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Understanding and healing 
emotional trauma
Reviewed by Chris Rose

Daniela Sieff has taken on the enormous task of examining trauma from three broad 
perspectives – psychodynamic, neurobiological and evolutionary. She has then added to 
the challenge by her choice of method that, although described as ‘conversation’, turns out 
to be mainly questions and answers. Most of those she interviews are well-established 
authors, condensing years of their own thinking and research into the confines of one 
chapter. The result is often didactic and repetitive, as each author introduces his or her own 
understanding of trauma, or explains yet again the various forms of attachment and the 
importance of attunement.

Despite this, I found myself impressed by Sieff’s endeavour. Described as ‘an independent 
writer and scholar’, she has created a valuable resource that contains thought-provoking 
material. The psychodynamic perspective is largely Jungian and members of other tribes 
will have to adapt and translate as they read. Both psyche and soma are included; the body 
is not only highlighted in Tina Stromsted’s chapter but retains a presence throughout. I 
enjoyed Marion Woodman’s use of her own personal experiences to describe the internal 
‘Death Mother’, bringing a welcome intimacy to the discussion.

In the neurobiology section Allan Schore presents a concentrated overview of the 
relationship between emotional environment and brain development, emphasising the role 
of non-verbal right brain attunement in therapy as well as child care. 
The book sends a consistent message that healing does not mean damage can be reversed 
but that, through body work, therapy and journaling, it is possible to make more of the 
unconscious conscious, develop emotional security and lead a richer life. 

The final section on evolution brings refreshing new material to challenge our assumptions 
about attachment and appropriate maternal behaviour. James Chisholm emphasises that 
there is no ‘normal’ pattern of attachment; it is always shaped by the environment and risk, 
and we should not assume that our Western models have universal applicability. The focus 
on the individual gives way here to the sociopolitical, cultural context, where inequality is 
revealed as a key factor. Those at the bottom of any hierarchy have less control over their 
own lives, live with greater risks and invest accordingly.

I would recommend this book on the basis of this section alone, but there are many other 
nuggets concealed within – a book not to be taken in one sitting but offering rich pickings.

Chris Rose is a group psychotherapist and author
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