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Bion : Chapters Three & Four 

Chapter Three 

1. AN EMOTIONAL EXPERIENCE occurring in sleep, which I choose for reasons that 

will presently appear, does not differ from the emotional experience occurring during 

waking life in that the perceptions of the emotional experience have in both instances 

to be worked upon by alpha-function before they can be used for dream thoughts. 

2. Alpha-function operates on the sense impressions, whatever they are, and the 

emotions, whatever they are, of which the patient is aware. In so far as alpha-

function is successful alpha elements are produced and these elements are suited to 

storage and the requirements of dream thoughts. If alpha-function is disturbed, and 

therefore inoperative, the sense impressions of which the patient is aware and the 

emotions which he is experiencing remain unchanged. I shall call them beta-elements. 

In contrast with the alpha-elements the beta-elements are not felt to be 

phenomena,1 but things in themselves.2 The emotions likewise are objects of sense. 

We are thus presented with a state of mind precisely contrasting with that of the 

scientist who knows he is concerned with phenomena but has not the same certitude 

that the phenomena have a counterpart of things in themselves. 

3. Beta-elements are not amenable to use in dream thoughts but are suited for use 

in projective identification. They are influential in producing acting out. They are 

objects that can be evacuated or used for a kind of thinking that depends on 

manipulation of what are felt to be things in themselves as if to substitute such 

manipulation for words or ideas. For example a man may murder his parents and so 

feel free to love because the anti-sexual internal parents are supposed by this act to 

have been evacuated. Such an act is intended 
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“to rid the psyche of accretions of stimuli”. Beta-elements are stored but differ from 

alpha-elements in that they are not so much memories as undigested facts, whereas 

the alpha-elements have been digested by alpha-function and thus made available for 

thought. It is important to distinguish between memories and undigested facts—beta-

elements. (The use of the terms “digested” and “undigested” will be investigated 

later.) 



4. If the patient cannot transform his emotional experience into alpha-elements, he 

cannot dream. Alpha-function transforms sense impressions into alpha-elements 

which resemble, and may in fact be identical with, the visual images with which we 

are familiar in dreams, namely, the elements that Freud regards as yielding their latent 

content when the analyst has interpreted them. Freud showed that one of the functions 

of a dream is to preserve sleep. Failure of alpha-function means the patient 

cannot dream and therefore cannot sleep. As alpha-function makes the sense 

impressions of the emotional experience available for conscious and dream-thought 

the patient who cannot dream cannot go to sleep and cannot wake up. Hence the 

peculiar condition seen clinically when the psychotic patient behaves as if he were in 

precisely this state. 
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Chapter Four 

1. THE EMOTIONAL EXPERIENCE must now be considered generally and not only as 

it occurs in sleep. I shall emphasize what I have said so far by re-writing a popular 

theory of the nightmare. It used once to be said that a man had a nightmare because he 

had indigestion and that is why he woke up in a panic. My version is: The sleeping 

patient is panicked; because he cannot have a nightmare he cannot wake up or go to 

sleep; he has had mental indigestion ever since. 

2. The more general statement of the theory is this: To learn from 

experience alpha-function must operate on the awareness of the emotional experience; 

alpha-elements are produced from the impressions of the experience; these are thus 

made storeable and available for dream thoughts and 

for unconscious waking thinking. A child having the emotional experience called 

learning to walk is able by virtue of alpha-function to store this experience. Thoughts 

that had originally to be conscious become unconscious and so the child can do all 

the thinking needed for walking without any longer being conscious of any of 

it. Alpha-function is needed for conscious thinking and reasoning and for the 

relegation of thinking to the unconscious when it is necessary to 

disencumber consciousness of the burden of thought by learning a skill. 

3. If there are only beta-elements, which cannot be made unconscious, there can 

be no repression, suppression, or learning. This creates the impression that the patient 

is incapable of discrimination. He cannot be unaware of any single sensory stimulus: 

yet such hypersensitivity is not contact with reality. 
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4. Attacks on alpha-function, stimulated by hate or envy, destroy the possibility of 

the patient's conscious contact either with himself or another as live objects. 

Accordingly we hear of inanimate objects, and even of places, when we would 

normally expect to hear of people. These, though described verbally, are felt by the 

patient to be present materially and not merely to be represented by their names. This 

state contrasts with animism in that live objects are endowed with the qualities 

of death. 

 


