Sleep, Embodiment and the Lifeworld

This paper will explore the nature of sleep as an embodied experience or perhaps rather embodied non-experience which is embedded in the routines of everyday life. Having distinguished sleep from dreams, the first part of the paper will offer a preliminary phenomenological analysis of it, which reveals it as an embodied process which occupies a liminal position in relation to both consciousness and agency. At the level of consciousness, it will be argued, sleep is liminal in the respect that it is inferred rather than directly experienced. When we are asleep we do not know that we are asleep. It is only when we wake that we know we ‘must have’ been asleep. At the level of agency sleep is liminal in the sense that it is neither wholly voluntary nor wholly involuntary. We can ‘try’ to stay awake and we can’ try’ to go to sleep, using ritualised body techniques adapted for these purposes. Sleep is thus not completely beyond our control. But we will not necessarily succeed in our efforts since sleep is partially beyond our control. Moreover, whilst sleep imposes itself upon us as a necessity, it is sufficiently plastic to lend itself, qua process, to habituation and routinisation.

The second and third parts of the paper will seek to deepen this phenomenological analysis, firstly by considering how it overlaps with biological and wider sociological considerations, and secondly through a sustained reflection upon the relationship of sleep to temporality and routine in everyday life.
