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Traumatic incidents are frequently reported by thosewho develop pro-
blems with alcohol or other drugs and sufferers and therapists alike
are sometimes confused about how to relieve the associated anxiety,
and repetitive resort to the drug. ‘Understanding and Healing Emo-
tional Trauma’ consists of 10 discussions that took place with the
Author, Daniela Sieff, who is an independent writer and scholar
with a background in biological anthropology. She collated this
book over 8 years from notes, interviews and lectures. Three concep-
tual fields are distinguished: psychodynamic (four interviews), neuro-
biological, and evolutionary (three interviews each) before she draws
these ideas together in a summary chapter. There is a short biography
of each of her interviewees.

Dr Sieff’s overview of emotional trauma is for anyone with an
interest, both professionals and sufferers. Her aim is to increase under-
standing of each of the conceptual fields and show how they interact
and support each other. She describes emotional trauma, as well as the
recovery effects, from these different perspectives, and poses questions
for future research.

In the introduction she defines emotional trauma as not just pain-
ful and frightening experience, but also ‘the impact these experiences
have on us and their long-term effects on our lives’. She explains how
‘overwhelming pain and fear are at the root of trauma’ and talks of its
effects on the subconscious and on personality development. Each
chapter begins with an explanation of the beliefs that will be expanded
upon by the interviewee and ends with a summary of how those beliefs
can benefit traumatized patients in their treatment.

She discusses ‘shame’ and speaks of working with not just the mind,
but the body too. The need to trust the therapist and the need to learn to
love and care for the body are introduced as essential for healing.

Addiction first appears early in the book as a misplaced form of
self-care; then, in ‘Return from exile’ (ch 2), Bruce Lloyd explains
that addiction is ‘the visible, external manifestation of an invisible,
traumatized, internal state’ and goes on to show a route to recovery.
In ch 4, ‘Spiralling through the apocalypse’, Marion Woodman refers
to addiction as ‘soul food’, a painful though very real description.

The last mention of addiction is in the beginnings of ‘neurobio-
logical perspectives’where it is briefly referred to along with self-harm
as a form of emotion regulation.

Part 2 gives neurobiological explanations for the topics discussed
in psychodynamic perspectives and then goes on to give an explan-
ation of the brain, its development and its growth in some detail. Last-
ly, attachment theory is introduced.

The final set of interviews provide evolutionary explanations for
the different forms of attachment, how the mother-child bond forms
and also looks at other behaviours like bullying, post natal depression,
seasonal affective disorder.

In her summary Dr Sieff describes ‘trauma-world’ as one of fear,
dissociation and shame, and asks and answers three questions ‘Why
are some childhood experiences likely to leave us traumatized? Why
does emotional trauma leave us prone to react in ways that leave us
more likely to create new suffering for ourselves? Why is it so hard
to change?’

Understanding and Healing Emotional Trauma drew me
through the chapters leaving me asking questions and wanting to
read on. Reading the neurobiological perspectives and especially
the evolutionary perspectives left me excited for the future of
trauma work.

Sadly therewas little reference to addiction after the first part of the
book; I would have liked to have read of any possible evolutionary ex-
planations for addiction. Nevertheless, I found that throughout the
book words like ‘tipping point’ (which sounds like ‘rock bottom’), ac-
ceptance and surrender are used, very similar vocabulary to that used
by Alcoholics Anonymous.

I enjoyed the references to fairy tales and myths that were frequent-
ly used which helped to make the book easily accessible to the general
reader.

As a person working through my trauma this book helped me to
see areas I can work on and also inspired me towards reading fur-
ther, and reading about some of the latest research in the new field
of evolutionary psychology was exciting. Overall I much enjoyed this
book.
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