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When an Austrian man shares a bed with his girlfriend, he tends to sleep better; she, however, tends to lose sleep. Even during sleep, women seem to pay attention to the needs of those around them. As they have for centuries, European women today describe their ‘fourth shift’ of nightly duties caring for members of the household as a leading cause of sleep loss. While the extent to which this nocturnal alertness is biologically determined or a result of socialisation remains unclear, a similar pattern can already be found in German mediaeval literature: While the honourable knight seeks adventure and defends the life and honour of the maiden he loves by day, it is she who protects him while he sleeps. In Burmese refugee camps, by contrast, it is often the young men who sleep on the veranda to protect the women in the hut from nightly intruders.

Lodewijk Brunt and Brigitte Steger’s latest edited volume, Worlds of Sleep, explores several fascinating continuities and divergences across history and culture in the way we sleep and in how we value sleep.


Today, for instance, Europeans and especially Americans speak easily of their sleep problems, of deficits and disorders, of psychological and somatic disturbance; people are eager to buy ergonomic bedsets for vast sums. In the eighteenth century, residents of New England held more complex views on sleep: Sleep was often considered to be punishment and an ordeal, as it was in many European countries during the Middle Ages. The Dutch case in particular shows how much the development from sleep from sheetless beds and box beds (built-in cupboards) to separate bedrooms has not only to do with health, hygiene and comfort, but also with morals, social standing and the policing of the population (as well as resistance against it).


Sleep varies also by place. In many parts of the world people are used to sleeping during the day as well as the night. The siesta is a case in point – a well-known habit in the Mediterranean area, but also in parts of Africa and China. In some countries daytime sleeping is not bound specifically to the early afternoon but takes place seemingly at random. The Japanese inemuri is such a habit, deeply ingrained in Japanese culture and vested with meanings about a proper and healthy life. Such an ideological background seems to be absent from Indian society, although many people take every opportunity to have a short nap in between their activities there as well. Naps have also become the object of much speculation in the West: Is sleeping briefly during the day conductive to higher productivity? In some companies the ‘power nap’ has become a routine break in the day.


We learn such sleep patterns from early childhood onwards. Urban middle-class families around the world seem to have similar rituals of putting children to bed: the undressing, the washing, the brushing of the teeth, the bed-time stories. With these rituals parents convey cultural values such as independence, time use and bodily hygiene as much as they provide the emotional stability to help their children sleep. A similar embodiment of social rules and cultural values takes place through morning rituals and training of early rising. In Japan, social movement in past and present have urged people to rise early in the interest of the nation.

Worlds of Sleep will keep readers wide awake. Using a wide range of approaches and methods, it explores an intriguing diversity of sleep habits in different countries and different historical periods as well as the wealth of meanings people convey to these sleep arrangements. All authors are academic scholars, yet their writing is accessible to a general audience. Because the topics covered are diverse, readers with an interest in a variety of fields will be drawn to reading Worlds of Sleep, from sociology to anthropology and history, social psychology, biology, medicine, area studies, cultural studies, urban studies, political science and literary and communication studies. While it is specific enough to be of interest to students and academics, the increasing attention paid to sleep in the mass media also makes Worlds of Sleep of great interest to journalists and their audiences alike.
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