted where this argument 

positions itself with regard to other academic writing on similar subjects. Karen Strovas, in 

particular, provides a compelling dissertation on the subject with a specific thesis of “women’s 

sleep appears as different from men’s sleep in novels of the Victorian period from Jane Eyre to 

Dracula in that it signifies an inevitable and specific type of powerlessness, loss, or weakness for 

women and not for men” (Strovas 2). While Strovas touches upon the genre of fallen literature 

and establishes sleep as a significant shift in power for women as well as a reflection of the 

sleeping woman’s overall health, this argument aims to hone in specifically on the different ways 

by which the trope indicates specific exploitation , and what manners of exploitation are cued by 

this trope of sleeping women. So, while Strovas provides an excellent framework through which 

a more in-depth examination of sleep imagery can be gleaned, this paper will extend such ideas 

to a more specific thesis than that which Strovas provides. 

To introduce the general premise of this paper’s argument, one would best look to 

Hardy’s Tess of the d’Urbervilles  for insight. At the end of the first phase (The Maiden) of 

Thomas Hardy’s Tess of the d’Urbervilles,  the titular heroine Tess loses her title of maiden at the 

action of Alec d’Urberville. Tess’ rape continues to plague her future throughout the rest of the 

novel, but for a period, her domestic life seems to find potential in her meeting Angel. While 

Angel eventually proves to be no fantastic partner for Tess over the course of the novel, the love 

Angel holds for Tess is portrayed in a much more positive way than Alec’s obsession with Tess. 

Regardless of the specifics of how Angel treats Tess, Angel is definitely set up to be a character 

who is foil to Alec. Despite this, there are many of the same issues (and allusions  to the issues) 

of consent present in Angel’s approaching of Tess as there are in Alec’s approaching of Tess. 



 
 

Novak 3 

Furthermore, as is most important for this argument, both  instances prominently feature the 

character of Tess coming close to or falling victim to a state of sleep. 

In the aforementioned scene in which Tess is raped by Alec, it is important to note that 

Tess is unable to provide consent or state her rejection because of the fact that she is asleep. 

Hardy makes very clear in this passage that Tess is distraught from the events of the day (“upon 

her eyelashes there lingered tears”), unconscious (“she was sleeping soundly”), and unresponsive 

(“there was no answer” to Alec’s calling her name) (Hardy XI). There is no doubt here that Tess’ 

consent is impossible on several different levels of consciousness: emotional, physical, and 

practical. 

However, interestingly enough, despite Tess’ apparent enthusiasm and mutual love for 

Angel, Hardy alludes back to the prospect of Tess sleeping when she is forced to either give or 

reject consent to the prospect of marrying Angel. For example, on the day when Angel returns to 

the farm and eventually proposes, he first finds Tess in a very unresponsive state. In fact, as Tess 

walks downstairs to the same room where Angel is, it’s noted that she “had not heard him enter, 

and hardly realized his presence there” (XXVII). Tess then shows several physical signs of 

sleepiness, like her “yawning,” her “face...flushed with sleep,” and her “eyelids” which were 

drooping on face.  

Later on in the same chapter and the same day, closer to when Alec makes the proposal, 

Tess is still demonstrably shown to be not fully awake. The novel notes that she “was in a dream 

wherein familiar objects appeared as having light and shade and position, but no particular 

outline,” alluding to the state of sleep by referencing her dreaming (XXVII). The sentence 

immediately following this only further complicates issues of consent in the relationship: “the 

ardour of his affection being so palpable that she seemed to flinch under it like a plant in too 
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burning a sun.” The imagery here of a flinching plant that is unable to withstand a great force 

regardless of its will is very strange given the apparent goodness of the relationship. Moreso, the 

inclusion of this line helps to inform her tiredness; that is, Tess’ dreamlike state is not necessarily 

one that is safe for her to be in with her current situation. 

For the argument put forth in this paper, the point of examining these passages is simple: 

Hardy uses imagery regarding sleep and consciousness in two separate instances that require 

Tess to grapple with sexual consent. In the first of which, Tess’ vulnerability through her sleep is 

immediately obvious. However, in the second, the vulnerability Tess exhibits through her 

sleepiness is not immediately apparent, and only becomes dangerous when one considers the 

gravity of the imagery that Hardy provides in this scene. 

 With this introductory exploration out of the way, more specific nuances of this usage 

can be explored in the primary texts that inform this analysis. As stated earlier, one such form of 

vulnerability that is evident beyond the sexual vulnerability exhibited by Tess is economic 

vulnerability. In this regard, Elizabeth Gaskell’s fallen woman novel Ruth  provides a great deal 

of insight in the first chapters alone. So many cues of the girls working for Mrs. Mason being 

tired are seen here that it would be nigh impossible for one to neglect the prominence of the 

image. For example, the very first sentence the reader is introduced to the title character, Ruth 

Hilton, they are told that she was walking “wearily” (Gaskell I). In the same paragraph, Gaskell 

introduces a group of girls who are in a position very like Ruth’s own. In so doing, she 

frequently refers back to how sleepy the girls are. For example, Gaskell writes describes the girls 

initially with “more than a dozen girls still sat in the room into which Ruth entered, stitching 

away as if for very life, not daring to gape, or show any outward manifestation of sleepiness” (I). 

The fact that these young girls are generally orphans under Mrs. Mason’s care is fruitful 
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information for an examination of domestic politics, as any narrative’s use of the orphan figure 

often is (Cunningham 737). Several further events and language seen in this first chapter further 

establish just how fatigued the girls under Mrs. Mason were. One notable instance is when 

Gaskell writes that “[Ruth] was crying in her sleep as if her heart would break. Such agitated 

slumber could be no rest” (I). This instance harkens back to the Victorian trope established by 

Strovas that the health of a woman can be measured by the health of her sleep. 

All of these instances of sleep and tiredness seen in Ruth ’s first chapter could simply be 

chalked up to an establishment of setting upon first glance, an analysis which would leave the 

passage mostly fruitless for the argument of this paper. However, this interpretation is 

contradicted by the way Gaskell portrays another character: Mrs. Mason herself. That is, Mrs. 

Mason is said to have “worked away as hard as any of them” but is also never shown to be tired 

as the rest of them are in the chapter. By Gaskell’s portrayal, the reader is to believe that this is 

not only because Mrs. Mason is older and hardier than her girls are, but also because “the gains 

[of the endeavour] were hers” (I). This leaves the argument at hand with two figures to work 

from in Ruth’ s introduction: the tired, unpaid girls and the tireless, profiteering Mrs. Mason. 

Furthermore, Ruth herself provides evidence that doesn’t simply indicate that the girls are tired 

and vulnerable as a result  of their exploitation, but rather that the girls are exploited as a result of 

their tiredness. That is, Ruth is shown through lines like her aforementioned agitated sleep that 

she is very emotionally fatigued even without considering the huge amount of work she’s been 

expected to complete. 

However, the economic analysis of these passages does not stop with the characters 

themselves. The very setting Gaskell puts forth indicates issues of socioeconomic distress in the 
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beginning of Ruth . On this subject, the very first paragraphs of the aforementioned chapter are 

well analyzed by Mary Kuhlman: 

Perhaps Gaskell also implies a middle class criticism of aristocracy: the historic 

despoiling of the town is blamed on the great landowners, “names of power in that 

district” who “have sold their residences in the county-town fifty years ago” (2). As the 

neglect by landed gentry or aristocrats signifies the death of feudal ideals of responsible 

patronage, Fordham in Ruth  signifies not only romantic historicism, but also the harsh 

realities of contemporary life for an orphaned apprentice seamstress. Traditional values of 

past communities have failed, at least for Ruth and the other apprentices living “a 

deadened sense of life” (10) under the control of a Victorian woman “adept in that 

species of sophistry with which people persuade themselves that what they wish to do is 

right” (8). (Kuhlman 36-37).  

Kuhlman’s analysis here posits the Gaskell’s Fordham as an exploited and fatigued version of 

the beautiful Gothic and Italianate version of Victorian architecture that “Gaskell and her 

contemporaries preferred” (36). With this paper’s focus of sleep, this insight alongside the 

evidence provided by the characters of Ruth’ s first chapter leads to a myriad of connections 

between imagery of sleep and themes of vulnerability and exploitation. 

Another way by which the trope of sleeping women is utilized in Victorian literature can 

be seen played with is through an examination of the legal/political situations which these 

sleeping women navigate. On this subject, we turn again to our primary text of Tess of the 

d’Urbervilles  for evidence. Near the very end of the novel, after Tess has killed Alec and is 

about to be captured by the state, Hardy writes: 
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When [the officers] saw where she lay, which they had not done till then, they showed no 

objection, and stood watching her, as still as the pillars around. He went to the stone and 

bent over her, holding one poor little hand; her breathing now was quick and small, like 

that of a lesser creature than a woman. All waited in the growing light, their faces and 

hands as if they were silvered, the remainder of their figures dark, the stones glistening 

green-gray, the Plain still a mass of shade. Soon the light was strong, and a ray shone 

upon her unconscious form, peering under her eyelids and waking her. (Hardy LVIII) 

This passage being the ultimate scene of the story that seals Tess’ fate to execution, a reader 

might expect that Tess would be involved in its proceedings to at least some extent. However, 

before her awakening, it is only Angel that initially attempts to find a way for he and Tess to 

escape. When the men who have come for Tess come upon him, he then quickly becomes the 

one to vouch for the sleeping Tess’ on her behalf. To read this symbolically, the reader is left 

with a woman whose standing with the state is completely vulnerable to the work that the men 

around her are doing while she is left asleep. Furthermore, as mentioned in the block quote from 

Tess of the d’Urbervilles  provided above, none of the officers who came to seize Tess even 

looked around the room for Tess herself until Angel had requested that they let her sleep. For the 

officers, the actual body of Tess, their target, is entirely secondary to their discourse with the 

man before them, a deduction that doubles down just how vulnerable and insignificant Tess is in 

this passage. 

The way that Tess’ sleeping figure is important only through the way she is deliberated 

and discussed by the men is something that may be informed by the way women were treated in 

the legal system of Victorian society. Kristin Brandser puts forth that, around the Victorian era, 

feminist authors like Mary Wollstonecraft were becoming increasingly savvy about the way they 
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dealt with a “patriarchal” legal system that often justified its treatment of women with the 

self-authorized and self-discovered idea that its justice represented “truth” (Brandser 1-2). Often 

times, Brandser writes, the narratives put forth in Victorian novels that focus on women's issues 

would use “women’s stories [in order] to call into question the law’s version of reality or its 

‘truth’” (2). Combining this insight with our previous analysis of Tess’ arrest scene from Tess of 

the d’Urbervilles , Tess’ slumber can then be seen as a reflection of the way that the law’s “truth” 

ignores the real lives of women, and could be a metaphorical representation of women's role in 

the legal system of the time. 

Having examined the ways by which sleep, tiredness, and consciousness are utilized as 

tools to indicate female vulnerability to sexual, economic, and political exploitation so far in this 

paper, we can return to Ruth  in order to see one final way by which women are rendered 

vulnerable by their sleep: spirituality. The following passage from Ruth  comes shortly after 

Ruth’s presumed “fall” from her sexual indiscretions with Mr. Bellingham in the novel: 

She was worn out with watching, and exhausted by passionate crying, and she lay down 

on the bed and fell asleep. The day passed on; she slumbered unnoticed and unregarded; 

she awoke late in the evening with a sense of having done wrong in sleeping so long; the 

strain upon her responsibility had not yet left her. Twilight was closing fast around; she 

waited until it had become night, and then she stole down to Mrs Morgan's parlour. 

(Gaskell VII) 

 Here, Ruth’s lack of guidance in this moment and lack of occupation (like the occupation which 

she would have had at Mrs. Mason’s) leave her in a state of spiritual vulnerability in which she is 

prone to a “sense of having done wrong” in her idling. Shortly after this scene in the novel, 

Ruth’s lack of guidance turns into an attempt at suicide, which is stopped by her soon-to-be 
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spiritual guide, Mr. Benson. For our interpretation of the scene, Ruth’s apparently long slumber 

seems to allude to the same general vulnerability that led to her sexual exploitation at the hands 

of Mr. Bellingham, but in this passage it more specifically accompanies the blurring of Ruth’s 

spirituality; that is, in this moment, Ruth is subject to her “sense of having done” wrong because 

of her muddled sense of spirituality. 

While the trope of slumber/limited consciousness as it relates to female vulnerability has 

been explored in four different regards up to this point in the argument, work from another 

scholar who studies the Victorian period complicates my thesis to some extent. That is, Kristina 

Aikens’ dissertation explores the ways by which Victorian literature portrays a gender gap of 

consciousness between men and women, not unlike this argument. However, Aikens’ 

observations have led her to the following argument:  

While Victorian depictions of male drug use tend to follow the narrative we generally tell 

ourselves today about drugs—that the user quickly becomes addicted, perpetrating acts of 

destruction to self or others in service to the addiction—Victorian representations of 

female drug use tell a much different story. I argue here that the figure of the opiate in 

Victorian literature serves as a catalyst for female characters to explore agency and to 

veer away, if perhaps only temporarily, from her conventional trajectory toward marriage 

and motherhood. (Aikens 4) 

Upon first glance, Aiken’s findings seem directly opposed to my own. While I have posited that 

the gender gap in consciousness politics leans towards fallenness for women  and agency for men , 

Aiken’s exploration of drugs indicates exactly the opposite: fallenness for men  and agency for 

women . However, soon after posing this argument, Aikens also introduces what special role 

drugs play in this role. That is, as Aikens writes, “the threat [of opiates] here is not the loss of the 
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self, but rather the discovery of a self that could destroy, or at least disrupt, a patriarchal society 

that wants to keep women in a fixed location and role” (4). In other words, opiates within 

English society of the Victorian period represented a threat of inversion  of gender roles, and the 

way that tropes of consciousness and vulnerability are played with are simply an extension of 

this gendered inversion. This conclusion is further informed by Roger Platizky’s work, who 

noted that, while many male authors of the Victorian period, like Tennyson, had a notable 

aversion to even being associated with illicit opium usage, Elizabeth Gaskell had a particular 

fondness of the drug, even referring to it as “mother’s mercy” (Platizky 209-10). In this regard, 

Aikens helps to further inform the overall argument of this paper, not detract from it. 

Overall, as explored within this argument, the trope of the sleeping woman in fallen 

woman literature serves as a cue for exploitation at the hands of several different forces that 

would have been common topics of contention in much Victorian literature. One such force that 

serves as the possibly obvious centerpiece of this argument is sexual exploitation. However, 

through an examination of work by Thomas Hardy and Elizabeth Gaskell, we have gleaned 

several other ways that the sleeping woman is invoked to indicate some form of vulnerability, be 

it economic, political/legal, or spiritual. To return back to the “Sleeping Beauty” archetype that 

began this argument, it’s not the sleep itself that indicates ailment for the women of many 

Victorian novels, but rather what may await them with the kiss that wakes them up.  
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