Here comes the sleep backlash

The beauty of sleeping

C(mlrary to popular belief,
waking at night is natural
and can be beneficial.
Annabel Abbs explains the
mind after midnight and
the gift of extra time

Sleep: we know it feels good,
we know if's necessary. But the
deluge of guidance, whether
from well-meaning sciéntists or
bio-hackers on TikTol, has made
nodding off more fraught than
ever. We are now instructed to
sleep for seven to eight hours in an
undisturbed stretch, with perfectly
proportioned REM and Non-REM
sleep. We are encouraged to track,
count and monitor to achieve
perfect sleep. We are told that
lng oslecp well rases ourrisk
of heart disease, type 2 diab
Alzheimer's, obesity, depression
and death. Little wonder so many
of us (372 according to the Sleep
Charity) are struggling to drop
off. And little wonder that tod
anxiety-fuelled sleep industry is
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1 used this gift of extra time to
investigate the history and science
of slumber. And eventually I began
to sleep again. This s what
learned:

No one died of insominia
We humans have always
experienced periods of shon,
broken sleep. Letters

anecdotal evidence going back
centuries show night as a time of
vigilance, celebration and regular

wse of
d-sharing,
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College, Cambridge, speculates
that the ability to withstand sleep
deprivation gave our earliest
female ancestors an evolutionary.
advantage. Those who coul
endure repeated circadian
disruption (think newborn baby)
and still function made more
resilient (and therefore more
dcsimblupmnus Interestingly,
ral studies into the effects of
sh.ep deprivation have found no
adverse effects for women.

Being awake in the middle of
the night is quite normal
Sleeping in two chunks was
common until the Industrial
Revolution, according to historical
research carried out by Professor
Roger Ekirch, In Mediterranean

jt-was common until
f,z:l;\z‘fesmly‘ thanks (o the siesta,
\fany Indigenous people still sleep
biphasically-
“An interval between first
and second sleeps was an
opportunity for spiritual or
creative reconnection, with many
journals revealing that praying
\was a popular middle-of-the-night
activity. For women, night was
often a valuable, private time when
they could study, write, sketch
and reflect. Discovering the night
paintings of Lee Krasner and Joan
Mitchell, the Insomnia Drawings
of Louise Bourgeois and the night
writings of dozens of authors
encouraged me to follow suit.
Meanwhile, I took heart from
Prof Roger Wong, of New York's
SUNY Upstate Medical University,
‘who investigated the effects
of wakeful nights. Much to his
surprise, he discovered that people
who spent time awake (known
as sleep maintenance insomnia)
were 40% less likely to develop
dementia than people who slept
solidly all night long.
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