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CHAPTER 1

The Body Image

1957. Present were Milton H. Erickson and Jay Haley.

Haley: 1 have two reasons for being here. Our research
project is about to begin an investigation of psycho-
therapy; we're going to explain it. And I went into pri-
vate practice a few months ago doing brief hypnother-
apy on various kinds of symptoms. I find I don’t know
enough about what I'm doing, so I want to find out
more about brief psychotherapy. I would like to pre-
sent you a description of about nine or ten patients,
which I think are typical, and have you tell me how
you would handle them.

Erickson: All right.

H: I have a whole week, so I expect I can learn all about
psychotherapy in that time. I wouldn’t expect that
anywhere else but here.

E: (Laughs) Well, we can have our dreams.

H: In my practice I get regular referrals of various kinds—
physical symptoms and some behavioral problems.
My difficulty is that I am referred to largely for hyp-
nosis, and I get quite a few people who are not very
good subjects. I'd like to help them even though they
are not good subjects, and I don’t know enough about
how to do brief therapy. I've been doing the more tra-
ditional kind of therapy for three or four years. I know



2 Conversations with Milton H. Erickson

how to handle patients if I sit back and listen to them
and make comments once in a while. But when I have
people come to me expecting something in a hurry,
the hurry being anywhere from one or two to 20 ses-
sions, I don’t know enough about what sort of infor-
mation I need from them or what I need to do when
I get that information.

E: In brief therapy what are usually your problems?

H: Well, I have symptoms like headaches, menstrual pains,
a youth with a speech block, a woman who lost her
voice, insomnia, and so on. I would really like to go
over some of them one by one. Mostly I get problems
from doctors who think that hypnosis will cure like
a miracle, you know, and they send them to me. In
my area there is no one working with hypnosis, ex-
cept the people John Weakland and I are teaching.
The local medical folk are very reluctant to refer pa-
tients who have somatic symptoms to psychiatrists,
even when there is no physiological basis for the symp-
tom. They don't like the idea of long-term psychother-
apy. So they send them to me expecting something
quick. I know you often do very brief therapy, and I
have a pretty good idea that this is the place I can
learn more about it than anywhere else.

I am actually using some of the techniques I have
heard you mention in our conferences on hypnosis and
finding them useful. I'll give you an example, begin-
ning with a simple kind of problem, or one that should
be simple. This is a girl referred to me a couple of
weeks ago for severe premenstrual cramps. About
eight hours a day once a month she is incapacitated
and must go to bed with Seconal and aspirin and such.
She has been doing this since she was 14 years old.
She is not a good hypnotic subject. I have seen her
for two sessions. I don’t think I can help her with hyp-
nosis in a straight kind of direct suggestion. I don’t
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think that I can even persuade her that she is enough
in'a trance so that other kinds of suggestions can carry
the aura of hypnosis. Yet I feel that her problem isn’t
very complicated. She started to menstruate at 12—
perfectly normal. At 13 she was in a city during a
bombing raid; she lived up on the hillside and saw the
raid but she wasn’t injured in any way. For a year
after that she didn’t menstruate. She returned to the
States with her mother, and at the age of 14 she began
to menstruate again. This was very painful. She has
menstruated painfully ever since.

E: Is she a pretty girl?

H: Yes.

E: Does she think so?

H: Yes, she does. She is not by any means fully confident
that she is pretty. She works a little too hard at it.

E: What do you think about that?

H: What do I think about it? Well I think she is 28 years
old and isn't married for reasons she doesn’t under-
stand.

E: Yet she is a pretty girl? And she works too hard at it.
You see, in brief psychotherapy one of the important
considerations is the body image. Did I ever discuss
that with you?

H: No, I don’t think so.

E: By body image I mean how does the person look upon
herself? What sort of an image do they have of them-
selves? She’s a pretty girl; she works too hard at it.
She is telling you she has a defective body image. It
is so tremendously important that she have a good
body image. A good body image implies not only the
physical self as such, but the functional self, and the
personality within the body. Does she know that it
is all right to know that she has very pretty eyes?
Does she know that it is all right to be aware of the
fact that her chin is too heavy? Is it all right for her
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to have a pretty mouth, but to have her ears set un-
evenly? Does she know that the individuality of her
face is the thing that gives her individual appeal?

H: Is that the way you would put it to her?

E: That’s the way it should be put to her. You'll see these
pretty girls that absolutely depreciate themselves.
They are unaware of the fact that they are trying to
classify their looks in terms of other people’s looks.
They usually think about some symptom of some sort
that proves to them conclusively that they are not
adequate people. The girl with the painful menstrua-
tion—exactly what does she think about her body?
Are her hips too large? Or her ankles too large? Is her
pubic hair too scarce, too straight, too curly? Or what
about it? It may be too painful a thing for her ever
to recognize consciously. Are her breasts too large?
Too small? The nipples not the right color? In brief
psychotherapy, one of the first things you do, whether
it’s a man or a woman, is try to find out what their
body image is.

H: How do you find this out?

E: Sometimes, after a few minutes with a patient, with a
girl in particular, I ask her what her best features are.
And why. I make it a straightforward inquiry, in the
same way that one would do a physical examination.
You start to examine the scalp and you work down
to the soles of the feet. It’s purely an objective ex-
amination. You really want to know what the body
image is, so you do a physical examination of the body
image.

H: 1 see. What this girl does is work a little too hard at
looking feminine. Her curls are placed just so, her
makeup is just so, her earrings just so.

E: In other words, what does she lack in her body image
that is feminine, so that she has to overdo, or overem-
phasize, the external evidence of femininity? What de-
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ficiency does she think she has in her genitals? In her
breasts, in her hips, in her figure, in her face?

H: Well, how do the patients accept such an objective look
at their genitals? Do they take your discussion so ob-
jectively?

E: They do for me.

H: 1 think that might be difficult for me, but it might not.

E: You see a girl come in with a very crooked part in her
hair. The next time she comes in, her hair is combed
slightly differently, but with a crooked mid-line part.
And you ought to wonder about her attitude towards
her genitals.

H: If the part is crooked you should go into that?

E: Yes. Because you should bear in mind that our own
familiarity with ourselves, our physical selves, is so
great that we never really appreciate that familiarity
—consciously.

H: Hmm.

E: How do you recognize that a woman is wearing falsies?

H: I don’t know how I would recognize it, except in terms
of the proportion with the rest of her body.

E: T'll demonstrate to you. I ask a woman to sit up straight
and pretend that she has a mosquito on her right
shoulder, then I ask her to please swat it. First, I'll
show you how I swat it (demonstrates swatting with
arm not touching chest). Now I'll exaggerate as I
show you how she swats it. You see, she detours her
elbow in accord with the actual size of her breast.

H: Oh, I see, she brushes her breast with falsies.

E: Yes. If she’s got very small breasts, practically no
breasts, she tends to swat her shoulder in much the
same way that I would. If she has got large breasts
she makes a large detour.

H: That’s a simple test.

E: A very simple test. When I see a patient with a defec-
tive body image, I usually say, “There are a number
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of things that you don’t want me to know about, that
you don’t want to tell me. There are a lot of things
about yourself that you don’t want to discuss. There-
fore, let’s discuss those things that you feel free to dis-
cuss, and be sure that you don't discuss those that
you are unwilling to discuss.” She has blanket permis-
sion to withhold anything and everything. But she did
come to discuss things. Therefore she starts discuss-
ing this, discussing that. It's always, “Well, this is all
right to talk about.” Before she’s finished, she has
mentioned everything.

H: You made it safe.

E: I made it safe. And each new item, ‘Well, this really isn’t
so important that I have to withhold it. I can use the
withholding permission for more important matters.”
Simply a hypnotic technique. To make them respond
to the idea of withholding, and to respond to the idea
of communicating.

H: 1 see.

E: Their withholding is essentially a mere matter of shuf-
fling the order in which they present, and that’s suf-
ficient withholding.

H: 1t also forces them to think of what they would normal-
ly withhold, which they probably hadn’t thought much
of before.

E: There is the girl who had a series of affairs and is too
distressed to tell you about it. You have given her per-
mission to withhold. She knows you don’t know about
the affairs. She starts thinking over —well, number
one is all right to tell about. Number five is all right
to tell about. Not number two. And she tells about
number four, number six, number three, number seven,
number two. She has withheld number two. In fact,
she has withheld all of them except number one. Be-
cause she didn’t give —one, two, three, four, five, six,
seven.
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