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Time is money, and sleep demands one third of it from most of us every night. When
I first learned that a person who lives until seventy-five needs to spend twenty-five
years sleeping in total, I felt it was wasteful that so much of our precious time is spent
with our eyes closed. Since then I have been thinking about whether we really do need
eight hours of sleep every night, and through personal experience I have found that
this is not the case.

Many times I have felt guilty for not being able to sleep for the recommended eight
hours in a single night. I remember thinking to myself one Saturday evening:
“Tomorrow is Sunday, so I'm going to give my body the eight hours of rest it deserves,”
only to wake up after five hours of sleep. I ended up tossing and turning, trying to force
myself back to sleep, even though I did not feel I needed any more rest. This was in fact
more stressful than helpful, so eventually I decided to disregard the commonly held
belief that “eight straight hours is essential”. And ever since then, I have been able to
find the sleep pattern that best suits me and have never been happier.

On the days I could only manage about five hours of sleep, I realized that I
naturally began to feel sleepy in the afternoon, and so when possible, I would take a
thirty-minute nap. As the NASA-financed study concluded, taking such a nap greatly
improved my concentration and it was enough to keep me fresh for the rest of the day.
Thus for me, it seems like a total of about five and a half hours of sleep, which consists
of one long sleep and one short nap, is ideal.

I also realized that the quality of sleep is much more important than its duration.
Just as there are professional runners, dancers, and singers, I believe it is possible for
there to be “professional sleepers”. These people have expert knowledge about how to
most effectively sleep, taking into consideration the type of mattress they use, the
amount and type of exercise they get, and the temperature of the room they sleep in,
among other things that contribute to a good night’s sleep. If we all had this kind of
knowledge, maybe we could do with four hours of sleep every night, yet be sufficiently
healthy and productive.

In conclusion, I believe that our need to sleep for “eight straight hours” is a myth.
And it’s time to wake up to the facts.
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The article on the need for sleep mentioned that sleep deprivation i1s a common
complaint, with one-third of American adults sleeping six hours or fewer per night. I
identify with this segment, since I often stay up late and wake early. I have also
attempted the typical response mentioned in the article, which is to get to bed earlier
and sleep longer. In my case it was to no avail, so I was interested to read that our
bodies are actually not designed to sleep in eight-hour blocks.
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Human sleep patterns vary, with afternoon naps common across much of the world.
Moreover, research has discovered that the practice of breaking up the night into “first
sleep” and “second sleep” used to be common in the West. A study in which subjects
deprived of artificial light began to conform to such a pattern confirmed that “split
sleep” accords with our natural rhythm.

As it happens, I stayed in Italy for one year, a part of the world where people wake
early, nap in the afternoon, and sleep again sometime after midnight. I too fell into this
habit, and found that my daytime sleepiness disappeared. It does indeed seem more
natural. Once you fall into the habit of napping, it is hard to return to a life where you
must stay awake from morning to night without respite.

More research suggests that any deep sleep, even short naps, boosts our mental
and physical power. The article mentions that Google now allows its employees to nap,
and Major League baseball players may sleep before a game. I think we should follow
their example in freeing up our sleep patterns. My personal experiments involve
sleeping for 20 minutes on a train when I go back home from school in the afternoon.
After taking a few minutes to come round again, I invariably feel sharper than I did
before.

I know several people who believe that six hours’ sleep 1s enough, yet seem to be
low on energy. Personally, I need seven hours a night, but even this will not banish
daytime sleepiness. It is clear to me that breaking up a long, hard day into two or more
sleeps is both natural and kind to brain and body.
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