Sleep, Signification, and the “Abstract Body” of Biomedicine

Abstract: Sleep, within allopathic medical and biological science, has only recently become an object of broad interest, having previously been understood as a relatively benign fact of nature.  Along with this new interest in sleep, a host of sleep “disorders” have emerged, as well as a more nuanced knowledge of sleep and its biological and social effects.  In order to grow further as a sub-field, sleep physicians must make sleep mobile.  This requires that sleep become abstract, that it become a more porous concept so as to allow its interconnection with diverse spheres of extant knowledge.  This mobility depends on a two-fold process of representation: It begins with the rendering of patients’ bodies as “abstract bodies” and produced as data, from which they can be reconstituted as “cases;” and, with these cases in hand, sleep can be interpellated into diverse spheres of public life, from the family to the workplace and the school, and wherever else representations of cases can be made to resonate.  Sleep provides an aperture through which to examine the mutually constituting roles and conceptions of the body, modernity and biopolitics as they are presently pursued in biomedical practice, of varying levels of awareness and explicitness.
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