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mu From the Globe and Mail: Understanding how racism becomes systemic ‘
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LETTERS TO THE EDITOR
Segmented Sleep in Preindustrial Societies

A. Roger Ekirch, PhD
Department of History, Virginia Tech, Blacksburg, VA

1 was intrigued to learn of the study conducted of three pre- 10 o’clock,” so that “before midnight their first sleep” was
industrial cultures, without access to electric lighting, by a  “usually over.”®
team of researchers led by Dr. Jerome Siegel in an effort to More recently, ethnographic evidence from the late 19th
determine how humans slept “before the modern era.” Titled century to the latter half of the 20th century indicates that nu-
“Natural Sleep and Its Seasonal Variations in Three Pre-indus-  merous non-Western cultures not exposed to artificial lighting
trial Societies,” it appears in the November issue of Current still experienced “first” and “second” sleep, from Surinamese
Biology.! Having written on the predominance of “segmented Maroons on the northeastern coast of South America’ to the As-
sleep” in preindustrial Europe, I was particularly surprised by ante and Fante on the West African coast, for whom the phrase
the discovery reported by Yetish et al.' that the members of all in their native Tshi language “woada ayi d. fa” signifies “they
three of these equatorial societies did not “regularly awaken lie in the first sleep,” whereas “wayi (or wada) d. biakd” reads
for extended periods in the middle of the night.” In short, these ~ “he has slept the first part of the night.”® Villages of the G/wi
individuals did not experience a “bimodal sleep pattern.” The in Africa were found to be alive at night with newly awakened
authors conclude, “by extension,” that this pattern was “prob-  adults and children. Like the Ju/’hoansi studied by the team
ably not present before humans migrated into Western Europe. led by Dr. Siegel, the G/wi are among the San peoples who are
Rather, this pattern may have been a consequence of longer hunter-gatherers in southern Africa. Based on long intervals of
winter nights in higher latitudes.” Not only is this broad in-  time living with the G/wi between 1958 and 1964, the remarks
ference highly questionable, but significant historical and eth-  of the Australian anthropologist George B. Silberbauer are at
nographic evidence also exists to suggest the prevalence of  the least suggestive: “A G/wi camp never has an uninterrupted
segmented sleep in preindustrial equatorial cultures. night’s sleep. There is always someone awake, adding wood to
First, segmented sleep was common across preindustrial the household fire, eating a snack, seeing to a child, listening
Europe throughout the year, not just during long winter nights.  to a strange noise in the bush, or keeping watch if dangerous
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LIVE-CHAT

Home » Staying Healthy » Self Care » Eat, Sleep, Move!

Online Support Hours

Tue - 11am-4pm

Wed - 11am-1:30pm; 6:30pm-9pm
Thur - 11am-4pm

Fri- 11am-1:30pm

Sat - 11am-1:30pm

Text us using live-chat window below
or

Call: 1-888-210-6606

WHAT'S ON

MENTAL HEALTH WEBINAR: GETTING A
GOOD NIGHT'S SLEEP

ASIAN LGBTQ+ ONLINE FORUM
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