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ABSTRACT - Developmental and cultural factors affect sleep habits in childhood. The objective of this research
was to determine sleep habits of children in the isolated rural African-Brazilian community of Furnas do Dionisio,
Mato Grosso do Sul, Brazil. The members of this community are closely related descendants of the ex-slave
Dionisio, and remained in relative geographical isolation for about a century. Sleep characteristics of 55 children
(35M; 20F), 2 to 10 year olds, were evaluated in interviews with their mothers. The results showed that cosleeping,
in the same bed with family members, was present in 80.0% of the 2-3 year olds; decreasing to 25.0% of the 8-
10 year olds. Only 5.4% of the children slept alone in their own bedroom. Mean number of persons per bedroom
was 2.8. Only 7.0% of the bedrooms had TV; 98.1% slept in silence. The data obtained support the need to weigh
cultural factors influence on sleep.

KEY WORDS: sleep, sleep habits, child, African-Brazilian, Negro, Black, Furnas do Dionisio, Mato
Grosso do Sul.

Caracteristicas do sono da crianga na comunidade negra rural isolada de Furnas do Dionisio no Mato
Grosso do Sul

RESUMO - Habitos de dormir da crianga sofrem influéncias fisiolégicas e culturais. O objetivo desta pesquisa
foi verificar os habitos de dormir da crianga da comunidade negra rural e isolada de Furnas do Dionisio, no Mato
Grosso do Sul. A comunidade é composta dos membros de uma mesma familia, descendentes do ex-escravo
Dionisio, mantida por cerca de um século em isolamento geografico relativo. As caracteristicas de 55 criangas
(35 M; 20 F), de 2 a 10 anos de idade, foram pesquisadas através de entrevistas com as méaes. Resultou que o
habito de dormir junto (cosleeping) estava presente em 80,0 % aos 2-3 anos; reduzindo a 25,0 % aos 8-10 anos.
Apenas 5,4% dormiam sozinhas em seu quarto. A média de pessoas por quarto foi 2,8. Apenas 7,0 % dos quartos
tinham televiséo; 98,1% eram silenciosos. Os resultados ap6iam a necessidade de determinar a influéncia de
fatores étnicos no sono.

PALAVRAS-CHAVE: sono, habitos de dormir, infancia, afro-brasileiro, negro, Furnas do Dionisio, Mato
Grosso do Sul

Sleep habits during chidhood are influenced by developmental, cultural and environmental
factors°. The Black community of Furnas do Dionisio, located in the municipality of Jaraguari,
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Mato Grosso do Sul, Brazil, presents the particular characteristic of remaining relatively
geographically isolated, being made up of inter-related descendants of an ex-slave. In many ways,
their living habits and customs remained unchanged for over a century. We have no knowledge of
previous literature on child sleep patterns in rural isolated African-Brazilian communities.This
research analyzes children’s sleep habits in this rural isolated Black community. It is part of a broader
project which we have systematically been engaged, in an effort to understand socio-cultural factors
that affect sleep 57

METHOD

The isolated Black community of Furnas do Dionisio is composed of the descendants of an ex-slave,
Dionisio Antonio Vieira, who settled in the region about a century ago. It remains relatively geographically
isolated, in a difficult to reach valley, 57 km from Campo Grande, Mato Grosso do Sul. There are about 190
people in the community, all Black, descendants of the same family, now in the fourth generation. The living
habits of these small farmers remain largely unchanged. Their homes are far from one another, with no villages
in between.

Fifty-five children (35 M; 20 F) - 2 to 10 year olds - were evaluated. Mean age was of 5.2 years (Table
1). Sleep characteristics were approached through interviews with the mothers in the Summer of 1999 (January).
Interviews were personally performed by the authors. Furnas do Dionisio is located in the municipality of Jaraguari,
Mato Grosso do Sul. The interviews were carried out with all children in this age range, with no exception. As
the houses are scattered in a wide rural area, the interviews were performed in four strategic places, i.e., the two
schools, the nurse station and the patriarch’s home. The population was previously advised by local leaders and
attended in large number to the interviews.

Sleep habits were evaluated through eleven multiple choice questions, and three discussion-type questions,
focusing primarily on the habit of sleeping with other people (cosleepig) and on bedroom conditions.

RESULTS

The homes were far apart from each other, located on small farms. They were typical
farmhouses built of bricks and wood, with several separated bedrooms per home and an enlarged
family-living in each.

It was observed that 36.3% of the children sleep alone (Table 2). Cosleeping (in the same
bed) with family members was found in the remaining 63.7% of the children. Most frequently they
slept with their mothers, or fathers, sisters, brothers, grandmothers and grandfathers, in this order.

It was noted that cosleeping was predominant in the younger children, as 20.0% of the 2-3
year olds sleep alone; 25.0% of the 4-5 year olds sleep alone; 33.3% of the 6-7 year olds sleep alone;
and 75.0% of the 8-10 year olds sleep alone.

The mean number of people per bedroom was 2.8; the maximum was 4 people in a bedroom.
The mean number of beds per bedroom was

Tabela 1. Distribution of children according to age, in  1.8; the maximum was 3 beds in a bedroom.

Furnas do Dionisio. .
Only three children (5.4%) were used

Age (years) Male Female to sleeping alone, with no one else in the
bedroom.

2-3 12 3
45 1 5 The vast majority of children (96.3%)
slept at night on beds with mattresses. Only
67 7 5 two children ( 3.6%) slept in a woolen ham-
8-9 4 4 mock. No other type of bed or mat was used.
10 1 3 Every child evaluated had industrialized
bedlinen and blankets. No child was found

Total 35 20

covered with animal hide or other means.
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Table 2. Sleep characteristics of 2 to 10 year olds children Electric lighting was found in the
in Furnas do Dionisio. homes of 53 evaluated children ( 96.3%). Oil
N % lamps were present in only two homes
(3.6%). Gas candles and such likes were not

Sleeps alone 20 36.3 found.
Sleeps with Radios were found in 29.0% of the
mother 14 254 children’s bedrooms and TV’s in 7.2%. TV

father 1 20.0

and radio sets were common in the homes,

Eir;g;er g ﬂg usually a single set per bedroom. Having
grandfather 1 18 both a TV and a radio set in the same
grandmother 4 7.2 bedroom was unusual, but was found in one
others 2 36 home with two children.

In the bedroom Almost every mother (98.1%) descri-
™v 4 7.2 bed the child’s bedroom as quiet; only one
radio 16 29.0 mother reported noise due to the home
quiet o4 9.1 refrigerator motor.
noise 1 1.8

In 52.7% of the sample, bedroom

Bedroom temperature temperature was described as pleasant; 47.2%

pleasant 29 52.7 i

too cold described it as too warm, and none considered
too warm 26 47.2 it too cold. It must be remembered that the

interviews were carried out in the summer.
Total 55 100.0

In considering if care taken in putting
the child to sleep varied according to age, it
was noted that only one family gave more attention to the sleep care in the younger of two children.
Despite tryng to detect these differences, none were found due to gender or social status.

DISCUSSION

The history of Furnas do Dionisio was told us by its patriarch, Sebastido Abadio Martins,
grandson of Dionisio Antdnio Vieira, the founder. It was also told us by other family members, and
has been published! .Soon after slavery abolition took place in Brazil, in 1888, Dionisio, an ex-
slave from the rural region of Minas Gerais, traveled to Mato Grosso, in search of free land and
protection. Due to travel hardships, it took him four months to get there. At that time, that vast
region of Brazil was still widely uninhabited. Dionisio settled in a deep forest, located in a valley
that is still difficult to reach.

He raised his family isolated, and for four generations, the family continues to grow relatively
isolated, as rural small, self-sufficient farmers. Several of the cultural habits of this community have
maintained for about a century, such as their manner in raising and processing sugar cane and manioc,
as well as their traditional music (catira) that has long vanished in the region.

It must be stressed that this Black community is often mistaken for quilombo®. The quilombos
were also isolated rural Black communities, but primarily of fugitive slaves. However, Furnas do
Dionisio differs from a quilombo to some extent because it was initiated by an ex-slave, immediately
after abolition took place.

A main concern to this community today is that several young people - attracted to urban
centers - are leaving it. This exodus resulted in a smaller number of children in the community.

Cosleeping (in the same bed) with family members was found in two thirds of the children,
occurring more in the early years. This pattern differs from what we found in studies with Native
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Brazilian Terena”®and Bororo® children, in which cosleeping is a major typical trait, found in every
child up to about their ten years of age.

The pattern of cosleeping in Furnas do Dionisio is also different from patterns found in western
urban culture and in Asian studies #5217 in which cosleeping is unusual and is even culturally
dissuaded!®141518-2¢ The number of beds per bedroom and number of persons per bedroom is closer
to the urban pattern, in which individual beds and bedrooms are emphasized*+1519-2225-27 |t is certainly
less than we observed in Native Brazilian Terena’® and Bororo® children that share bedrooms with
numerous beds and people of the same family sleeping in the same bedroom. Our present data of
Furnas do Dionisio supports the theory that these sleep patterns are definitely culturally rooted™®.

Among the predominant characteristics of this group of children, are the use of beds with
mattresses, industrialized bedlinen and blankets, as well as electric lighting. The vast majority of
evaluated children are not exposed to TV or radio in their bedrooms. The bedroom is predominantly
described as silent, being favorable to the child’s sleep®??’. Bedroom temperature was described as
pleasant by half of the children, while the other half complained it was too warm.

In the group observed, it was noted that the mothers care for their youngster’s sleep, putting
the child to sleep with an effort to provide the most adequate possible environment, with sleeping
clothes, and family care. No important differences in child sleep care were observed due to age
range, gendre or social position.

CONCLUSIONS

Sleep patterns in ages ranging from 2 to 10 year olds studied by us in the isolated rural Black
community of Furnas do Dionisio have quite distinct characteristics. Cosleeping with family members
was the predominat pattern in 2-3 year olds - including two thirds of them - but decreased and was
present in only one fourth of the 8-10 year olds. The typical pattern is of a small number of persons
per bedroom, but the children do not sleep completely alone in their bedroom. TV and radio sets are
usually not found in the bedroom, which is described almost always as silent. These are all bedroom
characteristics known to be favorable for better sleep. Half of the children interviewed had their
bedroom temperature reported as pleasant, while the other half felt it too warm in the summer. The
results presented support the need to consider the ethnic, socioeconomic and environmental influences
for a better understanding of these children’s sleep pattern22-%,

Acknowledgement - We are grateful to Sebastido Abadio de Souza, patriarch of Furnas do Dionisio, for
the care of our staff in his own home and for allowing us to know the saga of his family; to Jodo Martins Vilela,
the Mayor of Jaraguari, MS, for logistic support of our staff; to Nadir Vilela Gaudioso, Judicial Assistant in the
City Hall of Jaraguari, MS, for incentivating our ethnic research on this isolated Black community; and to the
Furnas do Dionisio people, for their friendship and hospitality.

REFERENCES

Ellis EM. Watchers in the night: an anthropological look at sleep disorders. Am J Psychother 1991;45:211-220.
Potgieter ST, Kibel MA. Sleeping positions in the Cape Peninsula. S Afr Med J 1992;81:355-357.
Rona RJ, Li L, Gulliford MC, Chinn S. Disturbed sleep: effects of sociocultural factors and illness. Arch Dis Child 1998;78:20-25.
Reimdo R. Contribuigdo ao estudo do sono e dos distarbios do sono na infancia. Dissertacdo de Mestrado. Faculdade de
Medicina da Universidade de Sao Paulo, Sdo Paulo: 1983.
Reiméo R, Diament A. Sono na infancia. Sdo Paulo, Sarvier, 1985.
Reimdo R, Lemmi H. Narcolepsy in childhood and adolescence. Arq Neuropsiquiatr 1991;49:260-264.
7. Reimdo R, Souza JCRP, Almirdo RI, Medeiros MM. Sleep characteristics in the first two years of life in Native Brazilian
Terena children. Rev Bras Neurol 1998;34:159-162.
8. Reimdo R, Souza JCRP, Gaudioso CEV. Sleep habits in Native Brazilian Bororo children. Arq Neuropsiquiatr 1999;57:14-17.
9. Reimdo R, Souza JCRP, Medeiros MM, Almiréo RI. Sleep habits in Native Brazilian Terena children in the state of Mato
Grosso do Sul, Brazil. Arq Neuropsiquiatr 1998;56:703-707.
10. Van-der-Wal MF, Van-den-Boom DC, Pauw PF, Dejonge GA. Mothers’ report of infant crying and soothing: a multicultural
population. Arch Dis Child 1998;79:312-317.
11. Furnas do Dionisio. Arquivo Histérico de Campo Grande 1995;5:57-58.s.n.
12. Billingham RE, Zentall S. Co-sleeping: gender differences in college students’ retrospective reports of sleeping with parents
during childhood. Psychol Rep 1996;79:1423-1426.

HrwN e

o v



560

13.

14.

15.

16.
17.

18.

19.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

217.

28.

29.

30.

Arq Neuropsiquiatr 1999;57(3-A)

Cooper R, Potter A, Watson L, Yelland J. Co-sleeping in infancy. J Paediatr Child Health 1995;31:60-61.

McKenna JJ, Mosko R, Richard C, Drummond S, Hunt L. Experimental studies of infant-parent co-sleeping: mutual
physiological and behavioral influences and their relevance to SIDS (sudden infant death syndrome). Early Hum Dev
1994;38:187-201.

Petersen SA, Wailoo MP. Interactions between infant care practices and physiological development of Asian infants. Early
Hum Dev 1994;38:181-186.

Mosko S, Richard C, McKenna JJ. Maternal sleep and arousals during bedsharing with infants. Sleep 1997;20:142-150.
Stein MT, Colarusso CA, McKenna JJ, Powers NG. Cosleeping (bedsharing) among infants and toddlers. J Dev Behav
Pediatr 1997;18:408-412.

Saraiya M, Serbansecu F, Rochat R, Berg CJ, lyasu S. Trends and predictors of infant sleep positions in Georgia, 1990 to
1995. Pediatrics 1998;102:33-36.

Canuso R. Co-family sleeping: stange bedfellows or culturally accepted behavior. J Cult Divers 1996;3:109-111.

Byard RW. Is co-sleeping in infancy a desirable or dangerous practice? J Paediatr Child Health 1994;30:198-199.

Lozoff B, Askew GL, Wolf AW. Cosleeping and early childhood sleep problems: effects of ethnicity and socioeconomic
status. J Dev Behav Pediatr 1996;17:9-15.

Conder K. Sleep in child rearing - a cross cultural perspective. Midwife Health Comm Nurs 1988;24:126-127.

Gilford MC, Price CE, Rona RJ, Chinn S. Sleep habits at age 5 to 11. Arch Dis Child 1990;65:119-122.

Schachter FF, Fuchs ML, Bijur PE, Stone RK. Cosleeping problems in Hispanic-American urban young children. Pediatrics
1989;84:522-530.

Lesko SM, Cormin MJ, Vezina RM, Hunt CE, Mandell F. Changes in sleep position during infancy: a prospective longitudinal
assessment. JAMA 1998;28:336-340.

High P, Hopmann M, Lagasse L, Linn H. Evaluation of clinic-based program to promote book sharing and bedtime routine
among low-income urban families with young children. Arch Pediatr Adolesc Med 1998;152:459-465.

Zuckerman B, Stevenson J, Bailey J. Sleep problems in early childhood: continuities, predictive factors and behavioral
correlates. Pediatrics 1987;80:664-671.

McKenna JJ, Mosko SS. Sleep and arousal, synchrony and independence, among mothers and infants sleeping apart and
together (same bed): an experiment in evolutionary medicine. Acta Pediatr (Supp. 1) 1994;39:94-102.

McKenna JJ, Mosko S, Dungy C, McAninch J. Sleep and arousal patterns of co-sleeping human mother/infant pairs: a
preliminary physiological study with implications for the study of sudden infant death syndrome (SIDS). Am J Phys
Anthropol 1990;83:311-347.

McKenna JJ, Mosko S, Richard C. Bedsharing promotes breastfeeding. Pediatrics 1997;100:214-219.



