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Body Dysmorphic Disorder (BDD) is a psychiatric condition characterized by an obsessive
preoccupation with a perceived flaw in physical appearance. It is a common affliction, affecting
approximately 1.7% to 2.4% of the population, with roughly equal distribution among men and
women. A psychoanalytic approach to treating BDD stresses that, rather than address the
condition as a form of cognitive distortion or misperception, the clinician ought to facilitate the
patient’s elaboration and symbolization of the perceived malfunction or physical flaw. As
patients speak about their symptoms and physical condition they engage in a process of
symbolizing a wider range of conflictual and anxiety-laden intrapsychic content (Ferro, 2018;
Bucci, 1997).

In this seminar we will review psychotherapy sessions from the treatment of a patient with
BDD, in which the patient believed that the entire left side of his body was deformed and
lacked connective tissue. Thirty sessions from this single case study were transcribed and
analyzed for fluctuations in the patient’s emotional engagement when speaking about his
body. Applying Bucci’s linguistic measures of referential process, we will describe some
linguistic dimensions of body dysmorphia. The study is the first of its kind to assess language
dimensions of body talk, and helps illuminate a complex clinical phenomenon that is fraught
with challenges for clinical intervention.
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