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This paper seeks to explore the seemingly simple everyday occurrence of putting children to sleep. Although a host of very good studies of childhood have been produced during the last two decades and while the scholarly literature on sleep is slowly accumulating, little work – apart from scattered studies of sleeping patterns – has been done to integrate these two bodies of knowledge. I contend that an attempt at such integration may contain a number of interesting insights into the ways in which childhood is understood and acted upon in contemporary societies and cultures. 
Why sleep? There is more to sleep than the sheer quantitative investment of time and resources because it is among the most intimate activities that humans take part in and yet very much a socially constructed one. Sleeping customs seem to be consonant with major interpersonal and emotional patterns of family life in a culture. But because sleep is probably the phenomenon of release from pressures it is marked by a special fragility and fracturability. 
Why children? Childhood is often considered the most vulnerable period of a person’s life and arguably the stage with the greatest implications for that person’s long term cognitive, emotional and social development. Moreover, in almost all of the cultures of the world the birth of children is seen as a significant event for the parents in particular and for society in general and considerable resources are devoted to the socialization of youngsters. 
Children and sleep Because sleep encompasses the psychological and the social, the individual and the communal, and the bodily and the cultural it would appear to be of central import for any investigation of socialization. Moreover, since it lies at the intersection of meanings and emotions, sleep is also a prime site for holistically exploring the complex experiences involved in being a human being. Given this backdrop, sleep and bedtime would thus seem to be important locations for examining the special developmental importance of childhood and the active role of children in socialization.
The bedtime patterns of children In the urban middle-class of the Euro-American societies we find a particular pre-sleep bedtime “ritual” that is (ideally) characterized by certain features: it usually takes place within the nuclear family, is centered on the private space of a bedroom, and includes a patterned set of activities centered on an evening meal, bathing special clothing and toys, stories and lullabies, tucking or coddling the child, and then leaving the child alone in its room. 
In this paper I propose to examine how this taken-for-granted “ritual” from three interrelated perspectives: an examination of how it is actually put into practice in Euro-American societies, a comparative investigation of the historical and cross-cultural differences in putting children to sleep, and an exploration of the manner and extent by which the scenario has been globalized. 
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