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For Devora, Isaac, Sophie—
and Pepper, goddess of the nap
















Wild nights—Wild nights!


Were I with thee


Wild nights should be


Our luxury!


Futile—the winds—


To a Heart in port—


Done with the Compass—


Done with the Chart!


Rowing in Eden—


Ah—the Sea!


Might I but moor—tonight—


In thee!


—Emily Dickinson





In wildness is the preservation of the world.


—Henry David Thoreau















INTRODUCTION



The Gates of Sleep


Sleep is both a universal need and a freely available resource for all societies and even species. So why is it the source of frustration for so many people today? Why do we spend so much time trying to manage it and medicate it, and training ourselves—and our children—how to do it correctly? And why do so many of us feel that, despite all our efforts to tame our sleep, it’s fundamentally beyond our control?


The answers have more to do with the world we’ve built for ourselves over time—and the strangely restrictive place within it that we’ve reserved for sleep—than with any deficiency in our bodies. Our culture prides itself on variety and choice: what we buy, how we vote, what we eat, what we believe, whom we love, and how we lead our lives are all supposed to be matters of individual inclination—at least for those who can afford to choose. And yet of all the major daily human activities in much of North America and Europe, and increasingly elsewhere in the world, the topic of sleep inspires a numbing conformity to a one-size-fits-all standard-issue package. Sleeping in one straight shot through the night—“consolidated” sleep—has become a near-universal expectation, even for those whose bodies and minds seem naturally inclined to shut down and switch back on differently. Would-be sleepers are encouraged to develop rigid bedtime routines, regardless of season or setting. Sleep is supposed to occur in a private and almost neurotically sealed space, with, at most, two consenting adults sharing a bed. Children are to be trained from a very early age to reproduce these features of “normal” sleep, and we insist that they do so in isolation from adults. Should any of us fail to achieve the expected results, we call our sleep disordered and resort to medication or reprogramming, or we just resign ourselves to feeling miserable.


What is strangest about these expectations and social rules is that for all their power today, at most times and in most places in human history, practically no one followed any of them. And we now cling to them neurotically even as our world throws up new challenges to regular sleep: “flexible” work times, distracting and hyperstimulating electronic devices, ever more powerful caffeinated beverages, high-speed travel across time zones, and an unsleeping world of commerce, information, and entertainment that beckons us across the digital highway at every moment. The poor fit between the rules for “normal” sleep and the lives so many of us lead induces a self-perpetuating pattern of worry and micromanagement. Battering our sleep with rules, training manuals, rituals, and commercial sleep products like anti-snoring pillows and memory foam mattresses only leads us to be more intolerant of small changes to routine and environment, creating a society of fussy, stressed-out sleepers. And for those who, for reasons of biology or circumstance, can’t sleep by the rules, the consequences are worse.


That is because, like all rules, the ones that govern sleep create conflicts: between the body and the mind, between bodies and the sleeping environment, and among social groups who are differently affected by the rules. For those who can’t adapt to the rules, those who refuse, or those who are denied the time and space to sleep normally, sleep becomes an ordeal. These conflicts, in a sense, are as much the source of our current sleep troubles as purely medical issues are. Or rather, by some strange alchemy, the social and psychological problems created by our attempts to define and enforce what is normal are often interpreted as medical problems.
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On a sultry night in New Orleans in late August 2005, I found myself unwillingly enrolled in a crash course on both the tenacity and the fragility of the rules that govern sleep. On that night, my wife, Devora, and I packed up our car with suitcases, some books, snacks, CDs, and toys for the kids, then caught a few hours of sleep before heading out at four in the morning. Like virtually everyone else who had a car, enough money to reserve hotel space, and no serious physical infirmities or essential obligations in the city, we were taking part in a mass exodus. Hurricane Katrina was bearing down, and suddenly we were rudely cast outside the gates of normal sleep, trying to find our way back in.


Yet we were fortunate. Our two children were young enough not to be overly anxious about the storm—for them it was an adventure. We had a car and some money in the bank. We had devoted family and friends far from the storm’s path who were ready to help in whatever way they could. I had professional connections to people who could help me get back on my feet if disaster struck. But what we thought most about in the hours leading up to our evacuation was where we would sleep.


Shelter is an obvious human need, one that grows most intense during slumber. Our defenses are down, our responsiveness to stimuli dramatically reduced, and our need for protection therefore increased. Every species has a way of dealing with this vulnerability: ducks sleep in a row, with the ones on the edge keeping an outer eye open; dolphins and some whales sleep with only half the brain at a time; and the sleeping parrot fish secretes a packet of foul-tasting slime around its body to ward off predators. Human defenses against the vulnerability of sleep have involved more complicated controls: caves at first, but now locked homes, alarm and surveillance systems, and police to protect against threats to physical safety along with a host of sanitary measures to make sleep restorative rather than unhealthful. Many of these defenses broke down during Hurricane Katrina, as the mad scramble for shelter made clear to everyone. With some effort capped by a grueling slow-motion highway exodus, those with enough resources could find safe sleep; those who lacked them found wretched sleeping conditions in the New Orleans Superdome or the Convention Center, where heat, hunger, noise, stench, and fear made sleep all but impossible.


The need to find safe sleeping accommodations made our trek understandable, even inevitable. But much of our effort went toward something else, toward fulfilling a “need” that was culturally conditioned rather than biologically dictated: Devora and I were intent on finding a hotel spread out of harm’s way that would allow the kids their own sleeping spaces apart from their parents and from each other. Part of this desire was rational: we wanted a space large enough that we could shelter the kids from our own anxious conversations. But on another, semiconscious level we simply wanted to re-create, on the fly, the aspects of “normal” sleep that bear most directly on children. Like so many other parents, we had spent countless painful nights trying first one method and then another to teach our children to sleep on their own, apart from us, in one straight shot through the night, at regularly scheduled times. We had achieved the sleep schedule and configuration of a typical middle-class American family, and we didn’t want the storm to put all that effort to waste.


The rules we were trying to uphold have little to do with innate needs; in fact, they would seem strange to most societies across human history. In most times and places, sleep was social, with families, and sometimes even strangers, sharing common sleeping spaces; it was generally distributed in several chunks throughout the day and night; and its duration and patterning varied greatly depending on the season, patterns of natural lighting, the availability of resources, and other environmental cues. Only over the past few hundred years did sleep come to be privatized, packaged into one standard time slot, and removed from nature’s great rhythmic cycles of temperature and light. Wrenching sleep out of these patterns, putting it in a box, shutting it off from social life, and making it conform to a set of demands that have little to do with circadian and other natural forces are all hallmarks of modern sleep. As a society, most of us assent to these rules without seeing them as rules but rather as part of nature itself.


Disasters have a way of laying bare all that we take for granted: what we assume is normal, natural, or even necessary suddenly appears to be a flimsy construction, part of our desire to maintain a particular way of life rather than a requirement for maintaining life itself. Surveying a scene of Katrina evacuees huddled on the floor in a Houston arena, former First Lady Barbara Bush, the mother of President George W. Bush, cast the evacuees’ abnormal sleeping arrangements as natural—for them: “So many of the people in the arena here, you know, were underprivileged anyway. So this is working out very well for them.” The rules, it seems, apply only to us. For the comfortable and the privileged, the obsession with maintaining the rules defining normal sleep is more about securing a place in the established social order than about basic physical well-being. Bush’s comments were part of a centuries-long script in which those who can control their own sleeping conditions define what a proper, civilized way of life is supposed to look like, in part by distinguishing their own sleep from that of the uncivilized and the downtrodden.


Except that the rules don’t seem to be working very well, even for those who can afford to play by them, and even when they aren’t disrupted by disasters. A significant part of the contemporary obsession with sleep is the sense that we’re somehow doing it wrong. Despite all of the sleep-related medical, scientific, and technological advances over the past two centuries, and despite the billions of dollars poured into what one journalist called the “sleep-industrial complex”—in the form of pills, mattresses, apps, wearable electronics, self-help books, breathing machines, and even “smart beds” that monitor our every move at night—a nagging culture-wide anxiety that we’re in the midst of a sleep crisis persists. Popular books and magazine articles proclaim a war on sleep; over 2,500 sleep clinics in the United States alone treat millions of patients; and in general the weirdest person at a dinner party is the one who says she sleeps like a baby every night. (Not that babies sleep well.)


But are we sleeping less than our ancestors—or are we just more anxious about it? Attempts to answer this question have been inconclusive, if not contradictory. Twenty percent of American adults responding to a National Sleep Foundation poll reported sleeping less than six hours per night in 2009; about a decade earlier, it had been only 12 percent, indicating a sharp increase. More systematic research published in the journals Sleep and Sleep Medicine Reviews called that finding into question, with two teams of researchers concluding that there had been little change in average sleep duration over recent decades.


The lack of clear consensus might lead one to be skeptical of the notion of a raging epidemic of sleep deprivation, especially when one considers the advantages that contemporary, middle-class sleepers have over their ancestors and over less fortunate people worldwide today. Advances in hygiene, fireproofing, policing, and overall standard of living arguably make sound sleep available to a larger number of people than ever before. Labor laws in the most economically dominant nations protect most citizens from the brutal assaults on their circadian rhythms that were common in the peak era of industrialization in the West—and that have now been directed at workers in nations that are trying to catch up to Western economic standards. But whether or not our society is suffering a significant decline in the quantity of sleep, we seem to be experiencing an erosion in the quality of sleep.


This is not to deny the reality of what we medically label “sleep disorders,” the genuine distress they cause, or the efficacy of some of the medical and other solutions we propose for them—far from it. Yet in a time when more than seventy recognized sleep disorders are being treated in thousands of clinics, and billions are spent annually on sleeping pills, we might question what produced all the trouble, and whether our frenzied attempts to tame sleep have made the problem better or worse. The obsessiveness and even panic attending much contemporary discussion of sleep, as well as our frantic and overwrought attempts to tame it and make it play by the rules, correspond to a feeling that sleep simply won’t bend to our collective will, rather than to a quantifiable reduction in sleeping hours across contemporary society. Because sleep is one of the great psychosomatic enterprises—meaning that it’s a physiological state that is powerfully affected by psychological factors—the panic and obsessiveness may well be creating a spike in genuine sleep disorders rather than the other way around.


Media reports of a “sleep crisis” are correct to identify an alarming state of affairs, but by suggesting simply that “we”—usually an economically secure readership—don’t get enough sleep, they misidentify the crisis and so may only feed it. In reality our society is undergoing two sleep crises: a psychological struggle, in which those who live in relative states of comfort try to wrestle their sleep into submission, and a more existential struggle experienced by those who are expected to sleep by the rules of others yet are denied the time, space, and security to do so. What links these two sets of struggles is the growing economization of sleep, a process begun in the industrial revolution and accelerating today. On the one hand, sleep is made to work for profit; on the other, a host of commercial products (from pills to wearable sleep-tracking devices) promise the illusion of sleep on demand.


This book recovers some of sleep’s hidden history—one that leads to our present, sleep-obsessed society, its tacitly accepted rules, and their consequences. It tries to answer the riddle of why, at a time in human history when comfortable and hygienic sleeping conditions are more widely available than ever, and our medical and scientific understanding of sleep’s functions and inner workings has advanced exponentially, sleep has become such a battleground. While doing so, it keeps an eye on the social divisions underlying our rules for standard-issue sleep, as well as the consequences for those who can’t, or won’t, sleep by the rules.


What this book won’t do is tell you the correct, or best, or most natural way to sleep. The search for “natural” sleep patterns, which has preoccupied sleep researchers from the nineteenth century onward, has paradoxically played a role in sleep’s growing disconnection from natural systems. Human sleep patterns are remarkably flexible, which is part of what has allowed our species to flourish in so many different climates and circumstances. This flexibility helps to explain the extreme diversity of sleeping arrangements around the world and through history: some societies nap while some don’t; some sleep in large groups, others more or less alone; some naked, some clothed; some in public, some hidden. Instead of proposing a “new normal”—an idea about sleep that is supposedly the most natural or healthful way to do it—I want to move beyond the idea that there is a correct way to sleep, a single healthy way to sleep, a natural or restorative way to sleep. Instead, this book is a testament to sleep’s amazing diversity—and an account of how that diversity has become restricted in a way that disadvantages certain sleepers: those whose bodies seem to be wired to sleep differently, or who lack the resources and amenities needed to sleep “normally.”


Wild Nights explains how we inherited rules that put extreme pressure on sleep, the impact these rules and our frantic responses to them have had on different groups of people through history (especially over the past two hundred years or so), and—following historical trajectories forward—the future versions of sleep that might be emerging.
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Although there is no single historical cause for the contemporary obsession with taming sleep, its thickest roots—especially in North America and Europe—reach back to the massive changes in technology and the organization of labor that took place in the late eighteenth and especially the nineteenth centuries. Taken together, these developments fundamentally altered the human experience of time and expectations for how bodies should move through it.


What we now think of as “time” is largely an invention of the industrial age. Factories and the economic system that grew around them in the nineteenth century depended on disconnecting workers’ sense of time from the natural rhythms of day changing into night and season into season. Instead of waking more or less when the sun rose and dropping off not long after it set, sleeping more in the lean winter months and less in harvest times, and punctuating their days with naps, workers had to learn to rise consistently to the sound of a factory bell and organize their downtime accordingly. Schedules for travel, school, and commerce followed these industrial patterns of uniform clock time: a time newly homogeneous across season, region, or profession. When employers demanded too much of the workers’ time, depriving them of adequate sleep, the workers advocated for sleep that was more standardized, rather than less. What they pictured was a time that was reserved exclusively for sleep, a time both demanded by industry and made impossible by it. The eight-hour ideal as we know it is largely a result of this push and pull between management and labor.


In order for the system to work, with workers getting to the factory floor at the appropriate time, so that the factories could be productive throughout the year, sleep had to be subjected to increasing levels of control. For this to happen, sleep had to be understood as a medical issue that could be empirically observed, manipulated, and corrected. Much of the biomedical research into sleep from the late nineteenth century until the present day has been underwritten by businesses with an interest in understanding how to manipulate or exploit body rhythms to make workers more efficient—as well as by the military, which wants to create armies of flexibly alert fighters. Sleep science emerged as a profound response to the industrial age, in which the rhythms of daily life came unstuck from the internal rhythms of workers, and experts were needed to understand what was happening in order to repair the damage.


This industrial manipulation of time was intensified by the spread of electricity and powerful artificial lighting, from the widespread use of gaslight early in the nineteenth century to electric lighting at the turn of the twentieth—and now the ubiquitous flood of blue light emanating from electronic screens. Historians and anthropologists, as well as many scientific sleep researchers, have begun to explore the profound effects of artificial lighting and the electrification of domestic spaces on sleep patterns. Even today, most societies that have not experienced the widespread introduction of electricity into homes tend to distribute sleep in several segments throughout the day and night; yet in Western Europe and North America, across the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, packaging one’s sleep in one bundle quickly became the norm. Historian Roger Ekirch’s influential argument is that before the industrial age, most societies practiced “segmented sleep” at night, in which sleep came in two installments, with an interval of quiet wakefulness. As powerful new light sources pushed back the boundaries of night, however, people were induced to stay up later, pushing the first installment of sleep forward until that interval was lost. Sleep now had to be stuffed into one package. This novel arrangement put extreme pressure on those whose circadian rhythms simply couldn’t adapt to this historically novel expectation, leading to a spike in medical complaints about poor sleeping.


Industrialization, powerful lighting, and electrification also brought with them a parade of gadgets and devices with which nineteenth- and twentieth-century westerners could amuse themselves, increasingly with little regard for time of day. We are all familiar with the inducements to fall into social media and streamed entertainments well past bedtime; but people have been complaining about being tempted to keep unseasonable hours since cities and homes were first lit up by gaslight in the late eighteenth century. Reading a book or magazine at night, listening to a phonograph or viewing a magic lantern or stereograph, or even walking down a well-lit street to a tavern or theater: these quaint-sounding activities hardly seem like disruptive forces today, but they were as novel and (over)stimulating for many in the nineteenth century as surfing the Web was at the turn of the twenty-first. And just as the Internet seems to overwhelm our circuits with its constant news feeds and status updates, so nineteenth-century Americans and Europeans complained about the ubiquity of a news cycle driven by telegraphy, cheap print, and rapid delivery via trains and canals. Information overload has been connected to sleep loss for centuries.


Electricity and artificial light also affected the spatial arrangements associated with sleep, especially within middle-class families, which were acquiring larger and more autonomous homes as industrial wealth spread through society in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The key development—so obvious that many of us can barely see it as anything other than natural—was the spatial separation of parents or other adult caretakers from children throughout the night. Why, given that virtually no society anywhere before the nineteenth-century West insisted on children sleeping alone, did this bizarre ideal take hold? One factor is that parents, given access to new entertainment technologies in the home, wanted a space of their own to stay up late once children went to bed.


The deeper issue was their society’s emphasis on privacy, a value that is most dear at night. The sociologist Norbert Elias argued in 1939 that for bourgeois European families, sleeping in private, out of view of others, became a hallmark of “civilization” across the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. As with other manners, one needed to be taught how to do this from an early age. Accordingly, each child had to be trained to go to bed in his or her own room and stay there through the night. And so the child’s bed became a central training ground for a society of sturdy, solitary sleepers—people who attended to their bodily needs out of view of others. As I explain in Chapter Five, sleep dogma—reinforced across the nineteenth and twentieth centuries by health reformers, psychologists, and pediatricians—promoted the idea of consolidated nighttime sleep for children in their own rooms: a very weird arrangement by historical and cross-cultural measures. The goal was the creation of hearty, autonomous, self-willed adults who could march off confidently into the workforce, in full possession of their powers to sleep and wake when instructed, and careful not to let themselves drop off in public. But as any parent can attest, no young child wants to sleep alone through the night: most have to be trained according to a very strict routine. The expectation for solitary childhood sleep thus has tended to produce finicky young sleepers who are easily disturbed by changes in routine or environment: the snoring of others, ticking sounds in the wall, fluctuations in temperature, the wrong firmness of mattress or pillow, the absence of a favorite stuffed animal, and the like. Enforced solitary sleep for children, then, likely fed a culture-wide obsessiveness about sleep, magnifying problems that might not seem so bad in other times and places.


Learning to sleep “normally” means being trained to sleep by the rules of this system as a child, then outfitting yourself with enough space and gear to reproduce it when you’re an adult. Those who can’t pay their way into normal sleep are left outside the gates, scrambling through odd jobs, undiagnosed health problems, and vulnerable nighttime conditions in which restful slumber is almost unthinkable. And those who, by virtue of inclination or cultural background, sleep differently come to be regarded as backward or even perverse. The sociologist Elias’s observation that Europeans defined themselves as civilized in part by doing their sleeping in private also implied that non-Europeans whose sleep did not conform to this standard were defined as “other,” somehow primitive or in need of reform; this judgment also applied to Europeans who couldn’t afford to do all of their sleeping in private. Scenes of naked “savages” lying on communal sleeping mats (similar to those primarily black and brown bodies that Barbara Bush saw sprawled out after Katrina), African slaves bundled in the holds of slave ships, or poor urban whites sleeping ten or twelve to a room in rickety tenements came to represent all that an ideal white European or American should not be. Accordingly, health reformers and moralizers set about convincing the laboring classes to sleep more privately—as did missionaries and colonial authorities in places where European and American power extended its reach.


And so, in the industrial age, sleeping became subject to novel demands that put pressure on sleep’s rhythms, environments, and configurations. The pressures are felt in different ways by different groups—young, old, rich, poor, black, white, female, male—but we’ve all been dealing with the fallout from the invention of normal sleep in the nineteenth century ever since.
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Few people leave detailed records of their sleeping habits and perceptions of sleep; fewer still are attuned to how sleep responds to social change. And so finding first-person accounts of sleep’s historical transformation seemed a difficult task. What did it feel like to live through the changes that created modern sleep, to have one’s body pushed and pulled by new demands and new distractions, to experience the loss of social sleep, to sense the rhythms of industrial life supplanting those of nature, to be woken by factory bells and train whistles rather than by one’s own circadian rhythms or birdcall or sunlight or some elemental need, to be jolted into consciousness by powerful doses of caffeine rather than by the sensations of morning doing what it will to your body?


But seek, and ye shall find: as I was beginning to sketch out my ideas for a history of sleep, I had the good fortune to assign Henry David Thoreau’s Walden to my undergraduate students as part of a survey of American literature. I was astonished to find that in all my years of reading and teaching that book, I had completely missed a major concern that was lying right on the surface of the text, in virtually every chapter—something that seemed not only to open a window onto Thoreau’s time and place, but to provide a fascinating perspective on my own.


I now found in Walden an astonishing record of the conflict between natural and artificial rhythms, between human bodies and the industrialized world they were supposed to inhabit. From the first chapter onward, sleeping and waking on one’s own schedule is one of Thoreau’s great preoccupations. Finding one’s own rhythm—or, as he put it, marching to the beat of a different drummer—is one of the rewards to be sought in nature and an essential part of liberating oneself from social expectations and economic indebtedness. “You could sit up as late as you pleased,” he rhapsodized about life in his cabin in the woods, “and, whenever you got up, go abroad without any landlord or house-lord dogging you for rent.” The last lines of the book have often been read metaphorically, as a call to higher consciousness; but they are, literally, also a summons to his readers to do what they need to wake up: “Only that day dawns to which we are awake. There is more day to dawn. The sun is but a morning star.” The morning star, in Thoreau’s imagination, was something like what the North Star was to runaway slaves: both a compass and a beacon of freedom. But one could only follow it if one was fully alert and fully rested. Certainly the book is meant as an inspiration to renounce materialism, to forswear war and brutality, to live life by one’s own principles, and to better understand nature. But in addition, all of Walden, it suddenly seemed to me, could be read as the efforts of an exhausted man to wake up, to understand why he and his countrymen could never fully be rested, and to inspire the kinds of changes that would be necessary for his society to achieve alert wakefulness. In a sense, Thoreau went to Walden Pond to get a good night’s sleep.


Thoreau’s career might seem an unlikely source for understanding how our contemporary sleep troubles began. But in a way, his most famous literary achievement was also a significant record in the history of sleep. In the years leading up to his sojourn in the Concord woods, out of which he produced his masterpiece, Thoreau experienced a set of health and emotional crises that so unstrung him that getting a good night’s sleep became almost impossible. He went off to Walden Pond in order to repair himself as well as to meditate upon the relationship between his own body and nature’s great cycles: the passage of day to night, season to season.


He was also profoundly attentive to the jarring effects of industrial time on his countrymen, the famous “mass of men [who] lead lives of quiet desperation.” In the pages of Walden and other writings, we can find surprising premonitions of our own contemporary sleep troubles: disruptions from sound pollution and sensationalistic 24/7 media; overreliance on caffeine and other artificial stimulation; anxiety about waking on time for work in a technology-driven economy; and the nervous exhaustion that follows from trying to adjust to the hectic pace of the waking world. The book he wrote about his experiences is one of the most profound meditations on time that we have in American literature. It’s also a record of what was happening to time as he and his society experienced it: how it was altered by new technologies such as the railroad, the factory, and the telegraph, and how difficult it was in the frenetic pace of the “restless, nervous, bustling nineteenth century” to truly experience and savor the natural world.


One aspect of the natural world from which Thoreau felt most alienated was his own body, which had fallen out of sync with the great pulsing rhythms he heard and saw all around him at the pond. Recovering his balance, and his rest, on his own time—to the beat of his own drummer—was the subtext of his experiment in the woods. And in the midst of that pursuit, he began to connect his own nervous exhaustion to deeper social problems in the world that he temporarily left behind. Throughout his most famous work, Thoreau portrays his countrymen as permanently unawake, nearly zombified in their subservience to technology and the unnatural rhythms it induces. The reasons for this general somnolence sound surprisingly contemporary: addiction to stimulating substances and entertainments; the frantic pace of commerce and high-speed communications; noise pollution from onrushing trains, the clatter of factories, and the cries of newsboys; overstimulation from the scandals and sensational stories that were delivered by newsmen over the lightning-fast telegraph; the pressure to organize one’s work and travel times on an exacting schedule; and fears of fatigue-related accidents at work or in travel. A century and a half before the first smartphone, Thoreau even saw some of the cultural patterns unfolding that would eventually lead us to reach compulsively for our electronic devices in the middle of the night: “Hardly a man takes a half-hour’s nap after dinner, but when he wakes he holds up his head and asks, ‘What’s the news?’ as if the rest of mankind had stood his sentinels.” In short, Thoreau spoke back to an emerging 24/7 economy addicted to speed, commerce, and communication for its own sake, in which citizens were nonetheless expected to sleep efficiently, soundly, and normally.


Walden is known as a classic of nature writing, and Thoreau’s environmental ethos helps us see that the forces damaging sleep over the past two centuries are the same ones despoiling our ecological system to this day. While shutting down at night is a way of pausing in our depletion of resources, our social expectations for sleep—involving economic imperatives and a desire for privacy—have hidden environmental consequences. Whereas some premodern societies apparently approached a state of human hibernation in winter when less food was available (as I explain in Chapter One), people in most highly technologically developed societies tend to wake as early in the winter as in the summer, thereby increasing both food and energy consumption. We train our children to sleep in separate bedrooms, thereby requiring larger homes with larger carbon footprints. We ingest chemicals to switch off or rev up our brains on a rigid schedule of work and schooling, and then we expel those same chemicals into the water supply. Beyond these phenomena, our sense that we can conquer sleep, tame it, make it conform, relies on the same environmentally devastating mindset that Thoreau decried: an attitude of dominion over nature (including our own bodies) through technology and consumerism. Taming sleep served an industrial society; and that society created unprecedented havoc for the natural world.
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Henry David Thoreau is not the subject of this book so much as its guiding spirit and lead witness. Thoreau has his own chapter—Chapter Two—and makes cameos in a few more; but other writers’ lives and works are central to the stories I tell about human sleep and its changes, too: among them are Marcel Proust, Charlotte Perkins Gilman, Frederick Douglass, Herman Melville, and George Orwell, as well as the great children’s writers Maurice Sendak, Margaret Wise Brown, and—yes—Adam Mansbach of Go the F**k to Sleep fame. I see this gallery of writers partly as reporters from the outposts of sleep who can provide vivid illustrations of patterns of sleeping and waking in different times and places. But unlike most reporters, they offer a window onto the inner experience of what they chronicle. Since sleep is such an intimate, even hidden, aspect of human experience, it requires a literary focus on interior states to draw out its history.


Complementing these literary records, Wild Nights also presents a number of real-life stories of troubled sleepers, hibernating peasants, sleepwalking preachers, cave-dwelling sleep researchers, slaves who led nighttime rebellions, workers who stood up (or laid down) to their bosses, spectacularly frazzled parents, and utopian dreamers in order to flesh out sleep’s hidden role in our history. And it takes us to some surprising locations: bedrooms, hospitals, clinics, and labs, to be sure, but also the streets of New York, London, and Delhi, utopian communes, battlefields, factories, the holds of slave ships and whalers, tenement houses, church pews, insane asylums, office cubicles, trains, planes, space ships, and a cabin by the shore of Walden Pond—all spaces where wild human sleep was tamed, and our restless world took shape. The title Wild Nights comes from the Emily Dickinson poem reprinted at the beginning of the book. It’s about the night as a time to experience rapture and ecstasy, a notion that might serve as a powerful counterweight to our own tendency to try to batter our sleep, and the sleep of others, with tools and systems of taming. “Done with the compass!” she exults. “Done with the chart!” Any parent frustrated with training a child to be a normal sleeper might appreciate the sentiment.


In preparing to write this book, I had an unusual opportunity to work closely with a neurologist, David Rye, an expert on sleep disorders, in co-teaching an interdisciplinary class on “Sleep in Science and Culture” at Emory University. This experience not only offered me grounding in the scientific and medical aspects of human sleep, but gave me a profound appreciation for how multidimensional human sleep is. Rather than a niche concern, sleep touches nearly every aspect of life, and virtually every intellectual discipline has its own insights to contribute. Sleep science and medicine address the bodily mechanisms involved in sleep; anthropologists and sociologists study the cultural systems shaping the way different groups sleep; historians look at the broad forces that create changes in human behaviors; philosophers and scholars of religion tell us much of what sleep means.


I am a literary scholar by training, and a cultural historian by inclination. This means that I find careful reading of literary works to be the most illuminating way to think about how our world came to be as it is, and how people experienced their part in that unfolding story. Powerful literary writing addresses us not as medical patients, scientific objects, or representatives of historical periods or social groups, but as particular individuals who are shaped by all of these dimensions and have something to say about them.


Wild Nights, then, blends literature, the social and medical history of sleep, cross-cultural analysis, and some brief forays into science—as well as some occasional personal anecdotes where relevant. Each chapter explores the history of a different aspect of modern sleep and its costs: the suppression of premodern sleep customs in the nineteenth century; Thoreau as critic of his society’s unnatural rhythms; the shift from religious to medical notions of sleep; the history of sleeping on slave plantations and its relevance to contemporary health disparities among racial minorities and the poor; the emergence of children’s sleep as a special problem; attempts to reform or revolutionize sleep; and new developments that point toward the possible demise of our two-centuries-old sleep regime. Rather than adding up to a singular linear history of modern sleep, the book’s chapters use historical storytelling and literary interpretation to give a perspective both broad and intimate on particular aspects of disordered sleep and our obsessive attempts to tame it.


The topical structure of the book mirrors the biological complexity of sleep itself. Sleep science tells us that sleep is not one state but many. It comes in several stages, which are in some ways as different from each other as they are from waking: rapid eye movement (REM) sleep, the phase of rapid electrical activity in the brain that is most closely associated with dreaming, has been described as a “third state of brain activity” in addition to waking and the non-REM stages of sleep. So, too, sleep has practically as many functions as being awake does, involving distinct actions of the endocrinological, neurological, respiratory, muscular, and sensory systems. As befits a subject this complex, sleep does not have one history but many. Although the overall structure will take us from the early modern period (from roughly 1500 to 1700) up to today, the book has a braided rather than a strictly sequential or chronological organization.


If sleep has been hidden beneath the covers of history, my hope is that peeling back those covers might also tell us much about the waking world. History does not pause when people go to bed. Wars, natural disasters, poverty, economic systems, and technologies of all sorts affect the way we sleep, and all in turn are affected profoundly by the ever-present need to organize life around ensuring sleep. The philosopher Thomas Hobbes even pointed to the need to protect citizens from the common defenselessness of sleep as one of the reasons why we need government in the first place. (Without basic protections, our sleep, like the rest of our lives, might be nasty, brutish, and short.) History is made by human actors, all of whom—consciously or not—organize their waking activities in relation to the need to shut down. So in addition to sleep being shaped by history, there is virtually no aspect of history that is not influenced by this silent pressure that mounts for each historical actor throughout the day.


For much of human history, sleep had profound spiritual meanings, many of which have been snuffed out as sleep was tamed in the modern world. For all of our current obsessiveness with sleep, our society seems to have radically restricted its meanings to the realm of medicine, hygiene, economics, and psychology: we need sleep—and we need to do it the right way—to be healthy, productive, and well-adjusted. Recovering sleep’s hidden history might be one way of restoring some of its lost grandeur. Sleep’s future, even more than its past, is also hidden; but by welcoming sleep into the arena of history, we might be able to change the rules that govern it—the rules that keep so many of us up at night.













PART I


The Invention of Normal Sleep




I s’pose you are goin’ a
 whalin’, so you’d better get
 used to that sort of thing.


—Herman Melville

















CHAPTER ONE



Before Sleep Was Normal


What passes for “normal” sleep today is, by any historical standard, quite strange. Sleep now inspires unprecedented levels of medical concern, along with pervasive anxiety and countless attempts at micromanagement. Pills and sleep clinics are only part of this development, which also involves mattress companies, peddlers of self-help, big coffee chains, drowsy truckers, public health professionals, hyperstimulating electronic devices, napping consultants, high-speed travel and higher-speed communications, scientific researchers, military planners, risk assessment professionals, labor organizers, governmental regulators, space travel researchers, self-monitoring systems, smartphone sleep apps, sleep coaches, online sleep therapy programs, and even smart beds that analyze our patterns of movement, breath, and perspiration. All of these proliferating consumer choices, expert voices, and manipulators of sleep either produce sleep difficulties, claim to remedy them, or both. It seems that the more we try to fix our sleep, the more we put it under pressure, creating a vicious insomniac cycle.


Beyond this apparently chaotic set of phenomena lies an elusive but deeply ingrained set of social norms that governs much of what we think about sleep—and our efforts to enforce these norms have cost us untold sums of money, time, and psychological energy. People living in the contemporary world do not all sleep in the same way, yet my guess is that most people reading this book share an idea of what standard-issue sleep is supposed to look like, even if the rules are honored in the breach: Sleep through the night, in one straight shot, for about seven or eight hours. Form a habit of preparing for sleep at roughly the same time every night, no matter what season, preceded by similar pre-bed rituals. Sleep in a bed in a sealed-off, noise-free space. Do it alone, or with, at most, one other consenting partner. Train your children to sleep on their own, and through the night, from an early age. If something goes wrong, consult a doctor, read a sleep-training book, or pop a pill. All of these elements of contemporary sleep wisdom are so firmly entrenched in our culture that it’s hard to see that there might be other sensible ways to get the job done. And yet none of these rules is anything close to universally sanctioned across cultures or historical periods, and several of them would seem quite odd to people in times and places other than the twentieth- or twenty-first-century West. Even worse, many of these practices feel oddly mismatched to the social and technological worlds we inhabit, which make the idea of regular sleeping hours and routines seem next to impossible.


What’s strangest is that although all of these features are taken as natural or normal ways to sleep, not one of them seems to have been in force at any time anywhere before around 1800 in Europe and North America. This is worth reiterating: virtually nothing about our standard model of sleep existed as we know it two centuries ago.


For starters, the notion of sleeping in a private bedroom, out of view of strangers or even most other family members, turns out to have shallow roots. Contrast the modern North American or European middle-class bedroom, which typically harbors just one or two children or two consenting adults, with scenes of sleep from other times and places.


In a recent volume called Sleep Around the World, anthropologists describe the sociable sleeping patterns of the cultures they study. Rules for sharing beds can be quite elaborate and even insistent. On his first night among the Asabano people in Papua New Guinea, for instance, Roger Lohmann was surprised when a man in the village apologized for not being able to sleep with him, because he had to sleep with his own wife. Lohmann arranged for a house to be built for himself with a private sleeping room in the back, but this seemed to trouble the villagers. As he stayed in the town, a number of men offered to sleep with him—and he allowed several of them to stay in his common room. Offering companionship in sleep, he learned, was a basic kind of hospitality, and in this cool mountainous region, in which homes lacked climate control, snuggling up was also a way to keep warm at night. Additionally, the Asabano believed that solitary sleepers were dangerously vulnerable to spiritual forces unleashed at night. In the homes of the Cook Islanders in the South Pacific, another anthropologist notes, bedrooms tend not to have doors, and entire families often sleep together. In Maori ancestral meetinghouses, extended family gatherings after the death of a relative end with the sacred act of communal sleeping; there are elaborate rules involving the positioning of elders, and women are prohibited from stepping over the legs of sleeping men.


Although many of these practices persist, they are on the retreat worldwide. In places that experienced colonial rule, missionaries and other European authorities actively tried to stamp out sleeping arrangements that they considered perverse, backward, or unhealthy throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Such efforts to “improve” the lives of the natives were part of the justification for often violent systems of control. But in those pockets of the non-Western world where communal sleeping persisted despite the efforts of colonialists, the introduction of electricity sometimes did the trick—as soon as some people could watch television, others wanted to find another place to sleep.


For most people in Europe, private sleeping quarters were a rather new phenomenon in the nineteenth century. Until the industrial era, only the aristocracy possessed sufficient wealth for such luxury. Historian Sasha Handley reveals that even the idea of a “bedroom,” denoting a room primarily associated with sleep, is rather new. Throughout the eighteenth century in England, most homes had rooms with overlapping functions depending on the time of day; and well into the nineteenth century, it was common for travelers to share beds with strangers. In 1530, the Dutch scholar and theologian Erasmus wrote, “If you share a bed with a comrade, lie quietly; do not toss with your body, for this can lay yourself bare or inconvenience your companion by pulling away the blankets.” And the great eighteenth-century diarist Samuel Pepys noted his preferences in choices of bedmates, ranking them by quality of conversation and their proper behavior in bed. He particularly enjoyed sharing a bed with merchant Thomas Hill, with whom he conversed “with great satisfaction” about music as well as “most things of a man’s life.”


Pockets of social sleep persisted into the nineteenth century: in colleges and boarding schools, in prisons, on slave plantations (as I will address in Chapter Four), in poorhouses and hospitals, on the battlefield, at sea, and in boardinghouses and lower-end hotels. But even these group sleeping arrangements were under assault. Some indication of the changing dynamics occurs early in Herman Melville’s Moby-Dick (1851), when Ishmael—or the guy who wants us to call him Ishmael—holes up for a night at the Spouter Inn in New Bedford, Massachusetts, before setting sail. There he is told he must share a bed with a strange, tattooed Polynesian harpooner named Queequeg. “I s’pose you are goin’ a whalin’, so you’d better get used to that sort of thing,” says the innkeeper. But Ishmael has his proprieties: “No man prefers to sleep two in a bed,” he ruminates. “In fact, you would a good deal rather not sleep with your own brother.” Yet he consents to bed down with Queequeg, after which he reports that he never slept better in his life. In fact, after two nights, the strange bedfellows are snuggling as close as newlyweds, referring to each other as married, and joking that Queequeg’s tomahawk is their baby. In the mornings, they lounge and nap, “with Queequeg… affectionately throwing his brown tattooed legs over mine.”


This famous passage is wonderful for many reasons, not least of which is its breaking down of cultural barriers through a startling invocation of same-sex interracial physical intimacy. But I cite Melville’s treatment of this episode for comedic shock value as evidence that values on land had changed: by 1851, a rather unambitious man on a downward trajectory from the middle class could say that “no man prefers to sleep two in a bed.” Sleeping with Queequeg isn’t the oddity; as Handley points out, travel throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries provided men and women of different ranks and social classes the opportunity to bed down together “in the pursuit of new forms of sociability.” What’s new in the history of sleep, as Ishmael sets off on his mid-nineteenth-century whaling voyage, is the fact that he has been brought up to think there is something wrong with this tradition. From this perspective, sleeping with Queequeg isn’t what’s strange; the oddity is Ishmael’s initial aversion to it.
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Even while early modern travelers frequently shared beds with strangers, voices of authority warned about the moral and physical risks of communal sleeping. Norbert Elias, one of the great sociologists of the twentieth century, wrote of sleep’s slow historical movement from a sociable activity to one that became “more intimate and private.” Across the seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries, he argued, “to share a bed with people outside the family circle, with strangers, is made more and more embarrassing.” Embarrassing, and also dangerous. Some voices warned against the health risks of sociable sleeping as early as the seventeenth century. In 1682, the English merchant and commentator on health Thomas Tryon painted a vivid picture of the horrors that might befall readers who shared beds, or who passed on beds from generation to generation, in his wonderfully titled A Treatise of Cleanness in Meats and Drinks, of the Preparation of Food, the Excellency of Good Airs, and the Benefits of Clean Sweet Beds, Also of the Generation of Bugs, and Their Cure: To Which Is Added, a Short Discourse of the Pain in the Teeth Shewing from What Cause It Does Chiefly Proceed, and Also How to Prevent It. “Beds,” Tryon wrote, “suck in and receive all sorts of pernicious Excrements that are breathed forth by the Sweating of various sorts of People, which have Leprous and Languishing Diseases, which lie and die on them: The Beds, I say, receive all the several Vapours and Spirits, and the same Beds are often continued for several Generations, without changing the Feathers, until the Ticks be rotten.”


European slave traders, too, noticed that sleeping arrangements seemed to play a role in disease. In the large shared spaces of slave ships, dysentery and other maladies began to spread. Reports of the ill health effects were challenged by defenders of the slave trade, who argued that the circulation of free air at sea actually improved the health of Africans. The English Parliament, however, grew concerned: white sailors were dying at alarmingly high rates. Although, in terms of profits, the human cargo that the slave ships were transporting was more valuable to the ships’ owners than the crew, it was the effect on the white sailors that raised enough alarm to cause a response. The Dolben Act of 1788 stipulated that the slave ships must contain less crowded sleeping quarters below decks for the (white) crew members. Some crew members, including at least one captain, nevertheless slept with the enslaved masses in order to prevent mutiny. As for the enslaved Africans, the sleeping quarters were abysmal. Former slave Olaudah Equiano reported that the apartments of ships in the Middle Passage were “so crowded that each had scarcely room to turn himself.” The stench became “absolutely pestilential, with the shrieks of the terrified, and the groans of the ill and dying keeping others awake.”


Efforts to stamp out sociable sleeping in Europe took on a sense of urgency in the thick of industrialization in the nineteenth century. These efforts were motivated by health-related as well as moral concerns. Large concentrations of people in cities led to tight sleeping quarters, and workers in factories and mines often slept in large boardinghouses, “lodging shops,” or other communal arrangements. A particular fear was the lack of ventilation in shoddily constructed buildings where large numbers of people slept huddled together, breathing and rebreathing the same foul air. According to pioneering health reformer Edwin Chadwick—one of the most important public health champions of the nineteenth century—disease and immorality ran rampant in these crowded spaces. His widely publicized 1842 Report on the Sanitary Conditions of the Labouring Population of Great Britain reads almost like a catalog of dangerous and improper sleeping practices: two or three families sleeping together, workers coughing and snoring together in rooms without windows or chimneys, and everyone on beds without sheets. The result was a “dense accumulation of bodies” and noxious, suffocating smells. Chadwick quotes one miner who called the lodging rooms “not to be fit for a swine to live in.” This man reported that as many as fifty miners would try to sleep in sixteen beds at one time. “The breathing at night when all were in bed was dreadful,” he said. “The workmen received more harm from the sleeping-places than from the work.” Other workers complained of the filth and lack of ventilation of the sleeping quarters; at a time when the chief theory of contagious disease involved fetid air, or “miasma,” such reports were alarming to the authorities. Chadwick thought that such cramped conditions led to cholera, a theory that was later debunked by John Snow, who discovered that it was carried by contaminated water. But the miasmic theory put social sleeping on the defensive, especially among the poor. The threat of disease within workers’ lodging houses was so rampant that by 1851 Parliament passed a Common Houses Lodging Act specifying the hygienic measures to be undertaken in dormitories. The need for basic privacy was included.


By the late nineteenth century, social sleeping in ordinary life was decidedly on the wane across mainstream European and North American society, as high-minded authorities actively tried to eliminate it wherever they found it. Chadwick had written about indecent practices in communal sleeping arrangements among the laboring poor; the general Victorian squeamishness about sex extended the campaign to all matters involving shared bedding. One Dr. Richardson, writing in 1880, proposed single beds for all adults, because “the system of having beds in which two persons can sleep is always, to some extent, unhealthy.” The bedroom, he wrote, “should be a sanctuary of cleanliness and order, in which no injurious exhalation can remain for a moment, and no trace of uncleanliness offend a single sense.” Although cholera was no longer understood to be airborne, unhealthy miasmic effusions continued to permeate the Victorian imagination; a journalist in 1884 argued that the advantage of single beds was that sleepers did “not inhale each other’s ‘breathed breath.’” And an American doctor estimated that up to 40 percent of deaths in America resulted from overexposure to foul air during sleep.


Jacob Riis’s influential 1890 study of poverty in New York, How the Other Half Lives, chronicled the unhealthy conditions of poorly ventilated tenements with “a hundred and fifty ‘lodgers’ sleeping on filthy floors in two buildings,” lodging houses with long rows of “bunks with yellow sheets and blankets as foul,” and tramps sleeping in doorways. Massive group sleep was really only for the neglected or unwanted members of society, such as disabled people, who often lived quarantined in institutions, or beggars in workhouses. The American physician William Whitty Hall, for instance, wrote in 1863 of the baneful health effects for “imbecile children” sleeping together in public asylums, where they breathed “putrid” air and kept each other awake with their screams and moans. “A single sleeper,” Hall said, “requires a chamber twelve feet square” that is clean and well-ventilated: “It seems little short of a murderous process for more than one person to sleep together in a chamber of ordinary size.”


So an industrial society, which depended on large concentrations of people in cities to supply labor for industry, began making efforts to supply privacy and unfouled air for the workers at night. This was not only a matter of health; society needed a sense that the populace was more than a mass of interchangeable, writhing bodies. This self-image was often explicitly invoked to bolster the idea of the superiority of whites to other peoples. Hall, as part of his campaign to provide adequate space for solitary sleepers, evoked the image of the “Calcutta Black Hole” from 1756, a Calcutta jail in which 136 British prisoners of war had been held in abysmal conditions and forced to breathe each other’s air at night: 123 of them had died. And one slave ship captain reported that the enforced communal sleeping of slaves—in which as many as ten captives were forced to retire at night chained together—was not a problem, since Africans preferred to “crowd together… by Choice” at night. Europeans were supposedly more worthy of being treated as individuals, and their superior temperaments required that each person have a room of his or her own.


Indeed, keeping private sleeping quarters was one way that Europeans liked to mark themselves as superior to “savages,” who slept in groups. White European and North American laborers were supposed to be better, in essence, than the slaves on a ship, the prisoners in a foreign cell, or the natives lying on a communal mat. Hall wrote disparagingly of co-sleeping societies, comparing them to “the vilest, and the filthiest of the animal kingdom—wolves, hogs, and vermin” who “huddle together.” In contrast, in civilized societies, “as men improve in their condition, there is a strong desire for greater domestic conveniences and comforts; the very first of these is ‘more room;’ and eventually, instead of several members of a family sleeping in the same bed, each child, as it grows up, has a separate apartment.” Hall echoed a late eighteenth-century French travel writer, who hinted darkly of incest among Hottentots in southern Africa: “The savages sleep all promiscuously together, in the same hut; and are neither acquainted with difference of age, nor that invincible horror which separates beings connected by blood.” And missionaries among the Asabano tried to combat what they perceived as immoral group sleeping in order to promote the ideal of Western-style nuclear families: in New Zealand, collectively owned communal sleeping houses gained potency as spaces of resistance to colonial rule. And so just as Europeans were encountering a range of communal sleeping practices in parts of the world over which they were taking control, health experts and industrialists were stamping out the group sleeping of European workers. If the natives slept in groups, then to be “English” or “European” or “white” meant to sleep apart. Elias didn’t spell out these racial connotations, but as he wrote, a new sense of shame became attached to sleeping in public, or with strangers.


Yet at the same time a new perception arose that sleep among “civilized” white people was broken. Across the nineteenth century, medical and popular writers alike noted a rise in insomnia, which they often linked to the progress of “civilization.” According to the 1872 book Sleep and Its Derangements by the influential early American neurologist William Alexander Hammond, “as nations advance in civilization and refinement, affections of the nervous system become more frequent, because progress in these directions is necessarily accompanied by an increase in the wear and tear of those organs through which perceptions are received and emotions excited.” The implication was that while white people had advanced over the rest of the world through superior exertion of their intellectual organs, their sleep suffered. Sleep loss even became somewhat modish, a sign of what came to be known as “sensibility.” In the novels of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, nothing was more indicative of a young hero or heroine’s superior refinement and thoughtfulness than inability to sleep. White Europeans were, in a sense, like so many delicate versions of the princess and the pea: tossing and turning on their ever-so-slightly uneven downy mattresses while savages snored lustily, huddled in groups, on whatever rough surface they could find.


It is impossible to know whether insomnia was “really” on the rise among whites in nineteenth-century Europe and America, but certainly the spread of such theories speaks to a widespread sense that there was something wrong with sleep, that it wasn’t satisfying or fulfilling. Could it be that the era’s perception of poor sleep was in part a byproduct of the loss of sleep’s social dimension? Dozens of physicians and health reformers weighed in on the subject of collective sleep loss on both sides of the Atlantic in the nineteenth century; they all addressed the problem of afflicted individuals tossing and turning in their private beds: just the kind of orderly, quarantined sleepers that colonial authorities and public health officials were trying to produce. Whether or not the loss of sociable sleep was to blame for disordered sleeping, it’s arguable that when sleep began to be shut off from social life, walled away behind closed doors, it became less pleasurable, more pressurized, more fragile, and more subject to the vagaries of individual psychology. Perhaps Queequeg really did cure Ishmael of insomnia.
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Like the private bedroom and the twin bed, the ideal of eight hours of unbroken sleep is a modern, Western concept that may be a recent invention.


The first scholar to put consolidated sleep—today’s standard “one straight shot throughout the night”—under the microscope was historian Roger Ekirch. In his fascinating 2001 essay “Sleep We Have Lost: Pre-Industrial Slumber in the British Isles” (expanded in his 2005 book At Day’s Close: Night in Times Past), Ekirch revealed that across a wide range of nationalities and social classes in early modern Europe and North America, the standard pattern for nighttime sleep was to do it in two shifts of “segmented sleep.” These two sleeps—sometimes called first and second sleep, sometimes “dead sleep” and “morning sleep”—bridged an interval of “quiet wakefulness” that lasted an hour or more. (The interval itself was sometimes called “the watching.”) Ekirch’s subsequent work offered evidence that a segmented nighttime pattern persisted well into the twentieth century in many non-Western locales, including among indigenous cultures in Nigeria, Central America, and Brazil. During the period of nighttime wakefulness, Ekirch showed, different cultures elaborated rituals—of prayer, lovemaking, dream interpretation, or security checks—and while the rituals varied, the pattern itself was so pervasive as to suggest an evolutionary basis that somehow became disrupted in the modern West.


So why did this mode of sleeping fall by the wayside, in favor of the eight-hour, lie-down-and-die model that has become an unquestioned norm? According to Ekirch, the main culprit was the spread of powerful artificial lighting in the nineteenth century in Europe and North America, and later in other locales. As activities that were previously nearly impossible to conduct under cover of darkness became fashionable under an ever-widening penumbra of powerful light, Europeans and Americans gradually shifted their bedtimes later. And as the available space between first and second sleeps shrank, the pattern of two nocturnal sleeps—and the enchanted space between them—became untenable. So complete was the transition to consolidated sleep that an American newspaper advice column in 1911 counseled readers who couldn’t sleep well to take their sleep in two shifts—as if this were a novel suggestion! Ekirch argues that the reason so many of us experience middle-of-the-night insomnia (the kind that comes after a few hours of sleep), is that ever since electric lights reordered our sense of time, we’ve disrupted our ancestral—perhaps our evolutionary—rhythms. And while Ekirch eventually came to view the reasons for the shift from segmented to consolidated sleep as more complicated than just exposure to light—including shifts in technology, changing cultural attitudes toward work and rest, and the economic pressure to manage time more efficiently under industrial capitalism—powerful artificial lighting, he wrote, still “exerted the broadest and most enduring impact upon sleep’s consolidation.”


Ekirch’s thesis has taken surprising hold in some medical and scientific circles. In 1993, at about the same time that Ekirch was doing his historical research into the erosion of segmented sleep patterns by the advent of electric lighting, psychiatrist Thomas Wehr of the National Institutes of Health was conducting clinical experiments in which subjects were deprived of artificial lighting for several weeks. Wehr found that under these circumstances, the subjects began to gravitate toward a common pattern of waking up for approximately an hour after midnight. During this interval, the brains of Wehr’s subjects showed higher levels of prolactin, a hormone that reduces stress and that is also released during orgasm. Struck by the congruence with his own historical findings, Ekirch contacted Wehr and the two exchanged notes. Perhaps this hormonal activity, they speculated, was the biological basis for the fertility rituals that were so common during the interval between first and second sleep and that seemed to have vanished in the modern world. (The sixteenth-century physician Thomas Cogan, for instance, advised that intercourse occur not “before sleepe, but after the meate is digested, a little before morning, and afterward to sleepe a while.”) Sleep specialists in the United States and Europe have begun to take these findings seriously, reevaluating the common wisdom that healthy sleep means uninterrupted nocturnal slumber. Russell Foster, a professor of circadian neuroscience at Oxford University, saw a therapeutic value in this new view of what constitutes normal sleep: “Many people wake up at night and panic,” he said in an interview. “I tell them that what they are experiencing is a throwback to the bi-modal sleep pattern.”


So does that mean, as Ekirch’s and Wehr’s work suggested, that humans are evolutionarily adapted to sleep in two shifts at night? Not all scholars agree. The historian Sasha Handley, for example, questioned whether Ekirch’s sources were representative enough to indicate a universal model of sleep across millennia of human history. Recent scientific studies also present a very different evolutionary scenario. Studying sleep patterns in three contemporary hunter-gatherer societies in Tanzania, Namibia, and Bolivia that lacked electricity, a team of researchers led by Jerome Siegel of the University of California at Los Angeles found little evidence of segmented sleep at night, but some evidence of daytime napping, especially during the summer months. Surprisingly, the average sleep time among these societies was approximately six hours per night, but the lower number, compared to the eight hours recommended in contemporary Western medicine, had none of the adverse health effects—including obesity, diabetes, and mood disorders—that authorities so often link to sleep deprivation. Even more surprisingly, this supposedly ancient sleep pattern more closely resembles the contemporary Western predilection for consolidated sleep than the preindustrial segmented variety that Ekirch documented, except that six hours a night is usually deemed unhealthful and often blamed on overexposure to artificial light, computer screens, and the like. In a coauthored article, Siegel’s group claimed that because the tribes they studied shared environments similar to those in which the human species evolved, their sleep patterns represented the truly natural way to sleep: they were the “core human sleep patterns… characteristic of pre-modern Homo Sapiens.”


Yet this claim, too, may be too sweeping. Ekirch, in a response, allowed that segmented sleep may not have been the pattern for “all preindustrial peoples in the non-Western world,” but he pointed to dozens of examples provided by anthropologists to show that it was a predominant one. In a commentary on the Siegel group’s article, another group of prominent sleep researchers rejected the conclusions as an “over-interpretation” of data, arguing that without a control group, their study simply could not yield “normative values” for an evolutionary default pattern for human sleep. The Siegel group defended their conclusions and in a sense doubled down, suggesting that the evolutionary pattern they had discovered should make sleep clinicians question the notion that sleeping less than seven hours a night is detrimental to the health of adults. Meanwhile, several anthropologists who study sleep patterns weighed in with their own doubts about the Siegel team’s conclusions. No culture, Kristen Knutson argued, is a “living fossil,” and so extrapolating from current practices to a universal evolutionary basis for sleep is problematic. Matthew Wolf-Meyer went further, pointing out that the very societies that Siegel and his team studied were far from premodern hunter-gatherers: all three groups had centuries of experience in dealing with colonial administrations and state governments; one had a burgeoning tourist industry; another had members working for big logging companies; a third had extensive trade networks with other communities—and all of these historical factors likely had some effect on their patterns of sleeping and waking. The arguments are still spinning out as I write this summary.


So is it “natural” to sleep through the night, or instead to break sleep up into segments? The dispute between the Siegel camp and the others raises profound questions not only about what might be the natural way to sleep, but about whether any particular sleep pattern is more natural for Homo sapiens than others. The argument seems irresolvable, at least by me; but it does indicate the depth to which our society—including its academic researchers—feels dissatisfied with sleep: we are looking to the ancestral past as well as to medical experts for solutions. Because sleep is always governed by society’s rules and environmental pressures as well as by physiological needs, though the search for one unchanging “natural” way to sleep seems unlikely to solve our current collective sleep frustrations. The efforts are noble, and they yield fascinating accounts of sleep’s mutability; but as the experts present conflicting visions of the best, most naturally human way to sleep, they may only feed sleep anxiety rather than conquer it.


Perhaps we can view these conflicting visions of sleep’s evolutionary forms the way we view different consumer products, picking the one that suits our particular sleep quandary the best. Each of the positions staked out in this academic battle might be psychologically comforting to contemporary troubled sleepers in search of some historical or evolutionary perspective on their troubled passage through the night and their drowsiness during the day. The Ekirch position suggests that if you can’t stay asleep through the night, you’re not an insomniac, but simply more in touch with ancestral rhythms than your culture wants you to be. The Siegel position says, in a sense, that we should stop worrying about sleep loss, since, for all our distractions, we don’t need as much sleep as the experts tell us we do. And those who argue that there is no single way to sleep naturally or correctly give us license to be more forgiving of our own sleep patterns, to stop thinking that there is a “right” way that we’re failing to achieve.
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As difficult, or even as impossible, as it might be to determine a single evolutionary basis for sleep patterns, one can still point to several features of nineteenth- through twenty-first-century life that exerted novel pressures on how people slept and that continue to shape sleep to the present day. Perhaps the most commented upon development is the spread of lighting and electricity. Historians, anthropologists, and medical researchers alike have all reinforced the idea that electricity and all the gadgets that eat it up have made healthy sleep a casualty. Sleep hygienists regularly advise avoiding electronic screens around bedtime; workers who suffer from “shift work sleep disorder” are often treated with controlled lighting to mimic natural rhythms of sunlight and darkness; and many sleep researchers counsel that exposure to natural daylight is the best way to avoid jet lag and other disturbances to the sleep cycle. At least as far back as Thomas Edison’s invention of the incandescent light bulb, ubiquitous electricity has created a challenging sleep environment that can hardly be construed as similar to the conditions of our evolutionary ancestors—no matter how many hours people sleep or what patterns that sleep takes. (Edison himself famously thought that sleep was a waste of time.)


But what drove the need to colonize the night with light? Did the switches go on because people wanted to stay up later, or did people stay up later because the switches went on? As with many questions in social history, cause and effect can easily be made to switch places. And the answer depends on whose perspective we are looking at: patrons of brightly lit nighttime operas and late-shift factory operatives clearly had different responses to artificial lighting, even if the sleep patterns of both groups were affected. Yet it seems clear that without the needs of industry, there would have been no great technological shift in the history of lighting, and likely no corresponding shift in the patterning of sleep at night.


The age of artificial lighting was, after all, the age of industry, which had a vested interest in manipulating the sleep patterns of workers. In 1867, Karl Marx wrote in Das Kapital that industrial capitalism “oversteps not only the moral, but even the merely physical maximum bounds of the working day.… It reduces the sound sleep needed for the restoration, reparation, refreshment of the bodily powers to just so many hours of torpor as the revival of an organism, absolutely exhausted, renders essential.” But as capitalists sought new ways to push bodies to their limit, they hit upon the stumbling block of darkness, or at least dimness. Certainly, artificial light had been used to illuminate pockets of the night since humans figured out how to produce fire, and some workers had always had to stay up while others slept: night watchmen, bread bakers, brewers, glassmakers, iron smelters, privy cleaners (or “night scavengers,” as they were sometimes called), servants who cleaned up after feasts, prostitutes, and other medieval and early-modern night owls often found nighttime the best time to work, or were forced by circumstance to do so. But the industrial revolution created possibilities for round-the-clock work on a scale that went beyond anything that had come before; and the weak light shed by candles and oil lanterns was no match for the cavernous interior spaces of the factories. From the late eighteenth century through the early twentieth, industrial growth both triggered a revolution in light and was escalated by it—beginning with gas lighting and culminating with the development of the incandescent electric light bulb. A fundamental shift took place, from taming flames to harnessing chemical processes in order to increase both the intensity and the durability of a single light source.


The new light, it seemed, allowed industrialists to manipulate the sleep-wake cycles of workers—a practice that reached its peak with the development of continuous-process industries like petroleum and steel-making. (These industries were especially conducive to round-the-clock production because the materials involved are continuously in motion and subject to chemical changes that have no clear endpoint.) A survey in 1927 showed that 40 percent of all workers making rubber, sugar, iron, and steel worked the night shift. Particularly challenging to sleep schedules was the dreaded “long turn” in early twentieth-century steel mills—a day when an individual worker switched over from twelve-hour days to twelve-hour nights. But it wasn’t just workers who were affected. The same industrial economy that pushed factory hands to churn out a staggering array of goods under a strong, cheap source of light also drove the market for lighting itself. Throughout the seventeenth century, before the eras of cheap gas and electric light, it was mainly only aristocrats who had been able to spend the night in sociable revelry and dissipation; by the end of the nineteenth century, staying up late to do what one wanted seemed an ideal within reach of many—a sort of unspoken democratic right. Cheap, powerful lighting also helped to increase demand for new products popping out of the factories—magazines and books, then phonographic records and radios, and so on: for all of these, artificial light was needed, so that consumers had enough usable leisure hours in which to enjoy them. The genie was unleashed: soon streets were flooded with powerful unnatural light beams; theater stages were emblazed into the small hours; and the interiors of middle-class homes could be nearly as bright as day in the middle of the night. Light came full circle: it enabled the work that produced the goods to be consumed under the same beams that had been used to make them.


What did all of this do to sleep patterns? First, it put them on a strict and often punishing schedule, then it disrupted those schedules, which in turn fed demands for increasing regularity. Early in the process of industrialization, observers could imagine that simple fortitude and moral forbearance would allow workers to adapt cheerily to the new sense of time brought on by industrial work rhythms and an eroding distinction between day and night. The early American writer Sarah Savage, in her 1814 novella The Factory Girl, tells the story of an orphaned young woman who goes to work in the textile mills, where she is called to the factory floor each morning at the same early hour. Through prayer and clean living she easily adapts to the strict regimentation of her time, even telling her kindly aunt, “I will wait no longer for the factory bell to [wake] me up.” Her own sunny Christian morality serves as a sort of internal alarm clock. But by the next century, chronic fatigue—or what today might be called shift-work sleep disorder—was a standard feature of accounts of life on the factory floor.


For his 1919 exposé, Steel: The Diary of a Furnace Worker, the Yale graduate Charles Rumford Walker posed as an ordinary workingman in the steel mills. He wrote that after the night shift, “I wash up, go home, eat, and go to bed.… Anything that happens in your home or city that week is blotted out, as if it occurred upon a distant continent; for every hour of the twenty-four is accountable, in sleep, work, or food, for seven days; unless a man prefers, as he often does, to cheat his sleep-time and… take a drink with a friend.” Similarly, Thomas Bell’s 1941 novel, Out of This Furnace, about turn-of-the-century immigrant steel workers, had this to say about the long turn’s effect on the protagonist: “The second twelve hours were like nothing else in life. Exhaustion slowly numbed his body, mercifully fogged his mind; he ceased to be a human being.… At three o’clock in the morning of a long turn a man could die without knowing it.”


Even in less extreme scenarios, the sense of rhythms shifted in a world lit up at night. Industry hours shaped much of the sense of time outside the factory walls: factory whistles blew; train schedules were coordinated with deliveries to and from the factories; shops opened and closed in sync with workers’ schedules; regular times were set for school and entertainment. All of these activities fell into patterns that were directly or indirectly tied to the new industrial economy: they were relatively invariant across seasons, governed by clocks rather than by the rising and falling of the sun or the change in seasons, and timed to take advantage of prevailing labor schedules. Clocks had been around for centuries, and they had long been used to synchronize social activities in athletic contests, law courts, and gambling dens, but never before the industrial revolution did they have such broad regulatory force. Time itself became a chief product of the industrial age, and when clock time did not correspond to natural rhythms, artificial lighting could help enforce it.


Despite, or perhaps because of, the factory system’s role in creating havoc with sleep schedules, the idea of a standard model for healthful sleep—eight unbroken hours—took hold. The factory system clearly made its own special demands on times for working and resting with little regard for human health, but both employers and workers played a role in creating new expectations for the timing of sleep. Some nineteenth-century industrialists sponsored research into the physiology of rest in order to promote efficiency and safety on the factory floor. The exhausted factory workers themselves reinforced the emerging standard model when they agitated for labor reforms that would address their irregular and punishing schedules. The rallying cry chanted in labor halls and union meetings beginning in the late 1800s was “Eight hours for work, eight hours for rest, eight hours for what you will.” Eight hours, not four and four with one in the middle for interpreting dreams or making love, or six at night and two after lunch.
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Nevertheless, many societies around the world continue to practice napping during the workday (although some are actively trying to suppress it in the name of efficiency, as I will explain in Chapter Seven). Less well-known than the prevalence of napping is that in many times and places, human sleeping patterns have varied greatly according to the season—with some of the most extreme variations approaching hibernation in the winter. The sixteenth-century English physician Thomas Cogan wrote that “concerning the quantity or time, how long we should sleepe, it cannot bee certainely defined a like for all men, and for all seasons. But it must be measured by health and sicknesse, by age, by time of the yeare, by emptinesse or fulnesse of the body.… In winter, longer sleepe is requisite than in Sommer.” Cogan, whose popular book on hygiene was consulted for at least half a century after it was first printed in 1584, based this idea on early modern theories of sleep that focused on the importance of heat regulation: sleeping longer in the winter was a way to retain more of the body’s natural heat. But even without a doctor’s advice, many people in cold climates stayed in bed longer in the winter out of necessity. With reduced food supplies and limited sources for heat other than animal skins or other coverings, they simply had to conserve energy.


Some economically isolated societies preserved this kind of seasonal variation well into the modern age. Historian Graham Robb wrote that in remote regions of the French Pyrenees throughout the late nineteenth century, a year consisted of “two seasons… the season of labour when even the longest days were too short, and the season of inactivity when time slowed to a crawl and seemed in danger of stopping.” As late as 1880, one observer said that residents of the Eastern Pyrenees were “as idel [sic] as marmots” during the cold months. Entire mountain regions would essentially shut down in late autumn, with some villages essentially “entombing” themselves through the early spring. One geographer wrote in 1909 that “the inhabitants re-emerge in spring, disheveled and anaemic.” Even some lower-lying regions, with more temperate weather, showed signs of prolonged torpor. An official report in 1844 described what happened to Burgundian day laborers after the harvest season had ended: “After making the necessary repairs to their tools, these vigorous men will now spend their days in bed, packing their bodies tightly together in order to stay warm and to eat less food. They weaken themselves deliberately.” And in 1908, the French chronicler of rural life Jules Renard wrote that “in winter, [peasants] pass their lives asleep, corked up like snails.” Robb concluded that “human hibernation was a physical and economic necessity. Lowering the metabolic rate prevented hunger from exhausting supplies.”


The economically dominant British, whose industrial might was powered in part by regular work schedules across the seasons, tended to look down their noses at such backward habits. A 1900 report in the British Medical Journal mentioned that “a practice closely akin to hibernation,” known as lotska, “is said to be general among Russian peasants in the Pskov Government, where food is scanty to a degree almost equivalent to chronic famine.” Since there was not enough food to last the year, peasants spent “one half of it in sleep.” At first snowfall, the entire family would lie down by the stove, and everyone would wake up once a day to drink some water and eat a piece of hard bread, a six-month supply of which had been baked in the autumn. Afterward, everyone went to sleep again. Family members took turns on a vigil “to watch and keep the fire alight.” Six months later, they would all go out, like human groundhogs, to check and see whether the grass was growing. The writer of the report found “economic advantages” to this kind of hibernation, but in general he speaks with a condescending faux-envy, betraying his sense of British superiority: “We, doomed to dwell here where men sit and hear each other groan, can scarce imagine what it must be for six whole months out of the twelve to be in the state of Nirvana longed for by Eastern sages, free from the stress of life, from the need to labour, from the multitudinous burdens, anxieties, and vexations of existence.” Certainly this account reveals as much about the writer’s own fantasies of non-Western life as it does about the actual sleeping patterns of Russian peasants; yet at its core, his observations comport with more sober accounts of extreme seasonal variations.
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