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The purpose of this chapter is to analyze a rather puzzling and seem-
ingly irrational ascetic practice, one that can be found in the most diverse 
religious traditions, but that so far has not received much attention from 
social scientists and religious scholars. I wish to look at sleep depriva-
tion as a form of religious experience in the way it has been, and still 
is, practiced in different religions, with special reference to Christianity. 
My objective is to compare and contrast the cultural meanings associated 
with sleep deprivation in religious traditions with current neurological 
and neuropsychiatric researches on the effects of this condition on con-
temporary Western individuals, and to use this comparison / contrast to 
advance some hypotheses concerning the status of religion as a human 
experience and the ways we can approach this experience from both a 
cultural-historical and natural-scientific point of view.

Asceticism is normally associated with the deprivation of whatever is 
seen as vital, such as food, shelter, sex or, as we shall see in some detail 
in what follows, sleep. Behind all these practices there is usually, as a 
principal motive, the will to keep the body under control, to submit the 
body to the rule of the spirit and to bring the soul toward divinity. The 
explanations of sleep deprivation provided by religious traditions are very 
diverse, but most of them are related to notions of ascetic practice and 
corporal discipline as means of spiritual purification. In the majority of 
cases sleep deprivation is part of a set of ascetic activities equally focused 
on the principle of discipline and self-mortification, such as fasting, sex-
ual abstinence and other kinds of physical exertions. What gives sleep 
deprivation a more specific significance, however, lies in its associated 
notions of wakefulness, alertness, as a desirable condition of the soul, in 
opposition to the passive state that is related to sleep. Furthermore, due 
consideration should also be given to hallucinatory states and more gen-
eral cognitive dysfunctions and alterations brought forward by long term 

1 I would like to thank the editors of this book, Rebecca Norris and David Cave, for the 
insightful comments on an earlier draft of this chapter.
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sleep deprivation and, in particular, to the cultural-religious meanings 
attributed to them.

Sleep Deprivation in World Religions

I shall begin with a brief outlook at the ways in which some of the most 
important religious traditions have taken sleep deprivation as a form of 
asceticism. Information provided in this section will be very general since 
the extant literature for any one of the most important world religions is 
far too large and detailed to be included here. But for the purpose of this 
chapter a broad outlook will suffice.

Perhaps one of the oldest religious traditions where sleep deprivation 
figures prominently among its ascetic practices is Taoism. Taoists have 
always been suspicious of sleep because dreams cause a loss of control 
over oneself. Within the Quanzhen monastic order (twelfth century), such 
a fear induced ascetical practices of sleep deprivation and motivated col-
lective meditation at night. In this context appeared, during the Jin and 
Yuan periods, the so-called “Poems of the Five Night Watches,” which 
contain descriptions of night-time meditation. Like soldiers, Taoists must 
fight against sleep and keep their inner citadel free from intruders. The 
five watches are marked within the monasteries by drum strikes, hence 
they become a very sensitive reality for the religious communities. The 
main purpose of these watches seems to have been the fight against the 
temptation of dreams. Especially feared were erotic dreams and the pos-
sible nocturnal emissions that they might provoke.2

It was understood as well by several Taoist practitioners that a sleep-
less night would bring them nearer the Truth. The spirit (shen) should be 
the master of the organism, both during the day and at night. Together 
with erotic dreams, sleep was also supposed to make the person vulner-
able to the attacks perpetrated by demons, devilish hallucinations and 
evil spirits (shuimo). Control over sleep should be obtained gradually, 
night after night. No fast results should be expected, and the need to sleep 
should disappear ‘naturally.’ The night should be devoted to meditation, 
and that seems to have been the main purpose of the Poems of the Five 

2 Cf. Stewart, Charles. “Erotic Dreams and Nightmares from Antiquity to the Present.” 
Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 8, no. 2 (2002), 279–309; Farré-i-Barril, Núria 
M. “Interpenetrations of Nature and Morality: The Case of Nocturnal Seminal Emissions 
in Medieval Theological Thought.” Quaderns-e 12, http://www.raco.cat/index.php/
QuadernseICA/article/view/124412/172392.
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Night Watches.3 For Taoists, therefore, sleep weakens the soul by mak-
ing it vulnerable to evil supernatural attacks in the form of dreams. This 
association between malign attacks and dreams will be repeated in other 
religions as well. I shall propose later on a possible explanation for this 
nearly universal recurrence.

Another religious tradition where sleep deprivation has been widely 
practiced is Hinduism. The Punjabi word jagrātā means all-night vigil, usu-
ally to worship a deity with song and ritual. Such all-night vigils are found 
throughout the Indian subcontinent in a variety of religious contexts. In 
fact, the concept of waking or wakefulness, as in many religious traditions, 
is central to Hinduism. It could even be called a root metaphor for the 
Hindu religious experience—as well as other religious traditions such as 
Christianity and Buddhism, as we will see below. The state of enlighten-
ment, for example, is often compared to being awake as opposed to being 
asleep or deluded. Deities who are active in the world, as opposed to being 
otiose, are said to be ‘awake’ (  jāgrit). Both in Hinduism and Buddhism, 
all-night vigils of one kind or another are seen as part of an intensive 
spiritual discipline. Gautama the Buddha (which means ‘the awakened 
one’) himself attained enlightenment during the night, and his medita-
tive experiences during the several watches of the night are an important 
part of his spiritual biography. Besides being a denial of sleep, wakefulness 
itself is a positive quality, being associated with such attributes as wisdom 
and lucidity of mind.4

One question that arises is why enlightenment should be attained in 
this manner. A very similar relationship between wakefulness and wis-
dom or righteousness is seen in some parts of Islam. For instance, vig-
ils and sleep deprivation were quite common in traditional Sufism. The 
origins of Sufism are in the days of the Prophet, in a group called ahl 
al-suffa, which means ‘people of the bench,’ for they had the habit of 
remaining in the mosque and spending days and nights in pious devo-
tion. Sufism developed into a full-fledged mysticism in the late eighth and 
ninth centuries (ce), but the asceticism of the early Sufis remained an 
integral part of Sufi life. After the initial confession of sin and repentance 
from all deeds that would compromise the journey to God, the dervish’s 
major preoccupation is with crushing one’s passions, fighting, as the Sufis 

3 Goossaert, Vincent. “Taoist Poems of the Five Night Watches.” Études chinoises XIX, 
no. 1–2 (2000), 249–270.

4 Erndl, Kathleen M. “The Devi Jagrātā in Contemporary Panjabi Hinduism.” Journal of 
the American Academy of Religion 59, no. 2 (1991), 339–360.
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say, against one’s own soul. A time-honoured method of training the soul 
is to resist its desires through fasting and other forms of asceticism. The 
earliest Sufis practiced almost incredible feats of self-denial, shunning all 
forms of luxury and avoiding sleep (which was seen as a mark of ‘heedless-
ness’), spending their nights in devotion and self-examination. A famous 
representative of early Sufism, Ibrāhīm ibn Adham (d. 776 or 790) said 
that one must embrace hardship, self-abasement, strenuous effort, sleep-
lessness, and poverty, ever anticipating death and judgment, in order to 
attain righteousness.5

In Judaism, on the other hand, the natural desire for sleep was disci-
plined in the service of the community. One of the Jews’ self-imposed tasks 
was the observance of continuous worship. The Law was to be studied 
continually, day and night, as the members undertook in turns to perform 
this service. The implication is that sleep is a withdrawal from the service 
of God. Once again, it is as if sleep would push us away from the right path, 
which consequently can only be remedied by the state of wakefulness. 
The religious person needs to be a transformed human being, radically 
changed from within by his discipline. Such discipline was not so much 
directed at the control of self-indulgence as at the denial of satisfactions 
that would have been considered normal. Unrestrained sexual desire, the 
need for food and sleep, the need for emotional release, for material secu-
rity, and for independence of thought, should be all strictly subjugated, as 
if the faithful were trying to be superhuman, destroying the power of all 
human drives that could become a source of sin. Traditionally for religious 
Jews, especially the Jews of Qumran, the purpose of those practices of 
self-mortification, sleep deprivation included, was not to destroy the body 
or the flesh but only the evil of the flesh. The practitioner is concerned 
with achieving the same effect in his own person as will occur at the final 
consummation of the age: the abolition of all wickedness.6

Christianity

Several recurrent themes that have been addressed so far can also be 
seen in the history of Christianity. According to religious historian Robert 

5 Hoffman, Valerie J. “Eating and Fasting for God in Sufi Tradition.” Journal of the 
American Academy of Religion 63, no. 3 (1995), 465–484.

6 Thiering, Barbara. “The Biblical Source of Qumran Asceticism.” Journal of Biblical 
Literature 93, no. 3 (1974), 429–444.
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Kirschner,7 the Christian holy man shunned virtually everything needed 
by ordinary people. Symeon Stylites (fourth century), for instance, was 
reported neither to eat nor drink. It was said of a certain Elpidius that for 
25 years he ate only on Sundays and Saturdays. He reached such a high 
degree of mortification and so wasted away his body that it was said, in a 
rather common metaphor, that the sun shone through his bones. Nor did 
the ascetic require the sleep of ordinary men. Anthony, the desert father, 
often passed the entire night without sleep. The Syrian stylites, if they 
slept at all, refused to lie down until extreme old age.

By the deliberate choice of such hardships, the Christian holy man 
sought to achieve apatheia, defined by Evagrius as the health of the soul, 
the very flower of ascesis. The proof of apatheia is had when the spirit 
begins to see its own light, when it remains in a state of tranquility in 
the presence of the images it has during sleep, and when it maintains its 
calm as it beholds the affairs of life. The purpose of apatheia is to arm the 
ascetic for the task of contending with demons. There are two peaceful 
states of the soul, Kirschner points out. The one arises from the natu-
ral basic energies of the soul and the other from the withdrawal of the 
demons. The monk who preserves intact the territory of the first state will 
perceive with greater sensitivity the raids made upon it by the demons. 
Were he to succeed, he can know for certain that he stands near the 
confines of apatheia, for his mind is strong enough to abolish thoughts 
inspired by the demons.8

Holy men were considered to be ‘athletes of the spirit,’ who seek to 
train their souls much as an athlete trains his body. Indeed the ancient 
monastic literature frequently refers to the holy man as ‘the athlete of 
Christ.’ In his celibacy, his identification with the poor, his sufferings, his 
confrontations with demons, his night-long prayer vigils and his miracu-
lous healings, the Christian holy man conforms to a highly specific model. 
In the Vita Prima Graeca of Pachomius, the image of imitatio Christi is 
compelling. It is reported that after having said his prayers, he stayed up 
through the night, weeping and repeating the same prayers until day-
break. The holy man’s example was followed in detail by careful imitation. 
For a long time, in fact for about fifteen years, whenever he (Pachomius) 
wanted to give his body rest and sleep after the weariness of a prayer vigil, 

7 Kirschner, Robert. “The Vocation of Holiness in Late Antiquity.” Vigiliae Christianae 
38 (1984), 105–124.

8 Kirschner, “The Volcation of Holiness”, 111.
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he did it by sitting on something in the middle of the room, without lean-
ing his back against the wall. When many of the fathers of those old days 
heard or rather saw this, they themselves tried the same or similar means 
of mortifying the flesh in order to enhance the salvation of their souls.

It should be emphasized that Christians conceived of asceticism as an 
effort to strengthen, and not to weaken, the body. Hence Athanasius, in 
his Life of Saint Anthony, one of the most influential books in the history 
of Christianity, described how the father of all monks underwent fasts and 
vigils in order to fortify his body for the fight against the demons, not to 
mortify it.9 The idea is a familiar one: sleep makes us vulnerable to evil 
assaults.

In Coptic and Copto-Arabic hagiographies we also find ascetics who 
imposed upon themselves techniques of the body commonly known as 
practices of self-mortification or self-denial. Among these practices we 
find chastity, the avoidance of washing and sleeplessness. Many of the 
Desert Fathers experimented with harsh ascetic regimens, severely lim-
iting their sleep and their intake of food and drink. For example, Abba 
Arsenius claimed that “it is enough for a monk, if he is a real fighter, to 
sleep only one hour.”10 Again, deprivation of sleep was the mark of the 
spiritual athlete. The goal of wakefulness and all-night vigils was to tran-
scend the normal bodily processes and to achieve heightened conscious-
ness; it helped the ascetic in his quest for a vision and permitted him to 
“see” the divinity. Why is it that we see the divinity while awake but we 
only see demons when we fall asleep? Can neurobiology enlighten us as 
to the reasons for this divergent interpretation? This is a very important 
point that will be further developed later.11

As regards medieval ascetics, it was said of Abba Arsenius that at sun-
set, after the lighting of lamps at Saturday Vespers, he would stretch out 
his hand to heaven in prayer until the sun rose on Sunday morning to 
light up his face. Jacobus de Voragine tells us in the Golden Legend (thir-
teenth century) that Saint Ives passed most of the time without sleep both 
day and night. And when he had to, he slept on the earth, and instead of a 

 9 Stroumsa, Gedaliahu G. “Shaping the Person in Early Christian Thought.” History of 
Religions 30, no. 1 (1990), 25–50. See also Bitton-Ashkelony, Brouria. “Demons and Prayers: 
Spiritual Exercises in the Monastic Community of Gaza in the Fifth and Sixth Centuries.” 
Vigiliae Christianae 57, no. 2 (2003), 200–221.

10 Naguib, Saphinaz-Amal. “The Martyr as Witness Coptic and Copto-Arabic 
Hagiographies as Mediators of Religious Memory.” Numen 41, no. 3 (1994), 223–254.

11 See Killgore et al. “Sleep Deprivation Reduces Perceived Emotional Intelligence and 
Constructive Thinking Skills.” Sleep Medecine 9, no. 5 (2008), 517–526.
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pillow he laid under his head a book or a stone. Among the early monastic 
orders of the fourth to the eleventh centuries, regimens to tame the pas-
sions were employed that directly impinged upon the human physiologi-
cal system. Permanent abstinence in cloistered convents under strict vows 
of poverty and obedience, and regulated periods of manual labor, fasting, 
sleep deprivation, hairshirts, and flagellation were defining characteris-
tics of the holy life. Historian Peter Brown has stressed how important 
to the early monk’s sense of spiritual purpose was a strict regimen of the 
body. “The material conditions of the monk’s life,” writes Brown, “were 
held capable of altering the consciousness itself.”12 Brown has made a very 
important point: it is not just a matter of strengthening the body and the 
soul but also of altering consciousness, i.e. making one see beyond the 
limits of one’s natural world. I shall return to this.

Psychiatrist Jerome Kroll and historian Bernard Bachrach provide us 
with a more medically informed account.13 They point out that it is dif-
ficult to know for certain the degree of sleep deprivation undergone by 
monks during the Middle Ages. In all probability, monastic life entailed 
by itself a state of partial sleep deprivation, and this had psychological and 
physiological consequences. Among the most general effects we find gen-
eral unrest (i.e. loss of sensation of well-being), irritability, somnolence 
during the day, and a depressive mood, together with perceptual distor-
tions and illusions in which ordinary objects seem to take altered shapes 
and unusual characters. We should take into account that sleep depriva-
tion never took place in isolation but it was part of a wide framework of 
ascetic practices which included different levels of self-injurious behavior 
and fasting. Kroll and Bachrach conclude that if illusions and perceptual 
distortions did occur, these would invariably take form and content from 
the religious symbols and expectations that provided the context of the 
holy person’s life. By this they probably mean that those illusions would 
not have been experienced as pathological perceptual distortions but as 
symbolically encoded religious messages. In other words, there is a con-
nection between religious experience and all sorts of ‘distortions’ and 
‘alterations’ of consciousness consistent with a particular way of under-
standing the supernatural. It should be pointed out, however, that many 

12 Cited in Flynn, Maureen. “Taming Anger’s Daughters: New Treatment for Emotional 
Problems in Renaissance Spain.” Renaissance Quarterly 51, no. 3 (1998), 867.

13 Kroll, Jerome and Bernard Bachrach. The Mystic Mind. The Psychology of Medieval 
Mystics and Ascetics. London: Routledge, 2005.
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of those reports are based on the subject’s expectations and it is unclear 
whether they corresponded to actual experiences.

Another example was that of female mystics, such as Catharine of 
Siena, who remained in a small room mortifying her bodily instincts by 
limiting sleep to 30 minutes out of every 48 hours. She also fastened a 
metal chain tightly around her waist that pinched and broke into the skin. 
Under these conditions, she claimed to hear divine revelations and enjoy 
the intimate presence of God in her soul.14 Catherine’s unusual behav-
ior was extreme but was by no means unique among female ascetics of 
this time. Cutting off one’s hair, self-flagellation, sleep deprivation, giving 
away food or possessions to the poor, sleeping on the floor (using a rock 
for a pillow) were among the most common self-mortifying exercises, and 
resulted in constant ideation about punishment and sinfulness, and an 
obsessional, insatiable craving for the Eucharist.15

In renaissance Spain, historian Maureen Flynn tells us, Peter of Alcantara 
spent 40 years of his life in obedience to a strict regimen of sleeping one 
and a half hours at night.16 Interestingly, two hundred years after his death, 
a Mexican woman was so moved after hearing about the saint’s exploits 
that she privately vowed to develop her own ascetic exercises. Among 
several practices of self-mortification, she decided to refuse the tempta-
tions of sleep during the night by kneeling upon iron spikes designed for 
combing wool. Flynn concludes that such instances of self-inflicted torture 
were not unusual in the practice of traditional Christianity. The vitae of 
saints are filled with descriptions of ascetic practices that were performed 
in the belief that physical affliction would prepare the soul for God. The 
French mystic Simone Weil has written that “the extreme greatness of 
Christianity lies in the fact that it does not seek a supernatural remedy 
for suffering, but a supernatural use for suffering.”17 It is only through pain 
that the Christian wish for unity with God is fulfilled, as if the supernatu-
ral could only be experienced through some form of suffering.

Another interesting case of this culture of sleep deprivation is that of 
the eighteenth century Ukrainian monk Paisius Velichkovsky, for whom 
vigil is the fifth virtue that all monks should have as an objective. For him, 

14 Flynn, Maureen. “The Spiritual Uses of Pain in Spanish Mysticism.” Journal of the 
American Academy of Religion 64, no. 2 (1996), 257.

15 Lester, Rebecca J. “Embodied Voices: Women’s Food Asceticism and the Negotiation 
of Identity.” Ethnos 23, no. 2 (1995), 187–222.

16 Flynn, “The Spiritual Uses of Pain”, 257–258.
17 Flynn, “The Spiritual Uses of Pain”, 258.
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vigils cleanse the intellect of superficial thoughts and make it suitable for 
praying. Vigils practiced in moderation give joy to the heart. Sexual desire 
is produced in men by excess of food and, also, of sleep. When impure 
thoughts come to our minds, argued Velichkovsky, we should get rid of 
them by fasting and vigil. We need to fight against sleep for the sake of 
God’s love. Sleep is for him a great calamity, since it is associated with the 
negligence of the intellect and places us, once again, as we have seen in 
so many other traditions, at the mercy of demons’ attacks. Demons and 
passions distract the person from his main task, which is reunion with 
God and constant praying. When we close our eyes darkness falls upon 
our life and our intellect. Demons impose their rule by means of sleep 
and somnolence, and they keep the soul away from good works. All their 
efforts are devoted to distract the individual from his main duty, which 
is, Velichkovsky insists, incessant prayer. What could be the cause of our 
need to sleep?, he wonders. It is a “natural necessity,” he concludes.

Velichkowsky would certainly agree with much of the perspective of 
modern neuroscience—as we will see in the next section, our body must 
have sleep, and that is not our choice, it is nature’s way. But his point 
would be that our need to sleep might also originate in overindulgence, in 
the divagations of the intellect into undesirable paths or perhaps even in 
a fasting period that has lasted for too long. In any case, we need to fight 
against sleep with caution. In the same way as those who eat or drink 
too much will want more and more, those who sleep without limit will 
come to need even more sleep. They will spend their lives in the dark, 
with an indolent intellect, instead of practicing the virtues. Nature will 
ask very little of those who, on the contrary, get themselves into the habit 
of sleeping for a short time every night. In order to fight against sleep we 
need to practice four virtues: temperance, spiritual sobriety, prayer and 
remembering or thinking about death. We need to practice prolonged vig-
ils in order to gradually reduce our need to sleep (the fifth virtue). Because 
excess of sleep and food weaken the body, vigils are needed to make the 
body strong.18

Finally, a remarkable and contemporary example of sleep depriva-
tion for religious purposes is provided by the movement of Nocturnal 
Adoration, founded in France by the convert Jew Hermann Cohen in the 
mid nineteenth century. Tradition has it that he was so impressed when 

18 Aubry, Michel. Saint Païssius Vélichkovsky. Lausanne: Éditions l’Age d’Homme, 1992, 
111–136.
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he was exposed for the first time to the Blessed Sacrament that he refused 
to leave the church. There was a group of women in the church at that 
time who were allowed to remain there for the night, and Cohen asked 
the general vicar if he could do the same thing. The vicar told him that 
he could as long as he managed to gather a group of men for this pur-
pose, and this is how the movement of nocturnal adoration was eventu-
ally born.

Cohen’s organization did not emerge from scratch but it was in fact 
the continuation of an old tradition of night vigils. Nowadays there are 
branches of this movement in practically all continents, especially Europe 
and America. It is an association of believers who meet in groups once a 
month and take turns in order to worship God during the night as rep-
resentatives of all humankind. During these night vigils they perform the 
liturgy of the hours and silent prayer. They see themselves as offering the 
sacrifice of sleep in order to fulfill during the night what they consider as 
the purpose of the Church and the aim of the Eucharist: to worship the 
Father with Christ and offer themselves to Him, as penitential victims, for 
the salvation of the world and the expiation of sins. They also see their 
night vigils as an emulation of Christ, who was supposed to pray at night, 
especially in his nocturnal and painful prayer at Gethsemane.19

Suffering of the Soul and Privations of the Body

As has already been suggested, sleep deprivation is not just an ideological 
or ideational option, such as praying every day or believing in God, it is 
a bodily practice that has repercussions upon the subject’s neurophysi-
ological condition. After reviewing the role of sleep deprivation in various 
religious traditions, we will explore now the nature of those neurophysio-
logical repercussions. Specifically, I shall be looking at the effects that long 
term sleep deprivation might have on cognition and mental and bodily 
health in general, and see to what extent these scientific or naturalistic 
perspectives could be ‘matched’ with cultural meanings furnished by the 
religious traditions we have just reviewed.

The first thing that catches our attention is that on the whole (and 
despite the existence of some contradictory evidence) there is seemingly a 
sharp contrast between the positive moral significance that those  religions 

19 See www.nocturnaladoration.org. 
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give to sleep deprivation and the very negative and harmful effects that 
sleep deprivation is supposed to have on both mental and bodily health 
of the individual, according to neurological research.20

Contemporary western society furnishes several examples of sleep 
deprivation which happen to be quite far from the ideas of ascetic practi-
tioners. Long working hours, nocturnal celebrations and leisure, and noto-
rious torture methods well-known in dictatorial regimes all over the world 
can be taken as contemporary instances of sleep deprivation devoid of 
any religious significance. Still, some of these have been taken as objects 
of medical scrutiny in order to investigate the effects of such a situation 
on the individual’s health. There are several studies that have explored 
the neurophysiological implications of sleep deprivation. In these stud-
ies we normally come across the distinction between partial deprivation 
(restricted amounts of sleep per night), short-term deprivation (one to 
four nights without sleep) and long term deprivation (five or more nights 
of sleep deprivation).21 Even though some authors have defended the 
beneficial consequences of this practice, especially if it appears associ-
ated with fasting,22 the majority of medical researches emphasize the very 
damaging effects of lack of sleep.

Different types of sleep deprivation have different physiological and 
psychological effects upon mood and upon perceptual, cognitive, and 
motor functions. Total sleep deprivation, for instance, leads to the deterio-
ration of motor tasks, resistance to exercise, the loss of peripheral visual 
information, and misrepresentation of visual stimuli and visual and tactile 
hallucinations (peak incidence of perceptual distortions is between mid-
night and four in the morning). There is also a significant relapse in cog-
nitive performance (logical reasoning, mental addition, visual search and 
word memory tasks), plus mood changes such as irritability and depres-
sion, decreased vigor, occasional feeling of persecution and, in general, 
decreased ability to direct and maintain attention.23 In 1982 more than one 

20 Needless to say, the interpretation of this contrast is based in a particular worldview 
that does not necessarily correspond to that of the practitioners, i.e. those who deprive 
themselves of sleep for religious reasons do not necessarily see any ‘harm’ in that, but, as 
we have seen, they might consider it as a way of strengthening both the soul and the body. 
See Norris, Rebecca S. “The Paradox of Healing Pain.” Religion 39, no. 1 (2009), 22–33.

21 Siegel, Jerome. The Neural Control of Sleep and Waking. New York: Springer, 2002, 135.
22 Bushnell, William C. “Psycophysiological and Comparative Analysis Ascetico-Meditational 

Discipline: Toward a New Theory of Asceticism.” In Asceticism, edited by Vincent L. Wimbush 
and Richard Valantis, 553–575. New York: Oxford University Press, 1995.

23 Kroll, The Mystic Mind, 72–82.
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million men and women from 30 to 102 years of age were surveyed about 
the number of hours they slept per night. In 1988 it was found that those 
who slept 7 hours had the highest rate of survival and those who reported 
more than 8.5 hours of sleep or less than 3.5 or 4 to 5 hours of sleep had an 
increased risk of dying younger.24 Our current knowledge that extensive 
sleep deprivation may be harmful is based on the dramatic findings of 
Allan Rechtschaffen at the University of Chicago.25 He and collaborators 
deprived rats of sleep and reported their findings in a series of papers. 
The effects of sleep deprivation were dramatic and extreme. Within two 
to three weeks every sleep-deprived rat died. The results of this and other 
research suggests that sleep-deprived individuals are more susceptible 
to disease and that already-sick patients who are sleep deprived would 
become even more ill and their recovery would be impaired.

Other studies have shown that there is a direct relationship between 
sleep deprivation and a reduced pain threshold.26 Sleep deprivation and 
sleep disruption increase pain sensitivity and vulnerability to pain. A 
vicious circle is established, then, with sleep disorder and chronic pain 
maintaining and augmenting each other as a result. Similarly, it has also 
been shown that sleep deprivation is associated with a mild increase 
in preoccupation with health-related issues and concerns about bodily 
 function.27 There is also a significant worsening of mood, including anxiety 
and depression. For depressive complaints, according to neuroscientists 
Khan-Greene et al.28 sleep deprivation was associated with a mild increase 
in depressive thinking, including feelings of powerlessness, inadequacy, 
worthlessness, failure, and self-doubt, as well as affective symptoms of 
sadness, loss of interest in pleasurable activities, and decreased life sat-
isfaction. Finally, sleep deprivation is associated with a subtle elevation 
of interpersonal mistrust and hostility toward others, as measured by the 
paranoia scale.29 Khan-Greene et al also argue that while there is no evi-
dence of heightened vigilance or guardedness following sleep loss, there 

24 Siegel, The Neural Control, 136–143.
25 Rechtschaffen et al. “Sleep Deprivation in the Rat. Conceptual Issues.” Sleep 12, no. 1 

(1989), 1–4.
26 Kundermann et al. “Sleep Deprivation Affects Thermal Pain Thresholds but Not 

Somatosensory Thresholds in Healthy Volunteers.” Psychosomatic Medicine 66 (2004), 
932–937.

27 Killgore et al. “Sleep Deprivation”, 517–526. 
28 Kahn-Greene et al. “The Effects of Sleep Deprivation on Symptoms of Psychopathology 

in Healthy Adults.” Sleep Medicine 8 (2007), 215–221.
29 Epstein, Seymour. Manual for the Constructive Thinking Inventory. Amherst, M.A.: 

University of Massachussets, 1993.
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are increased feelings of persecution and perception of unfair treatment 
by others, including greater resentment, sensitivity to perceived insults/
slights, and projection of blame onto others.

Researchers have also found that sleep loss produces temporary changes 
in cerebral metabolism, cognition, emotion, and behavior consistent with 
mild prefrontal lobe dysfunction. Relative to baseline, sleep deprivation 
has been associated with lower scores on Total EQ (decreased global emo-
tional intelligence), intrapersonal functioning (reduced self-regard, asser-
tiveness, sense of independence, and self-actualization), interpersonal 
functioning (reduced empathy toward others and quality of interpersonal 
relationships), stress management skills (reduced impulse control and 
difficulty with delay of gratification), and behavioral coping (reduced 
positive thinking and action orientation). What psychiatrists call ‘Esoteric 
Thinking’, by which they refer to greater reliance on formal superstitions 
and magical thinking processes, is increased under conditions of sleep 
deprivation. Participants in some experiments endorsed higher scores on 
Esoteric Thinking after sleep loss, a pattern that includes beliefs in magi-
cal, strange, and scientifically unfounded phenomena, such as paranormal 
occurrences and superstitions. The observed decreases in behavioral cop-
ing and concomitant increases in “maladaptive esoteric thinking” suggest 
that sleep deprivation may produce a general decline in adaptive cogni-
tion and effective coping, both of which are critical features of emotional 
intelligence.30 Clearly, what in psychiatrists’ language corresponds to “mal-
adaptive esoteric thinking” or “beliefs in magical, strange and scientifically 
unfounded phenomena” looks strikingly similar to the ascetic practices 
we saw earlier.

Much the same can be said as regards the higher incidences of hal-
lucinations in subjects deprived of sleep. Perceptual distortions and 
illusions in which ordinary objects seem to take on altered shapes and 
unusual characteristics are frequent occurrences. An interesting case is 
that of a 75 year-old retired clergyman with a ten year history of idio-
pathic Parkinson’s disease studied by Jason Warren. The patient experi-
enced visions of deceased relatives and parishioners. But interestingly, he 
was not distressed by the visions and commented that such experiences 
were natural in a person with his occupational background.31 Again, the 

30 Killgore et al. “Sleep Deprivation . . .”, 517–526.
31 Knight et al. “The Cultural Context of Visual Hallucinations.” Postgraduate Medical 

Journal 84, no. 988 (2008), 103–105.
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clergyman was interpreting in a religious language what for others were 
instances of neuropathological hallucinations.

Beyond the Nature/Culture Divide

The contrast between religious perspectives and those of medical 
researches could hardly be more pronounced. One interesting area of 
inquiry is why these two worldviews appear so different from each other 
and what can we learn about the nature of religious experience and the 
supernatural from this stark contrast. Biologists of different persuasions 
have consistently argued that humans appear to be the only living organ-
ism capable of defying their instinctual drives. In Dawkins’s words: “We 
have the power to defy the selfish genes of our birth.”32 But there has to be 
a reason for it. What could possibly be the reason for sleep deprivation as 
practiced by individuals belonging to such a variegated spectrum of reli-
gious and cultural traditions? From Taoism to Judaism, from the ancient 
Desert Fathers to the modern followers of the Nocturnal Adoration move-
ment, not to mention the numerous tribal religions where different forms 
of sleep deprivation also fulfill important ritual functions (e.g. among the 
Navajo), all seem to find some sort of deep significance in this ostensi-
bly unnatural practice. But is sleep deprivation an ‘unnatural’ practice 
or could there be some underlying organic function behind its biological 
uselessness?

Some sociobiologists would be tempted to argue that nothing in 
humans, not even the most apparently bizarre cultural institution, can 
escape the determination of our evolved innate predispositions. Hence 
behind what at first sight appears to be contrary to an individual’s well-
being, so the argument runs, there is likely to be some hidden biological 
function that promotes his or her biological fitness—in other words, we 
cannot escape from our genes. But the information provided so far does 
not seem to support this conclusion, for sleep deprivation does not seem 
to fulfill any biological function nor improve in any way one’s reproduc-
tive fitness but quite the reverse, as overwhelming medical evidence has 

32 Dawkins, Richard. The Selfish Gene. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989, 200. Cf. 
Gould, Stephen Jay. “Natural Selection and the Human Brain: Darwin vs. Wallace.” In 
The Panda’s Thumb. More Reflections on Natural History, 47–58. New York: Norton, 1980; 
Lewontin et al. Not in Our Genes: Biology, Ideology and Human Nature. New York: Pantheon 
Books, 1985; Richerson, Peter J. and Robert Boyd. Not by Genes Alone. How Culture 
Transformed Human Evolution. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005.
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come to demonstrate. The key to a proper understanding of the practice 
of sleep deprivation seems to lay not in hidden harmonies between nature 
and culture (whatever we mean by these highly contested concepts), but 
in their frontal opposition. Sleep deprivation is a case in point of ‘rebellion 
against our genes’.

A cursory view on the two perspectives, let us call them the ‘cultural-
religious’ and the ‘medical-scientific,’ shows how incongruent they are in 
their conclusions. The highest virtues of sleep deprivation, according to 
religious interpreters, are turned into severe pathologies and dysfunctions, 
according to medical scientists. Anti-relativists would contend that these 
discrepancies can be simply accounted for in terms of the ‘ignorance’ and 
‘fanaticism’ commonly associated with religious traditions, particularly 
ancient religious traditions, as contrasted with the ‘enlightenment’ pro-
vided by modern scientific thinking. Relativists, by contrast, would take 
this as an instance of diversity of world-views. Both religious doctrines 
and scientific theories would be seen, from this perspective, as more or 
less arbitrary cultural constructs, with no epistemological privilege given 
to any of them.33 But one cannot equate the epistemology of religion with 
that of science; religion is interpretative while science is explanative.

My position, however, is that none of these divergent schools of 
thought (relativism and anti-relativism or rationalism) can take us to a 
proper explanation of the practice of sleep deprivation as a total human 
experience.34 The bodies of ascetics belonging to the most diverse cultural 
traditions and historical periods were, in all probability, very similar to the 
bodies of those who have undergone medical experiments in contempo-
rary settings, no matter how diverse their respective ‘cultural minds’ hap-
pen to be. So in all likelihood, results of contemporary neurological and 
neuropsychiatric researches are equally valuable to understand much of 
the neurobiology behind the experience of those, culturally and histori-
cally remote, religious practitioners.

On the other hand, a careful reading of the results of contemporary med-
ical researches shows that their analyses and diagnoses include  culturally 

33 See the debates between rationalists and relativists in Hollis, Martin and Stephen 
Lukes. Rationality and Relativism. Oxford: Blackwell, 1982.

34 Marcel Mauss defined the gift as a “total social fact” to refer to its capacity to articu-
late a whole system of social relationships. I am using the phrase “total human experience” 
to equally emphasize the capacity of sleep deprivation to relate multiple levels of human 
experience: physical, psychological, spiritual, etc. See Mauss, Marcel. The Gift. London: 
Routledge, 1990.
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informed and somewhat contentious evaluations concerning the nature 
of mental health. Notions such as ‘esoteric’ or ‘magical thinking,’ ‘formal 
superstitions,’ ‘beliefs in scientifically unfounded phenomena,’ or the very 
concept of ‘adaptive cognition,’ are used quite often in psychiatric papers 
that deal with the effects of sleep deprivation, as we have seen, and yet 
these concepts are all complex and controversial from a social-scientific 
and anthropological point of view. What we see in these medical-scien-
tific accounts are not only descriptions of neurological conditions and 
symptoms, but also a great deal of interpretative evaluation concerning 
the ‘normal’ or ‘abnormal / pathological’ quality of those conditions and 
symptoms. And it is in these interpretative evaluations that divergences 
between the cultural-religious and the medical-scientific perspectives are 
more salient. The reason behind these discrepancies has to do with the 
status of the supernatural in current scientific thinking.

The ‘supernatural’ means, quite literally, what lies beyond or above 
nature, that is, what cannot be understood as resulting from the ordinary 
unfolding of natural phenomena. The relationship of sleep deprivation 
with some sort of experience or ‘perception’ of a supernatural realm is 
well established in many religious traditions. By contrast, the status of the 
supernatural in contemporary science is simply that of the unthinkable, 
nothing can be beyond nature. Anthropologists have recently argued that 
the supernatural should be seen as a cross-cultural concept that refers 
to unintelligible and counterintuitive experiences that directly challenge 
ordinary day-to-day cognition.35

The question then becomes, how do humans have access to these expe-
riences if, by definition, they lay beyond ordinary cognition? So-called 
altered states of consciousness have been traditionally one of those ways, 
precisely because those are states in which ordinary cognition is drasti-
cally transformed. Apart from being a practice of self-mortification, simi-
lar in this sense to other ascetic practices such as fasting or chastity, sleep 
deprivation was seen by many of its religious practitioners as a form of 
communication with the deities. Hallucinatory experiences during wake-
fulness were freely interpreted as divine visions, in contrast to dreams, 
which were instead seen as machinations of demons and evil spirits. 
Similarly, the cognitive dysfunctions that loss of sleep is likely to engen-
der, such as loss of memory, are seen by religious interpreters as signs of 

35 Boyer, Pascal. Religion Explained. The Evolutionary Origins of Religious Thought. New 
York: Basic Books, 2001.
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intellectual cleansing and mental purification that bring the ascetic closer 
to the divine condition.

Furthermore, different interpretations of hallucinatory experiences 
originating in dreams and sleep deprivation point to one key aspect of 
this sort of ascetic practice, and that is the notion of agency.36 Both types 
of hallucinations, those originating in dreams and in sleep deprivation, 
might have a very similar neurophysiological origin, even though they 
stem from apparently contradictory activities. But it is in the contradic-
tory nature of these activities, sleep and lack of sleep, that their conflicting 
cultural meanings find their justification. Whereas dreams in sleep are 
seen as resulting from a passive state of the soul, hence its vulnerability to 
the demons’ attacks and the phantasmagoric images that they produce in 
the sleeping individual’s mind, hallucinations in sleep deprivation origi-
nate in a very active will to remain awake. Consequently, those hallucina-
tions will be seen as divinely inspired.

Sleep deprivation can be seen as a clear instance of what anthropolo-
gist Harvey Whitehouse37 has labeled as the “imagistic mode of religios-
ity,” wherein the transmission of maximally counterintuitive religious 
messages takes place through images (i.e. bodily experiences) rather than 
texts (i.e. propositional meanings). Whitehouse’s argument is that religion 
does not fulfill any biologically adaptive function; the human brain has 
not been specifically designed by natural selection to have religious expe-
riences (i.e. to grasp a supernatural reality). Hence ordinary perception 
turns out to be clearly insufficient to achieve this without the assistance 
of some culturally constructed mental prosthesis, as it were—some cul-
tural means by which everyday reality can be transformed into something 
extraordinary. According to Whitehouse’s theorization, ritual fulfills this 
function. There is certainly nothing ‘natural’ or ‘adaptive’ (in biological 
terms) in the ascetic practice of sleep deprivation, precisely because its 
purpose is no other than breaking the limits of our natural world.

To understand how those natural limits can be culturally exceeded we 
have to look at the complex articulation between ‘nature’ and ‘culture’ 
from a comprehensive or all-inclusive point of view, i.e. a perspective that 
takes into consideration both what we know about the nature of our bod-
ies and the cultural systems that have dealt with that nature throughout 

36 Asad, Talal. “Agency and Pain: An Exploration.” Culture and Religion 1 (2002), 29–60.
37 Whitehouse, Harvey. Modes of Religiosity. A Cognitive Theory of Religious Transmission. 

Waltnut Creek: Altamira Press, 2004.
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history (by reconfiguring it, reorganizing it, and maybe contradicting it). 
Hence my purpose in this chapter has not been merely to confront the 
religious-cultural language of belief with the natural-scientific perspective 
provided by neurological and neuropsychiatric researches, but to explore 
ways in which both viewpoints can be seen as mutually enlightening. In 
so doing, I did not want to uncover a possible natural-scientific explana-
tion for a puzzling cultural custom, but merely to ascertain the need for a 
comprehensive approach to a total human experience and its irreducibly 
bio-cultural nature.

Sleep deprivation can be seen as a form of intentional suffering,38 such 
as that endured by neophytes in initiation rituals, which is necessary to 
stretch ordinary cognition beyond its natural limits. In my view, both the 
natural-scientific and the cultural-historical approaches are needed to 
fully understand and appreciate the intensity of these type of experiences, 
for only a biomedical perspective can tell us which are those natural limits 
and how they can be modified, and only a cultural-historical approach 
can inform us of the reasons that may lead individuals modify or over-
come those limits.

38 See Norris, “The Paradox of Healing Pain.”
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