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BOOK REVIEW

Understanding and healing emotional trauma: conversations with 
pioneering clinicians and researchers, by Daniella F. Sieff, East Sussex, 
Routledge,  2015, 236 pp., £24.29 (paperback), ISBN 978-0415-72084-7

As the title suggests, this book is organised around conversations with leading clini-
cians and researchers, with the express aim of digging deeply into such questions as:

What is the cause of emotional trauma?
Why is the impact of trauma so long-lasting?
How can trauma be healed?

The fact that author Daniela Sieff is not a psychotherapist, though she is an experi-
enced client, proves a great strength of the book because her enquiry is powerfully 
shaped by the client position. In addition, she has utilised her skills as an academic 
evolutionary anthropologist and field researcher to address the question ‘What 
makes us who we are?’ with rigour. Throughout the book, we feel the thorough-
ness, and at the same time the personal and professional passion that organises 
this search. There are four sections to the book, examining three interrelated per-
spectives – psychodynamic, neurobiological and evolutionary – and finally a fourth 
section drawing together the threads of the 10 conversations.

The conversations go into theoretical depth and are varied in tone and focus. 
They are engaging and accessible, generally presenting each authors’ well-known 
contributions to trauma theory and including case material. Daniela brings her own 
reflections, the experience of her own therapy and wide-ranging questions into the 
conversations so that whilst parts read like interviews, other parts have a sense of 
genuine dialogue.

This excerpt from the first chapter gives a sense of the author’s synthesising 
intelligence in conversation with Donald Kalsched, whose ideas she is summarising 
and elaborating on:

Daniela: The trance created by seeing ourselves as a victim to either our own innate bad-
ness or to an external source also prevents healing because it shields our inner protector/
persecutor from our awareness. Any kind of victim or blame story enables us to avoid the 
disturbing fact that it is our own traumatised psyche, which has become self-traumatising. 
[…] To find healing, we must know our protector/persecutor from the inside, accept that it 
is our own creation and appreciate its survival value. At the same time we must realise that 
it is outdated and let it go. […]

Don: That is very well expressed and original. It is hard to move away from blaming either 
others, or our supposed badness and to find the courage to take responsibility for the pain 
that we have caused ourselves by participating in the cover-up of the original pain (colluding 
with the self-care system, as it were). But unless we make this difficult shift, we remain stuck 
in false grief … . (p. 19)

http://www.tandfonline.com


2  BOOK REVIEW

The psychodynamic section is in fact predominantly Jungian with Marion Woodman, 
who was an inspiration to me over twenty years ago; Kalsched, whose work on the 
self-care system is, in my view, one of the most important contributions to contem-
porary trauma theory; and Tina Stromsted, who is a dance movement psychother-
apist and Jungian who brings the body into the foreground of the conversation. 
The fourth in this section is Bruce Lloyd, a specialist in working with addiction 
who is ‘influenced by interpersonal, psychodynamic, existential and humanistic 
perspectives’.

In the next part of the book ‘Neurobiological Perspectives’ are multi award win-
ning researcher-clinicians: Schore, Siegel and Nijenhuis. Many readers of this jour-
nal will be familiar with the work of Schore and Siegel, but possibly less so with 
Nijenhuis who has specialised in theorising and working with extreme dissociation. 
With colleagues van der Hart and Steele, he has built on the distinction made by 
the psychiatrist Myers between ‘the apparently normal part of the personality’(ANP) 
and the ‘emotional personality’ (EP). The EP is the part that holds the traumatic 
experience, and the ANP is the part that tries to get on with daily life. Much of 
Nijenhuis’ clinical work is with patients with Dissociative Identity Disorder where 
there may be several EP’s and even more than one ANP. Nijenhuis explains how 
the ANP is often phobic of other people and also of its own body, which holds the 
visceral experience of trauma (p. 98). His concluding remarks make a thrust at the 
society we live in : ‘I would argue that those who suggest that dissociative identity 
disorders are created by therapists manipulating fantasy-prone individuals are in 
keeping with a society that is build in the image of an ANP, especially, now we have 
got scientific data showing that patients diagnosed with dissociative disorders are 
not especially fantasy-prone, but they do have very different psycho-physiological 
and neurobiological reaction patters’ (p. 110).

The third section ‘Evolutionary Perspectives’ explores the way in which our spe-
cies’ evolutionary ‘back story’ has shaped the dynamics of emotional trauma, based 
on the study of hunter-gatherers, Western societies, non-human primates as well 
as developmental psychology and epigenetics. From these perspectives Chisholm, 
Hrdy and Nesse tackle such questions as ‘could the developmental trajectories that 
result from childhood emotional trauma be adaptive’ and ‘how common is it for 
human mothers to abandon newborns’? As academics rather than therapists, and 
with the truly ‘long’ perspective of the species in mind, their answers to these and 
many other questions stress the profound shaping effect of adaptation to evolution-
ary circumstances. For example, women growing up in a dangerous environment 
where mortality is high will reproduce earlier and have more children: ‘the repro-
ductive trajectory [becomes] linked to the fear system’ (p.170). Young men born into 
hostile circumstances who do not anticipate living for very long are more prone to 
violence. What was framed as a challenge to attachment theory by these authors 
read to me more like an expansion of the detailed transgenerational contextualising 
that I see as a crucial part of contemporary attachment-informed approaches to psy-
chotherapy. However, these conversations give thought-provoking answers to ques-
tions about why some caregivers are harsh, ruthless and inattentive to their young, 
and that this is not ‘abnormal’ but an inevitable response to certain environments.
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The final section is truly a digest of the themes of the book, demonstrating that 
even though each thinker has their own quite particular language and model for 
expressing their understanding of what trauma is, and what healing trauma entails, 
the consensus is quite strong. Sieff has been thorough in weaving together the 
threads of complex arguments, cross-referencing and teasing out the clinical impli-
cations of each theoretical assertion. There is no bibliography because the references 
are all made to conversations contained within the book.

The body’s role in trauma is referenced throughout the book, with many aspects 
of self- and co-regulation being discussed. However, it is left to Stromsted and 
Woodman to articulate explicitly how they work with the body and elaborate the 
many possibilities for exploration through Authentic movement, breath work, paint-
ing and body scans.

The connecting thread through all sections is attachment theory, with its evo-
lutionary, neurobiological and psychological ramifications. The importance of 
understanding and mitigating the role of shame was also emphasised. And death 
– death-wishes, Death Mother, feigned death, suicide and the effects of all of these 
– gave the book an appropriate gravity. However, I was surprised by the absence of 
any reference to mentalisation.

I think the greatest strength of the overall theoretical discussion is that it does 
justice to the complexity, long time frames, and level of work required by both 
therapist and client in the treatment of trauma. Bruce Lloyds says ‘We know that 
childhood trauma affects the structures of brains and bodies. Changing that struc-
ture can feel as though we are moving a five ton pile of sand from one side of the 
see-saw to another, one grain at a time’ (p. 43).

This book has the potential to engage and satisfy many different kinds of read-
ers from therapy trainees to those who already know the trauma field quite well. 
But I was especially struck by how it might appeal to those who are not trained 
health professionals, who desperately want answers to so many questions about 
the nature of their trauma and the lengthy process of healing. I think the format of 
posing the questions and exploring them in real depth, with links being made, and 
clinical illustration, really meets that burning need that so many have for answers 
to all the whys: Why did my mother (father/partner etc.) treat me in this way? Why 
did bad things happen to me? Why must I feel my fear, my pain, my shame? Will 
this make it better?

I think it is the author herself who coins the term ‘trauma-world’ to encapsulate 
the inner experience of those who have been traumatised and suffer from a sensi-
tised fear system, some form of dissociation, and an identity interwoven with shame. 
Despite the uniqueness of every individual’s experience and the range of traumas 
experienced, many readers will recognise their own story in this book.

Roz Carroll
The Minster Centre, London
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