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security of possession, the enjoyment of wealth with the
consequence of idleness and the temptations of the flesh, above
all of distraction from the pursuit of a righteous life. In fact, it is
only because possession involves this danger of relaxation that
it is objectionable at all. For the saints' everlasting rest is in the
next world; on earth man must, to be certain of his state of grace,
"do the works of him who sent him, as long as it is yet day". Not
leisure and enjoyment, but only activity serves to increase the
glory of God, according to the definite manifestations of His will.!

Waste of time is thus the first and in principle the deadliest
of sins. The span of human life is infinitely short and precious
to make sure of one's own election. Loss of time through
sociability, idle talk,2 luxury, even more sleep than is necessary
for health, six to at most eight hours, is worthy of absolute moral
condemnation. It does not yet hold, with Franklin, that time is
money, but the proposition is true in a certain spiritual sense. It
is infinitely valuable because every hour lost is lost to labour for
the glory of God.? Thus inactive contemplation is also valueless,
or even directly reprehensible if it is at the expense of one's daily
work. For it is less pleasing to God than the active performance
of His will in a calling. Besides, Sunday is provided for that, and,
according to Baxter, it is always those who are not diligent in their
callings who have no time for God when the occasion demands it.

1 (Christian Directory, 1, 375-6. "It is for action that God
maintaineth us and our activities; work is the moral as well
as the natural end of power. [..] It is action that God is most
served and honoured by. [..] The public welfare or the good
of the many is to be valued above our own". Here is the
connecting-point for the transition from the will of God to the
purely utilitarian view-point of the later liberal theory.

The commandment of silence has been, starting from

the Biblical threat of punishment for every useless word,

especially since the Cluny monks, a favourite ascetic means
of education in selfcontrol, Baxter also speaks in detail of the
sinfulness of unnecessary words. |..

3 Baxter, op. cit, |, 79. "Keep up a high esteem of time and
be every day more careful that you lose none of your time,
than you are that you lose none of your gold and silver. And
if vain recreation, dressings, feastings, idle talk, unprofitable
company, or sleep be any of them temptations to rob you of
any of your time, accordingly heighten your watchfulness".
[..] Here also Protestant asceticism follows a well-beaten
track. We are accustomed to think it characteristic of the
modern man that he has no time [..] We ought not, however,
to forget that the first people to live (in the Middle Ages) with
careful measurement of time were the monks, and that the
church bells were meant above all to meet their needs.

Weber, M., [1905] The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism
(La Vergne: BN Publishing 2009), 157-158.

0 come, let us sing unto the LORD: let us make a joyful noise
to the rock of our salvation.

Let us come before his presence with thanksgiving, and
make a joyful noise unto him with psalms.

For the LORD is a great God, and a great King above all gods.

In his hand are the deep places of the earth: the strength of
the hills is his also.

The sea is his, and he made it: and his hands formed the
dry land.

0O come, let us worship and bow down: let us kneel before
the LORD our maker.

For he is our God; and we are the people of his pasture, and
the sheep of his hand. To day if ye will hear his voice,

Harden not your heart, as in the provocation, and as in the
day of temptation in the wilderness:

When your fathers tempted me, proved me, and saw my
work.

Forty years long was | grieved with this generation, and said,
It is a people that do err in their heart, and they have not known
my ways:

Unto whom | sware in my wrath that they should not enter
into my rest.

'Psalm 95, King James Bible (1617).

For just as for a flute player, a sculptor, every craftsman, and in
genereal for whatever has some function and action, the good
— the doing well — seems to lie in the function, the same also
seems to hold of a human being, if indeed there is some function
that is his.

So are there some functions and actions of a carpenter and

of a shoemaker but none at all of a human being? And is he by
nature inactive? Or, rather, just as of eye, hand, foot, and of each
part generally there seems to be some function, may we likewise
also posit some function of a human being that is beyond all
these?

Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, translated by C. D. C. Reeve (Cambridge
and Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, Inc. 2014).

One of the most predictable features of life on Earth is exposure
to the rhythmic environmental changes caused by the planet's
movements. As described by one scientist, "... the rotation of the
Earth on its polar axis gives rise to the dominant cycle of the
day and night; the revolutions of the Earth around the Sun give
rise to the unfailing procession of the seasons; and the more
complicated movements of the Moon in relation to the Earth and
the Sun give rise to the lunar month and to the tidal cycles". Given
the pervasiveness of these rhythms, it is not surprising to find
that most organisms show alterations in their bodily processes
and their behavior in response to them. These cycles are called
biological rhythms, and the internal biological mechanisms that
control them are the body clock.

Biological Rhythms: Implication for the Worker (1991), 29.

Power places solidly at its centre, in the form of celebration and glory,
what appears to its eyes to be the unviewable inactivity of man and
of God. Human life is idle and aimless, but it is precisely this lack of
action and aim which makes possible the incomparable busyness of
the human race. Man has devoted himself to production and labour

because he is in essence deprived of work, because he is above all
a sabbatical animal. And the machinery of government functions
because it has captured within its empty heart the inactivity of the
human essence. This inactivity is the political substance of the West,
the glorious nourishment of all power. This is why feasting and
idleness resurface continually in the dreams and political utopias of
the West, and equally continually come to grief there.

Agamben, G, 'Art, Inactivity, Politics!, Criticism of Contemporary Issues:
Politics, Serralves International Conferences (2007).

Idleness has little about it that is representative, though it is far
more widely exhibited than leisure. The man of the middle class
has begun to be ashamed of labor. He to whom leisure no longer
means anything in itself is happy to put his idleness on display.

Benjamin, W, 'Convolut m2,2', The Arcades Project (Cambridge, MA
and London: Belknap Press 2002), 802.

God has the Creation behind him; he rests from it. It is this God
of the seventh day that the bourgeois has taken as the model
for his idleness. In flanerie, he has the omnipresence of God; in
gambling, the omnipotence; and in study, it is God's omniscience
that is his. = This trinity is at the origin of the Satanism in
Baudelaire. - The idler's resemblance to God indicates that the old
Protestant saying, "Work is the burgher's omament" has begun
to lose its validity.

Benjamin, W., 'Convolut m4,6', The Arcades Project (Cambridge, MA
and London: Belknap Press 2002), 805.
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In 1962, a French speleologist named Michel Siffre spent two
months living in total isolation in a subterranean cave, without
access to clock, calendar, or sun. Sleeping and eating only when
his body told him to, his goal was to discover how the natural
rhythms of human life would be affected by living "beyond
time". Over the next decade, Siffre organized over a dozen other
underground time isolation experiments, before he himself
returned to a cave in Texas in 1972 for a six-month spell. His
work helped found the field of human chronobiology. Joshua
Foer interviewed Siffre by email.

In 1962, you were just twenty-three years old. What made you decide to
live underground in complete isolation for sixty-three days?

You have to understand, | was a geologist by training. In 1961,
we discovered an underground glacier in the Alps, about seventy
kilometers from Nice. At first, my idea was to prepare a geological
expedition, and to spend about fifteen days underground studying
the glacier, but a couple of months later, I said to myself, "Well,
fifteen days is not enough. I shall see nothing". So, I decided
to stay two months. And then this idea came to me - this idea
that became the idea of my life. | decided to live like an animal,
without a watch, in the dark, without knowing the time.

Instead of studying caves, you ended up studying time.

Yes, | invented a simple scientific protocol. I put a team at the
entrance of the cave. | decided | would call them when | woke
up, when | ate, and just before | went to sleep. My team didn't
have the right to call me, so that | wouldn't have any idea what
time it was on the outside. Without knowing it, | had created
the field of human chronobiology. Long before, in 1922, it had
been discovered that rats have an internal biological clock. My
experiment showed that humans, like lower mammals, have a
body clock as well.

During your first stay underground, temperatures were below freezing,

and humidity was ninety-eight percent. How did you pass the time?

| had bad equipment, and just a small camp with a lot of
things cramped inside. My feet were always wet, and my body
temperature got as low as 34°C (93°F). My pastimes were reading,
writing, and doing research in the cave. I also spent a lot of time
thinking about my future. Also, there were two tests | performed
every time | called the surface. First, I took my pulse. Secondly,
there was a psychological test. | had to count from 1 to 120, at
the rate of one digit per second. With that test we made a great
discovery: it took me five minutes to count to 120. In other words,
I psychologically experienced five real minutes as though they
were two.

The psychologist Elizabeth Loftus conducted an experiment in which
she showed people a filmed scene of a bank robbery and asked them to
estimate its duration. They overestimated by 500 percent. It seems that
our subjective experience of time is highly variable. In the absence of
clocks, how did you feel time's passage?

There was a very large perturbation in my sense of time. |
descended into the cave on July 16 and was to planning finish the

Siffre weighing himself.




experiment on September 14. When my surface team notified me
that the day had finally arrived, | thought that it was only August
20. | believed I still had another month to spend in the cave. My
psychological time had compressed by a factor of two.

What do you think caused this dramatic disconnect between
psychological time and the clock?

That's a big question that I've been investigating for forty years.
1 believe that when you are surrounded by night - the cave was
completely dark, with just a light bulb - your memory does not
capture the time. You forget. After one or two days, you don't
remember what you have done a day or two before. The only
things that change are when you wake up and when you go to
bed. Besides that, it's entirely black. It's like one long day.

These sorts of isolation experiments could just as easily be carried out in
alaboratory. Why have you always preferred to do them underground?

A laboratory is a fine place to do these experiments, but you
must find people who are motivated. It's difficult to ask people to
spend several months in a laboratory capsule. During the period
between 1962 and 1972, a professor in Germany did more than
150 isolation experiments in an artificial underground bunker, but
they were short-term experiments, lasting only about a month.
The people we sent underground were spelunkers first, and so
they were interested in the caves and could stay longer because
of their high motivation.

When you were underground, entirely isolated from any artificial
measurements of time, your body slept exactly when it wanted to, and
for exactly as long as it wanted to. It might be said that you achieved
perfect sleep. What was that like?

My sleep was perfect! My body chose by itself when to sleep and
when to eat. That's very important. We showed that my sleep/
wake cycle was not twenty-four hours, like people have on the
surface on the earth, but slightly longer - about twenty-four hours
and thirty minutes. But the important thing is that we proved
that there was an internal clock independent of the natural
terrestrial day/night cycle. Interestingly, during the subsequent
experiments | did with other research subjects, all of the people
in the caves showed cycles longer than twenty-four hours. In fact,
it became common for them to achieve cycles lasting forty-eight
hours: They would have thirty-six hours of continuous activity
followed by twelve to fourteen hours of sleep. After we made that
discovery, the French army gave me lots of funding. They wanted
me to analyze how it would be possible for a soldier to double
his wakeful activity.

What did you find?

After me, | put a man in a cave for four months, and then a
woman for three months. In 1966, another man did six months
underground, and then we did two other experiments lasting four
months. We analyzed sleep stages — the rapid eye movement
(REM) stage, when dreaming occurs, and slowwave sleep — and
we made another discovery. We showed that there is a correlation
between how long a person stays up and how much he dreams
the next night. Roughly speaking, for every ten extra minutes of
activity each day, a man gets one extra minute of REM sleep. We
also found that the more you dream, the shorter your reaction
time during your next phase of wakefulness. After we made this
discovery, the French army tried to find drugs that artificially
increase the amount of time spent dreaming, with the hope of
producing very long days of thirty or more hours for soldiers.

Ten years after your first time-isolation experiment, you went back
underground yourself, this time in Midnight Cave near Del Rio, Texas,
and spent 205 days. Why did you go back?

Siffre's cave-appropriate reading: Plato.

only mathematicians and physiologists can go further with this.

Your first sub: isolation took place in 1962, the
same year that the Cuban Missile Crisis made the world starkly aware
of the importance of bomb shelters, and a year after Yuri Gagarin first
entered space. How did those two events change the way we think
about the underground?

| came at the right time. It was the Cold War, and we knew nothing
about the human sleep cycle in outer space. Not only was there
a competition between the US and Russia to put men into space,
but France had also just begun its nuclear submarine program.
French headquarters knew nothing about how best to organize
the sleep cycle of submariners. This is probably why I received
so much financial support. NASA analyzed my first experiment
in 1962 and put up the money to do sophisticated mathematical
analysis.

What is it about the underground that both attracts us and scares us?
Itis dark. You need a light. And if your light goes out, you're dead.

In the Middle Ages, caves were the place where demons lived. But
at the same time, caves are a place of hope. We go into them to

There were two reasons. First, | was i d in studying the
effects of aging on psychological time. My plan was to do an
experiment every ten or fifteen years to see if there had been any
changes in how my brain perceives time. Secondly, all of the other
people I had put underground caught a forty-eight-hour sleep/
wake cycle, except for me. | decided | would stay underground for
six months to try to catch the fortyeighthour cycle.

Why do people fall into this forty-eight-hour cycle?

I have no theory. | don't make theories. The forty-eight-hour cycle
is a fact. | observed this phenomenon, and I'm sure of this finding,
but nobody understands what could be responsible for such a
large desynchronization of the sleep-wake cycle. And now that
the Cold War is finished, it's more difficult to get funding. Today,

find minerals and , and it's one of the last places where
it is still possible to have adventures and make new discoveries.

You rang in the new millennium 2,970 feet below ground in the
Clamouse Cave with foie gras and champagne, but you were three-and-
a-half days late. You also missed your sixty-first birthday. Why did it
take almost three decades for you to decide to go underground again?

When | came out of Midnight Cave in 1972, | was 100,000 US
dollars in debt. | had badly underestimated the cost of bringing
my experiments from France to Texas, and | had to leave the
field of chronobiology. Much of my data from that

following the lead of John Glenn, who went back into space at
age seventy-seven.

| understand you're at work on a "permanent subterranean station for
human confinement and chronobiology experiments". What else are
you working on?

The experiments in the caves are finished. You can't do these
kinds of experiments any more. When we first did them, | was
young, and we took all the risk. Now, there are limitations on
researchers. Now you have ethics panels. Let me give you an
example. In 1964, the second man after me to go underground
had a microphone attached to his head. One day he slept thirty-
three hours, and we weren't sure if he was dead. It was the first
time we'd ever seen a man sleep for that long. | thought, okay,
I'l descend into the cave and find out what happened. And then
at thirty-four hours, he snored, and we understood he was alive.
And then a couple minutes later, he called us at the surface
to take his pulse. Today, doctors would have to wake him up
because it would be too risky to do otherwise.

Did you ever succeed in catching a forty-eight-hour cycle?

Yes. In the 1972 experience in Texas, there were two periods
where | caught the forty-eight-hour cycle — but not regularly. |
would have thirtysix hours of continuous wakefulness, followed
by twelve hours of sleep. I couldn't tell the difference between
these long days and the days that lasted just twentyfour hours.
I studied the diary | kept in the cave, looking cycle by cycle, but
there was no evidence that I perceived those days any differently.
Sometimes | would sleep two hours or eighteen hours, and |
couldn't tell the difference. That is an experience I think we all can
appreciate. It's the problem of psychological time. It's the problem
of humans. What is time? We don't know.

has yet to be mathematically analyzed. In 1999, | decided to go
back into a cave in the south of France. | stayed there for two
months, studying the effects of aging on the circadian cycle. | was

This interview was first published in Cabinet no. 30 (Summer 2008).
Reprinted here with permission.




