Daytime, night-time and the world of sleep

In general we are so used to associating night with sleep that it sometimes comes as a surprise to realize that lots of other things besides sleeping occur during the night as well. It is remarkable that in the field of social research no concepts have been developed to deal with night-time. Libraries may be stuffed with novels about the dark side of life, but sociologists and anthroplogists and the like don't seem to think that the night could be a relevant category for studying or even thinking about - though concepts like '24 hrs economy' (connected to globalization) have become part and parcel of everyday speak.

In my contribution I aim not to present an inventory of nightly activities and phenomena but I'll try to raise awareness about the night as a necessary and exiting field for social exploration. It is hard to understand human behaviour in general without referring to life at night. I'll concentrate on city life, my own academic field being urban studies. On the basis of examples from cities I know well from my own research - i.e. Amsterdam, Bombay and Glasgow - I'll argue that the importance of the night has changed radically in the course of recent history. At the same time I'll try to make clear that academic research has been totally nightblind: all the central conceptions which have been developed for the understanding of the subtleties of behaviour in cities are diecentric by nature. Possibly social science could be inspired by peotry, drama, and novels in attempting to become somewhat more mature in this respect.

