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Keywords

On online platforms, users document and stage sleepwalking episodes in videos,
influencing the social understanding of sleepwalking. This article uses digital
ethnography to examine how sleepwalking is visually represented on social media
and the knowledge these representations convey. The analysis identifies three central
themes: first, sleepwalking is presented as a subject for self-observation; second, it
is depicted as a humorous violation of social norms; and third, it is portrayed as an
eerie spectacle associated with horror. These representations produce and reproduce
historical, cultural and medical knowledge about sleepwalking. Finally, we argue
that social media presents sleepwalking as a curiosity: a fascinating phenomenon
that breaks norms and stimulates public discourse, but which also reinforces myths.
The results demonstrate how digital platforms shape the visibility and interpretation
of sleepwalking, thereby creating new epistemic spaces. The article concludes by
calling for an interdisciplinary debate that combines historical, cultural and medical
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Introduction

Digital technologies are increasingly estab-
lished in the bedroom as a way of making
one’s sleep behaviour tangible. Self-track-
ing devices, such as smartwatches, rings
or mattresses, utilise bodily metrics to map
individual sleep patterns and provide ref-
erence points for evaluation. Integrated
into a self-experimental approach, these
technologies help generate unique knowl-
edge about sleep to address sleep issues
and encourage “good” sleep [26, 27, 30].

Building on this form of sleep track-
ing, our German Research Founda-
tion (Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft,
DFG)-funded research project, “Sleep-
walking. Recalcitrant Knowledge about
aLiminal State”, examined how people use
digital media technologies to document
their sleepwalking experiences. Recent
studies in sleep medicine and research

(e.g. [11, 14]) have highlighted the value
of bedroom video recordings for docu-
menting sleepwalking behaviour. Video
recordings are instrumental, as they can
serve as evidence in medical histories
and provide insights into sleepwalking, as
sleep tracking devices are hardly able to
detect somnambulistic behaviour [28]. In
addition to their medical benefits, such
recordings are shared on social media
platforms, thereby creating public knowl-
edge of what sleepwalking looks like and
the different forms it can take.

These diverse visual representations re-
veal how sleepwalking is portrayed and
understood outside of medical interpre-
tations. Building on digital ethnography
[7], this contribution focuses specifically
on sleepwalking videos shared online. We
examine how sleepwalking is represented
digitally and the types of knowledge it
conveys visually. Sleepwalking, we argue,
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is portrayed as a curiosity that can be
framed in various ways—as a humorous
deviation from the norm, as an object
of interest or as a ghostly source of hor-
ror. Consequently, the lay knowledge of
somnambulistic episodes shared online is
shaped by visual impressions and related
to historical, cultural and medical knowl-
edge.

Sleepwalking knowledge:
historical, cultural and medical

Society’s knowledge of sleepwalking is
generally shaped more by historical, cul-
tural, and medical debates and discussions
about the condition than by everyday ex-
periences. Consequently, although sleep-
walking is a familiar term, many people
are uncertain about the precise nature and
effects of somnambulistic episodes. This
is particularly evident in public debates
about sleepwalking, for example when it
leads to criminal offences or (self-)harm.
The vagueness of knowledge about sleep-
walking stems from its generally liminal
nature, between wakefulness and sleep
and between activity and passivity. As
a result, sleepwalking is not easily recog-
nisable and must be carefully interpreted.
These interpretations have led to divergent
understandings.

Historically, religious and demonolog-
ical interpretations of sleepwalking domi-
nated for a long time: it was interpreted as
a sign of divine providence or devilish ac-
tivity. Inthe 16th century, for example, the
Spanish writer Antonio de Torquemada be-
lieved that the devil drove sleepwalkers to
madness, causing them to lose their bod-
ies and souls [21, p. 254]. Even in the early
18th century, suspected sleepwalking was
interpreted as a sign of spiritual degen-
eration [6, p. 306]. In the late 18th and
early 19th centuries, however, a reinterpre-
tation of somnambulism occurred: sleep-
walking was increasingly seen as a sign
of sophistication and refined nerves, es-
pecially among educated and wealthy in-

' In their juridical-sociological analysis of
sleepwalking, Linoh and Wettmann [10] argue
that not only is more medical knowledge about
sleepwalking needed but that knowledge must
also be circulated to make sleepwalking socially
accessibleand understandable.
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dividuals [6, p. 310]. At the same time,
gender-specific interpretations persisted,
with intellectual overexertion often being
seen as the cause in men, but in women
as “unruly passions” [6, p. 314]. For nat-
ural philosophy, on the other hand, the
somnambulistic state seemed to “open up
paths to the human soul and thus ulti-
mately also to the universal order of the
world” [12, p. 82, translated]. Another his-
torical interpretation of sleepwalking can
be found in the German synonym Mond-
sucht (lunacy), which is still commonly
used today. For a long time, the everyday
understanding of sleepwalking was char-
acterised by the image of a sleepwalker
lured out by the moonlight, whose walk or
dance across the roof was also a popular
image in literature [4, p. 3321].

This curiosity about the deviations
and confusion that sleepwalking has his-
torically raised largely shapes cultural
knowledge about sleepwalking. There
have been literary references to sleep-
walking behaviour since the ancient world,
most of which are metaphorical. Here,
the active, awake person is described as
a sleepwalker to portray their oblivious-
ness to societal events? [13, p. 230]. On
the other hand, due to a lack of medical
knowledge, sleepwalking was considered
a “mysterious phenomenon” [3, p. 173]
and received as such in cultural produc-
tion, for example, in literary works such as
Shakespeare’s Macbeth or Bellini's opera
La Somnambula [21, p. 264ff]. Sleep-
walking also appears in films. While silent
films at the beginning of the 20th century
still portrayed the phenomenon predom-
inantly comically and with stereotypical
exaggerations, it later gained importance,
especially in the horror genre [3, p. 172].
Sleepwalkers were often shown wander-
ing around, ghostly in white nightgowns.
Contemporary pop culture depictions of
sleepwalking increasingly follow medical
bodies of knowledge about sleepwalk-
ing and the observation of “accurate
medicalization” [3, p. 183] through the

2 This metaphor is still regularly used today in
apolitical contexttodescribe “simpleignorance”
and “a not-wanting-to-know” [Nicht-wissen-
wollen] ([18, p. 172]; emphasis in original,
translated).

integration of diagnostic methods such
as polysomnography.

Withthe establishmentof modernsleep
research and medicine, a diagnostic per-
spective on sleepwalking has emerged.
This medical knowledge understands
sleepwalking as “undesirable behaviours,
including ambulation, that are initiated
during sudden but partial arousals from
deep slow wave sleep” [1, p. R1288].
As “[dlisorders of arousal from non-REM
sleep’, the International Classification of
Diseases 11th Revision (ICD-11) then clas-
sifies sleepwalking as a problem when
“experiences or behaviours are sufficiently
severe to result in significant distress or
significant impairment in personal, fam-
ily, social, educational, occupational or
other important areas of functioning or
significant risk of injury to the individual
or to others” [8]. These impairments arise
because sleepwalking occurs in various
stages of escalation—from talking to
getting up and walking around, driving
a car, cooking or even committing acts of
violence [17, p. 226, 19, p. 208, 23, p. 59,
24]—always without conscious experi-
ence or active body control. Knowledge
about sleepwalking comprises medical
equipment and diagnostic procedures
that aim to objectively measure sleep-
walking as well as experiences and third-
party descriptions of the behaviours and
somnambulistic actions.

Historical, cultural and medical knowl-
edge about sleepwalking and its vari-
ous manifestations provide interpretative
frameworks that shape representations
and understandings in society—from
religious and demonic motifs, gender
differences, and comedic embarrassment
to a more realistic conception expanded
by medical findings.

Visual representations of
sleepwalking in social media

The following analysis is based on digi-
tal ethnography [7], a widely used qual-
itative research method in which digital
communities, their forms of interaction
and communication, and the specific plat-
form logic are reconstructed through ob-
servation. The research was guided by
the question of how sleepwalking is rep-
resented digitally and what knowledge



Hier steht eine Anzeige.

@ Springer



Original studies

is conveyed visually. Over a period of
2 years, we observed publicly accessible
digital spaces in which sleepwalking is de-
picted, discussed and negotiated. This ex-
tended engagement with the field allowed
us to trace visual modes of representation
and community interactions around sleep-
walking. Using different search strate-
gies and terms (e.g. #sleepwalking, #som-
nambulism, #sleeptalking, #sleepwalker,
#sleepdisorder), we identified profiles and
posts related to sleepwalking on the plat-
forms. Ultimately, we selected 70 videos
that were publicly accessible, explicitly
framed as sleepwalking and recorded inev-
eryday domestic settings for in-depth anal-
ysis. In joint interpretation sessions, the
authors discussed, contrasted and sorted
the representations of sleepwalking in the
videos. We identified three themes: sleep-
walking is portrayed as an object of knowl-
edge, as a humorous deviation from the
norm or as a ghostly source of horror.
Drawing on historical, cultural and medi-
cal knowledge, we argue that sleepwalk-
ing is presented as a curiosity on social
networks.

Knowledge object and self-
exploration

Sleepwalking often appears in online
videos as an object of knowledge, in-
tended to reveal sleepwalking episodes
and behaviour. Precisely because sleep-
walking eludes personal experience, such
recordings broaden perspectives and make
itaccessible[16, 25]. Sleepwalking is often
presented from two perspectives: serial
self-recordings of sleepwalking episodes
and situational recordings of sleepwalkers
by third parties, usually family members.

An example of sleepwalking as an
object of knowledge can be seen in
recordings of a user who publishes online
compilations of her alleged sleepwalking
episodes. These show the woman sitting
up in bed, leaving and re-entering it, call-
ing for help or making incomprehensible
sounds. This behaviour deviates from
established sleep norms and is thus at-
tributed to somnambulism. It is discussed
in the comment section of the videos
alongside other users’ sleepwalking expe-
riences. This visual representation of an
unconscious event evokes sleepwalking
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as an object of knowledge, whose spe-
cific behavioural patterns can be traced
through the video recordings. Another
case study involves the external observa-
tion of a child whose mother believes to
be sleepwalking. The recording shows the
child appearing disoriented as he moves
around the room with his head slightly
lowered and his eyes closed. The mother
follows the child with her smartphone
camera, recording the child’s unintelligi-
ble utterances and uncoordinated hand
movements. This filmed behaviourisinter-
preted as a somnambulistic episode, with
the child’s disorientation and uncoordi-
nated movements particularly reinforcing
the framing of sleepwalking as an object
of knowledge. Here, too, the video’s com-
ments discuss different manifestations of
sleepwalking behaviour, alongside ques-
tions of parental care and the prevention
of harm.

Both examples demonstrate how visual
recordings capture the otherwise uncon-
scious and fleeting phenomenon of sleep-
walking, thus establishing it as a tangi-
ble and analysable object of knowledge.
Presenting sleepwalking as an object of
knowledge is primarily achieved by visu-
ally marking supposed anomalies. Unco-
ordinated gestures, incomprehensible vo-
calisations and closed eyes while making
movements are highlighted as deviations
that need to be understood and classified.
Sleepwalking thus appears as a mysteri-
ous behaviour that requires interpretation
and categorisation.

Humorous deviation

The most common and popular video
format involves humorous depictions of
sleepwalking, which is “a kind of violation
of the norms that constitute other nor-
mative concepts” ([9, p. 396]; emphasis
in original). To emphasise the humorous
aspect of the situations, the sleepwalkers
add captions and emojis (e.g. laughing
faces) to the video recordings. Humorous
phenomena are those that make people
laugh and deviate from what is considered
normal [5, p. 42], provided they remain
harmless and safe.

A user shares clips of her funniest sleep-
walking moments. She starts the videos
visibly unable to suppress her laughter as

she says something like, “Let’s laugh at
this”. The videos show her sleepwalking
by talking to imaginary people and real ob-
jects, taking a non-existent dog for a walk
outside or walking a cuddly toy around
inside the flat. These harmless but some-
times embarrassing and meaningless ac-
tions are reminiscent of the performative
practices of comedians or clowns, who use
self-deprecating exaggerations. The hu-
mour surrounding sleepwalking is evident
in both the sleepwalker’s reactions and the
comments on the videos, which feature an
abundance of laughing emojis. Another
video of this category shows a man sleep-
walking in front of his friends, which exem-
plifies the humorous perspective on sleep-
walking in social situations. Those present
are amused and give him instructions on
how to move, which he then follows. His
friends find his behaviour funny because it
deviates from his usual behaviour—here
too, humour emerges through deviations
from the norm.

Such videos highlight the humour of
sleepwalking by depicting a lack of social
inhibition and deviation from social norms
of self-control. A comic effect arises from
the incongruity between societal expec-
tations and lived reality, fuelled by the
contradictory image of familiar patterns
of behaviour in an inappropriate context,
such as walking an imaginary dog at night
in pyjamas. Sleepwalkers are unable to be-
have “inaccordance with norms”[9, p.4071,
which can be amusing as long as it is not
dangerous or frightening. Furthermore,
those affected seem to use humour as
a coping strategy for their sleepwalking
behaviour. The visual representation of
specific deviations from institutionalised
norms as humorous events then opens an
interpretive framework along which som-
nambulistic episodes can be assigned to
the “zone of the comic” [2, p. 5, trans-
lated]. Additionally, the videos reveal that
sleepwalking is characterised by uninhib-
ited and uncontrollable behaviour, which
serves to characterise this subtype of para-
somnia.

Creepiness and thrills

For entertainment purposes, sleepwalk-
ing can also be depicted in videos on
social media with horror elements such as



demonological aspects. From a media-
and cultural-sociological perspective, this
is nothing new: in the film The Cabinet of
Dr. Caligari (Germany 1920), the protago-
nist commits various murders while sleep-
walking; in the horror film series Para-
normal Activity (USA 2007-2015), footage
shows the protagonists sleepwalking for
hours in their bedrooms or wandering
through the house; in the film Donnie
Darko (USA 2001), the eponymous char-
acter sleepwalks while chasing an imag-
inary rabbit; and the film Sleep (South
Korea 2023) dramatises a married couple’s
dealings with the husband’s somnambu-
listic behaviour. The footage on social me-
dia emphasises the deviance, irrationality
and uncivilised nature of somnambulistic
behaviour. Eerie feelings are generated
here by the deviation from the everyday
experience of sleeping bodies.

One of these videos is titled My wife
sleepwalked to the table and sat down
with the demons and appears to provide
footage from a night-time surveillance
camera. It shows a woman sitting at the
kitchen table, seemingly sleepwalking. At
some point in the video, the chairs then
inexplicably move away from the table,
and a shadow approaches her. Finally, the
kitchen door slams shut. The woman then
looks into the camera before the video
ends. Another video is a self-recording
of a man sleeping in bed. The aim is to
record his sleepwalking behaviour, which
initially manifests in him twitching and
touching his face. He then sits up and
looks into the camera, his eyes and mouth
wide open, as if he is screaming.

Videos such as these operate onthe bor-
derbetween fantasy and reality, the known
and the unknown, creating a sense of un-
ease and contributing to viewers’ uncer-
tainty [20, p. 644]. As the two case studies
demonstrate, the portrayal of sleepwalk-
ing as a horror unfolds through “affective
estrangement” [22], in which it is deemed
contrary to normal sleeping behaviourand
represents a breach of social norms sur-
roundingsleep[29]. Theserepresentations
therefore aim to convey a “threat to nor-
mality” [15, p. 542, translated]. Addition-
ally, horrific depictions of sleepwalking are
often associated with paranormal activities
or evil temptations to elicit affective re-
sponses. Sleepwalking itself is embedded

in a setting of horror. These videos usually
employ forms and modes of representa-
tion that have emerged from the cinematic
horror genre, building on the genre’s es-
tablished imagery of sleepwalking. How-
ever, all of this is subjective and depends
on historical and cultural knowledge of
sleepwalking. While these videos convey
this knowledge, they also dramatise the
uncertainties surrounding the knowledge
of sleepwalking and its liminality, thereby
presenting sleepwalking as deviant and
abnormal.

Conclusion: sleepwalking as
a curiosity

Ouranalysis shows thatdigital portrayals of
sleepwalking oscillate between education,
entertainment and horror, presenting it as
an object of knowledge, a comical aberra-
tion or a frightening transgression. While
videos on social media spread knowledge
about sleepwalking, they simultaneously
portray it as a spectacular deviation. The
(alleged) sleepwalking episodes in these
videos are compelling precisely because
sleepwalking is presented as a breach of
the norms of human sleep and physical
activity, thereby gaining significant trac-
tion on online platforms. These repre-
sentations draw on historical, cultural and
medical knowledge about sleepwalking,
disseminating it to a broader audience. In
doing so, these videos combine various
bodies of knowledge and forms of repre-
sentation to portray sleepwalking publicly
as a curiosity.

Sleepwalking seems strange precisely
because people are so familiar with sleep
as a passive state characterised by with-
drawal from social interaction. The general
assumption that these online videos de-
pict somnambulism is therefore primarily
based on the observation of unusual noc-
turnal behaviours that deviate from typical
sleep patterns. In these videos, sleepwalk-
ing must first be inferred from explicit
references to sleep—such as nightwear,
the bedroom and nocturnal environ-
ments—as well as from textual references
in the accompanying descriptions and
captions. At the same time, the actions
described deviate from typical behaviour
when awake: movements with a fixed or
glazed stare, mechanical or disoriented

movements, slow or no reactions when
spoken to. The night-time setting, along
with the use of surveillance or night-vision
cameras, further reinforces the impression
of authentic sleepwalking. However, it
remains unclear whether the behaviours
shown represent sleepwalking, another
sleep disorder, states of confusion during
awakening or even staged content. The
attribution of “sleepwalking” therefore
relies mainly on the interpretation of
observable behavioural features.

Digital media thus not only enable the
visibility of sleepwalking as a cultural and
medical phenomenon but also open new
epistemic spaces in which mundane in-
terpretations, popular culture and medi-
cal knowledge converge. The videos sig-
nificantly shape the public understand-
ing of sleepwalking and provide insight
into its manifestations, showing the diver-
sity of behaviours and the precision with
which sleepwalkers execute actions. This
presents both an opportunity and a chal-
lenge for sleep medicine: on the one hand,
digital representations can promote early
detection and destigmatisation; on the
other, theyrisk reinforcing myths or distort-
ing clinically relevant aspects. Our findings
point to a need for interdisciplinary en-
gagement among medical science, social
science and cultural studies to capture the
complexity of sleepwalking in its societal
interpretation and response. Just as these
disciplines shape societal understanding of
sleepwalking, they should combine their
fields of knowledge to better grasp its
liminality.
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Zusammenfassung

Schlafwandeln als Kuriositat: Visuelle Darstellungen und Wissen in den

sozialen Medien

Auf Online-Plattformen werden Schlafwandel-Episoden in Videos dokumentiert und
inszeniert, was das gesellschaftliche Verstandnis von Schlafwandeln beeinflusst. Dieser
Artikel untersucht aus online-ethnografischer Perspektive, wie Schlafwandeln in den
sozialen Medien visuell dargestellt wird und welches Wissen diese Darstellungen
vermitteln. Die Analyse identifiziert drei zentrale Themen: Erstens wird Schlafwandeln
als Gegenstand der Selbstbeobachtung prasentiert, zweitens als humorvolle Verletzung
sozialer Normen und drittens als unheimliches Spektakel, das mit Horror assoziiert
wird. Diese Darstellungen erzeugen und reproduzieren historisches, kulturelles und
medizinisches Wissen liber das Schlafwandeln. AbschlieBend argumentieren wir,

dass soziale Medien Schlafwandeln als Kuriositdt prasentieren: ein faszinierendes
Phanomen, das Normen bricht, den &ffentlichen Diskurs anregt, aber auch Mythen
verstarkt. Die Ergebnisse zeigen, wie digitale Plattformen die Sichtbarkeit und
Interpretation des Schlafwandelns pragen und neue epistemische Raume schaffen. Der
Artikel schlieBt mit der Forderung nach einer interdisziplindren Debatte, die historische,
kulturelle und medizinische Perspektiven vereint.
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