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Understanding and Healing Emotional Trauma:
Conversations with Pioneering Clinicians and
Researchers (2015) by Daniela F. Sieff, published by
Routledge

Tamsin Cottis

This is an unusual book in its scope and form. It is comprised of interviews,
or extended conversations, between the author and ten people whose long-
term work has been concerned with trauma: its roots, causes, psychological
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and physical manifestations, and treatment. Their work has been in psychody-
namic psychotherapy, in neuroscience, or in evolutionary psychology. Daniela
Sieff has taken on the task of eliciting as much as possible from each contributor in
regard to their theories, practice, and hard-earned wisdom. However, the book
does more than provide valuable exposition from significant pioneers in their
respective specialist fields. The author brings herself to the book too. At many
points, her questions and expressed thoughts take the conversations further and
deeper, and we have a sense of minds meeting to generate new ideas.

The form of the book means that each chapter has a distinct “voice”, reflective
of the individual contributor. I found this to enhance the impact of the book. As
therapists, as with creative artists, we are all, crucially, bringing our own self to
our work. As we grow and develop we are increasingly able—to paraphrase the
writer William Fiennes (2011)—to find ways of being in therapeutic relationship
that, “have the feel of us about them”. Our work may be underpinned and guided
by our theoretical or professional perspectives, but the way we are is unique and
particular. Writer Al Alvarez (2005) says, as he makes a connection between the
writer’s search for their voice and that of the psychoanalyst, “. . . the object of the
exercise for both the patient and the analyst is to listen for the true-speaking self
among all the inauthentic ones, to find it then to stick with it” (p. 18).

I would argue that it is a core purpose of therapy to support our clients in find-
ing and expressing their own voice. With its highly individual contributors, 
Ms Sieff’s book illustrates beautifully the significance of the unique voice and it
is a way in which the form of the book reflects the process and ideas expressed
within it.

As interviewer, Sieff is a subtle and discreet weaver, drawing together the
strands of her subjects’ ideas. By the end of the book, the reader has the sense of
how distinct professional disciplines in the field of trauma, and its healing
through therapy, have many connecting threads. This demonstration of connec-
tivity and integration is another way in which the book’s content is reflected in its
form.

Sieff carefully and attentively draws out her interviewees and the book contains
a great deal of rich material. Each chapter brings its own intrinsic rewards and
although it was a demanding read at times, I found that it was made more than 
the sum of its parts by reading it in its entirety. Because the range of insights from
different perspectives have much common ground, one’s understanding is deep-
ened, supported, and strengthened as one reads. For example, several of the inter-
viewees talk about the importance of facing past pain in order to integrate it into 
a life that can be more fully lived, through the capacity to experience, with safety
and without retraumatisation, both positive and negative emotions. For example,
in Chapter One, Jungian analyst Donald Kalsched explores the self-care systems
created in the psyches of trauma survivors. He suggests they may be kept in 
states of persecution and self-blame, “Healing requires that we move beyond the
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protector/persecutor, enter into our brokenness and reconnect to our buried 
potential, as well as to the original pain” (p. 12).

Later in the book, the evolutionary perspective—set out in Section Three—
shows how this capacity to feel and respond to the negative as well as positive;
to fully experience suffering and pain as well as joy and pleasure, is also deeply
connected to our earliest origins and the evolutionary imperative of survival.

Similarly, I was glad of the opportunity to read Allan Schore’s explanations 
of his recent work, especially in regard to the toxic effect of trauma-induced
shame. His understanding of how trauma can shut down a person, causing 
them to dissociate to avoid unbearable pain, dovetails with psychotherapist
Marion Woodman’s striking image of the “possum” (p. 70), in which a highly
traumatised person may curl up and sleep as a means of survival, thereby block-
ing all feeling.

Woodman’s powerful, Jungian, myth and poetry-infused voice was new to me.
Her chapter also invokes us to be brave enough to face the most pain-filled areas
of ourselves in order to find ways to integrate the darkest self with the lighter,
and so potentially, become whole. This is a point echoed by Ellert Nijenhuis. He
has an illuminating, wide ranging, and schematic approach to therapy with
patients with dissociative identity disorder (DID). Their extreme experiences have
led them to become split from what he describes as an “apparently normal
personality” (ANP) and to have created a number of “emotional personalities”
(EPs). These EPs are dissociated from, and seek to serve as expressions of, the feel-
ings that the person who dissociates in this way feels compelled to disallow if
they are to ensure their continued existence.

While not experienced in working with people who have DID, I see the truth
of this book’s many and varied but complementary insights regarding disallowed
feelings, shame, and trauma, in my practice as a child psychotherapist. A former
patient, seven-year-old, Gary (details have been changed to protect confidential-
ity ) was referred for therapy because he was often in trouble at school for being
defiant in class and physically and verbally aggressive towards other children. He
sometimes refused to come to school at all and faced acute difficulties in separat-
ing from his mother at the start of the day. Born when his mother was only eigh-
teen, Gary was seriously overweight, and underachieving in his lessons.

Through therapy I came to understand how a previous violent relationship of
his mother’s had caused Gary to experience great terror. He had feared for his life
and that of his mother. Exposure to violence in the home had led him to be hyper-
vigilant to danger, a phenomenon that both Schore and Dan Siegel, in Section Two
of the book, explain in terms of brain chemistry and the working of the autonomic
nervous system and the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenalin (HPA) system.

One morning, while the class were lining up for registration, a small girl acci-
dentally bumped into Gary. He whirled round, thumping her in the face and split-
ting her lip. As Siegel explains,
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. . . when something in our present reminds us of something painful from our past,
it only takes a fraction of a second for an old, unconscious memory to emerge and
shape our behaviour. In an instant we are on automatic pilot—the perceptions,
emotions, and bodily experience that were laid down in the past become present
reality and we are driven by old defences that are often inappropriate. (p. 144)

Of course, the little girl was highly distressed, and Gary was in big trouble.
When I saw him an hour later, he was in a room, separated from the other chil-
dren, with only one teacher sitting with him in silence. He was refusing to talk
and seemed to me to be in a traumatised state. Shame had caused him to with-
draw from me and everyone else. I had to work hard to rebuild a connection with
him. Such a connection was vital if he was to be able to make use of the help I
was offering him.

There was no doubt that Gary’s aggressive response to the girl had been dispro-
portionate and this small example illustrates the way that Sieff’s book helps us to
see the interconnectedness of our different professional perspectives. In the
(extremely thorough) index, the entry, seeing danger where none exists has refer-
ences to chapters by no fewer than seven of the ten contributors. Sarah Blaffer
Hrdy says, “. . . it is easy to envision how children raised in an emotionally
precarious, often quite punitive environment, might come to see their physical
world as a dangerous and hostile place” (p. 199). In his chapter, J. Bruce Lloyd
says,

Terrified that we might be exposed, the traumatised parts of our psyche see other
people as dangerous. We unwittingly put up barriers, push people away or try to
gain power over them . . . These behaviours also create self-perpetuating toxic cycles
of shame. Shame begets shame. (p. 29)

My work with Gary also came to mind when reading the words of J. Bruce
Lloyd, Marion Woodman, and Tina Stromsted in relation to the body in
psychotherapy. Gary talked in therapy about the unkindness he experienced, of
children refusing to play with him and calling him names, because of his weight.
Stromsted says her work has taught her that we, literally, shape our bodies in
response to our emotional needs and she uses bodywork, which she has called
“authentic movement”, to help develop an “embodied sense of agency” (p. 54).
Stromsted explains the body transferences that can occur between therapist and
client. Stromsted and Woodman encourage us to see the body as an essential
carrier and communicator of deep trauma. Woodman, Stromsted, and Siegel are
explicit in the view that healing must incorporate working at a somatic and bodily
level as well as with the mind and emotions as expressed through words and
conscious thoughts.

For Gary, eating and food had become a sanctuary and a comfort and his body
was central to the therapy too. He would describe the pain in his joints as he
walked slowly and heavily to the session. His self-hatred seemed to have found
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a place of residence in his excess fat. It was both cause and effect of the shame he
felt, and also, it seemed to me, served as a protective buffer for his pain.

In sessions, much of Gary’s play was concerned with food. Together we created
desired meals out of “Play-Doh”, wrote poems about favourite food, and created
stories about hungry children who went on quests for delicious and filling things
to eat. Other imagined children in our play together had sleepovers and midnight
feasts. As we worked, I often felt sad, fat, and acutely hungry. I mirrored through
play, the painful emotions that seemed to trigger Gary’s apparently insatiable
hunger.

Gary had a lively imagination and our arts-based way of working enabled him
to invest the characters and themes of his stories with his wishes, hopes, and
sadnesses. By working in metaphor we could bring those very strong and diffi-
cult feelings out into the open so that they could be witnessed, contained, and
processed though the therapeutic relationship.

Once in the light I could amplify those feelings, speaking in a voice imbued
with emotion, about the way the imagined children felt. As time went on, we
could sometimes move out of metaphor into his direct experience and Gary
talked about his own longings for food and his wish to be slimmer, more muscu-
lar and strong, to be good looking and popular.

The ideas of Sieff’s interviewees, Woodman and Stromsted are also reflected in
the author’s conversations with Blaffer Hrdy, Randolph Nesse, and James
Chisholm. Nesse suggests that suffering may be a part of being human.
Controversially he suggests that it may serve the purpose of leading us to adapt
our behaviour according to our evolutionary imperatives. Gary had experienced
many difficulties at home and his mother, with her own abusive past and child-
hood trauma to contend with, had found it difficult to create a safe home for him.
Gary was on the child protection register.

From their evolutionary perspectives, both Chisholm and Blaffer Hrdy may
argue that Gary’s family circumstances played a part in his mother’s early preg-
nancy. Poverty and deprivation meant she was compelled to adopt a “survival”
mode when times were very difficult and, from an evolutionary point of view,
reproducing whatever the apparent cost, could be an imperative. However, there
are many reasons underlying a pregnancy in a young woman’s life in the context
of emotional and physical deprivation and these are very specific to each.

Similarly, at times of acute stress, a person’s focus is necessarily on the short
term. Such experiences do not, according to Blaffer Hrdy and Chisholm, encour-
age the play, fun, or long-term goal-setting that is only possible in more prosper-
ous and settled environments. To pursue short term goals, with desperate intent,
may, in evolutionary terms, have been the optimal means of ensuring survival.
The interviewees in Section Three of this book suggest that we may continue to
carry traces of this behaviour in our contemporary lives. We can see how this
“survival” mode has links to the fight/flight/freeze responses of the activated

ATTACHMENT 65

Book Reviews

6. Book Reviews_Attach (for template).qxp  19/04/2016  11:20  Page 65



HPA system. It seems that hypervigilant children find it extremely difficult to
relax into play, particularly imaginative play, and it is often a therapeutic goal to
make free play possible.

I found the evolutionary perspective to be new and potentially helpful. It led
me to reflect carefully on the ways in which parents who apparently struggle to
cope can be pathologised as well as demonised. At times, caring for Gary put a
great strain on his mother. It was a challenge for her to provide for him and to
cope with his demanding behaviour and, like too many others, she had little
support from family or care services. Blaffer Hrdy talks about how mothers have,
over time, been forced to make excruciating choices about the best ways to ensure
the survival of the greatest number of her offspring. This echoes Woodman’s
description of the myth of the “death mother” (p. 64): the deep, usually uncon-
scious fear that children may have that their mother potentially wishes them to
be dead.

I had understood Gary’s difficulties in separating to be part of an insecure
attachment pattern. Woodman and Blaffer Hrdy’s work has made me wonder
about his possible fear that, as well as perhaps being consciously afraid for her
safety in his absence, he was unconsciously fearful of the profoundest and lethal
rejection by her.

Blaffer Hrdy and Chisholm draw attention to the multiple and continuing
demands placed on women to provide for their children. Both emphasise their
need for good social networks, as a means by which mothers have, over thou-
sands of years, sought to optimise ways of providing for, and nurturing their chil-
dren. In my view, anonomised societies, in which people live in increasing
isolation, along with growing social, economic, and gender inequality present
significant issues for contemporary psychotherapy. In my work, I see close up, the
corrosive impact of poverty on emotional development and child mental health.
Poverty exacerbates the potential for intergenerational cycles of abuse and trauma
and the third section of this book is highly informative about the ways in which
our early evolutionary selves may find their way into our current lives in our
complex, highly capitalised societies.

It is important not to see the evolutionary perspective as reductive, suggesting
that social change, and economic and gender inequality are somehow biologically
impossible. As Sieff says, “The adaptive value of insecure attachment does not
mean that it has no costs. It creates profound suffering at both emotional and
physical levels. However, for those of our ancestors who were born into harsh
physical or social environments, that suffering was the price of surviving or bear-
ing descendants” (p. 163).

Her book invites us to consider that lives under stress today may also carry
echoes of this adaptive behaviour.

In each chapter of this book, Sieff asks, “Can therapy help and if so, how?”
Repeatedly, her interviewees reply in the affirmative and go on to describe their
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thoughts regarding the essential qualities of a healing relationship. The book gave
me a chance to hear again the warm, clear, and humane voice of Dan Siegel
making the complex feel beautifully simple and accessible. Siegel’s COAL
acronym—(i.e., that therapists need to have Curiosity, Openness, Acceptance, and
Love) felt like a gift—especially when, at work, I am challenged by the twin
assaults of negative transference and projective identification as described so
clearly and powerfully by Schore in his chapter.

In this book, Siegel outlines his theory regarding a fifth pattern of attachment
behaviour: “earned secure attachment” (p. 130). Such secure attachment can come
through the experience of a positive relationship in the wake of early trauma. The
relationship is built through the attunement with the self that can occur through
mindfulness, and also through interpersonal attunement that occurs through a
positive attachment relationship—for example, in therapy. Through this process,

We bring curiosity, openness, acceptance and love to our own mind. In doing so we
become our own best friends. Then we can develop a secure attachment to ourselves
and heal some of the wounds we carry from having had parents who could not
attune to us . . . Attunement might lead to the healthy growth of . . . the integrative
and regulatory circuits of the brain. (pp. 154–155)

It seems that the brain has plasticity and new neural pathways can be devel-
oped through the experience of a healing relationship.

Bruce Lloyd, Stromsted, Schore, and Siegel are particularly clear in their view
that the valuable work of therapeutic healing takes place in right brain to right
brain connection. According to Siegel there are parts of ourselves that we do not
know—implicit, rather than explicit memories—and Schore says, in summary:

it takes painstaking, relational, embodied, long term psychotherapy (to heal early
relational trauma). Emotional regulation, attachment patterns and dissociative
defences are mediated by the right brain so healing requires the kind of therapy that
can work with the right brain. Because what is held by the right brain is not imme-
diately available to consciousness, and because that which is dissociated is doubly
difficult to access, it is a slow process. (p. 128)

Several interviewees provide extensive explanations of what happens in the
therapeutic process. They also emphasise the importance of the therapist them-
selves having done deep work on themselves in order to contain the trauma of
any patient. Siegel has a holistic list of what any person needs if lasting change is
to take place: novelty; relationships; aerobic exercise; paying attention; Omega 3
in our diets; and good sleep. Sieff says, “. . . if we aspire to recover from our
trauma, and to embrace the life that is authentically and uniquely ours, then we
have no choice but to undertake this challenging inner work” (p. 26).

By taking three different interrelated perspectives Sieff shows us that, as practi-
tioners engaged in this demanding field of work, we are more alike than different
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and that we have much to learn from each other. The book also affirms the view
that psychotherapy can help and, importantly, shines light on how it does. There
is clearly much still to discover but Sieff’s book has an important contribution to
make to our integrated, holistic understanding of trauma.
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