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			The secrets of better sleep


			Get a great night’s sleep, every night!


			

					
Problem: getting enough good-quality sleep is essential for our overall quality of life, but this is not always easy. Nowadays, many adults are looking for ways to improve their sleeping habits.


					
Aim: to better understand sleep and its importance, to learn about the most common sleep problems, and to discover good habits, tips and alternative therapies to get a great night’s rest.


					
FAQs:
	Is it correct to say that we sleep to rest?


	Do our genes determine the amount of sleep we need?


	Is sleepwalking a sleep disorder?


	Is it true that the older we get, the less sleep we need?


	Is it true that any sleep we get before midnight is twice as restful?


	What is the optimal sleeping position?


	Am I doing the right thing by following several different treatments to cure my sleeping problems?







			


			Since time immemorial, sleep has been both an essential component of life and a fascinating enigma, as can be seen in the famous lines from Shakespeare’s (English playwright, 1564-1616) play The Tempest: “We are such stuff/As dreams are made on, and our little life/Is rounded with a sleep” (Act IV, Scene I).


			Indeed, we spend a significant proportion of our time sleeping – most of us will spend around a third of our lives asleep. Getting plenty of good-quality sleep is crucial to our wellbeing, while sleep deprivation can lead to a host of physical and mental health problems.


			But what really happens when we are asleep? Even today, we do not have all the answers to this question. Although studies over the past hundred years or so have shed some light on the mysteries of sleep, their results are only the tip of the iceberg.


			In our increasingly fast-paced society, it can be easy to forget that sleep is a natural part of life and a crucial factor in our recovery from tiredness and the efforts of our day-to-day lives. However, a good night’s sleep has become something of a luxury, because it requires us to maintain a consistent daily schedule and respect our body clock. Consequently, nowadays a significant proportion of the population suffers from sleep deprivation and/or poor sleep quality.


			In under 50 minutes, you will learn how sleep works and discover natural ways of achieving good-quality rest. By respecting your physical and mental needs, developing good habits and preserving your body’s natural rhythms, you can find a sleep schedule that works for you and lets you wake up feeling refreshed and ready to take on the day ahead.


		




		

			What is sleep?


			Sleep is a heterogenous physiological state that affects the entire body. It is characterised by a range of changes in the body’s functioning and, most importantly, by the temporary suspension of consciousness and alertness, which are always present when we are awake. It plays an essential role in our body’s homeostasis (the maintenance of equilibrium in our functions).


			Sleep is a period of rest which is distinct from our waking hours, as our conscious mind shuts off and our body’s energy is restored. Sleep is therefore a time for both physical and mental recovery characterised by the temporary absence of our consciousness and will, the slowing of the functions of our nervous system and the partial interruption of our sensory and motor relationships with our environment. Our bodies cannot fully relax and recover without sleep.


			

				

					Changing views on sleep


					Over the centuries, sleep has been contrasted with wakefulness, which is linked to consciousness and reality. However, the Vedas, a body of ancient Indian texts dating from the 12th century BCE, outline an alternative perspective which does not view sleep as the antithesis of wakefulness, but rather as an alternative state of consciousness. Indeed, when we dream, our bodily functions are as active as they are during our waking hours, and our mental experiences at these times are no less real simply because they occur while we are asleep. What we call “reality” is merely a matter of perception, which is determined by our brain activity. In fact, the Vedas outline four different states of consciousness: waking, dreaming, deep sleep (meaning sleep without dreams) and turiya, a state of pure consciousness that serves as an omnipresent background to the other three states.


					In Greek mythology, Morpheus (the son of Hypnos, the god of sleep, and Nyx, the goddess of the night) is the god of dreams and tries to make mortals fall asleep. He is often depicted as a young man with a mirror in one hand and poppies, which cause drowsiness, in the other. He also has wings like a butterfly’s, which flutter silently. He makes people fall asleep by touching them with poppies, and morphine (which is derived from poppies) takes its name from him. Many languages use expressions like “in the arms of Morpheus” to refer to someone who is in a deep, calm sleep.


					Scientists, artists and philosophers from all over the world have long been interested in sleep, as this alternative state of existence raises an endless list of questions about human perception, how our brains work and the nature of reality.
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