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What is it like? What is the present 
moment like for individuals as they meet 
the world? And, specifically for, the neuro-
phenomenologists, Frewen and Lanius: 
what is it like in the brain-mind self and the 
body-self after the experience of trauma? 
These are the central questions set by the 
authors in Healing the Traumatized Self. In 
this pioneering work, Frewen and Lanius 
identify – and systematically explore – a 
four-dimensional model of what they 
recognise as trauma-related altered states 
of consciousness (TRASC). They also, very 
insightfully, describe ways of integrating 
first-hand accounts of being traumautised, 
with what happens in the disassociated 
brain as drawn from the findings of 
neuroscience. 

The four dimensions of TRASC, 
explored in seven detailed and beautifully 
cogent chapters, replete with limpid 
concluding summaries, are those of thought, 
time, embodiment and emotion. The authors 
seek to understand each of these aspects 

of the self as they are changed by trauma. 
To learn that the brain-mind self and the 
body-mind self are mutually interactive – 
as causality is bi-directional and sustained 
in some individuals long after their initial 
trauma – is especially exciting. By first 
demonstrating what is considered to be 
normal waking consciousness (NWC), 
Frewen and Lanius show how trauma 
leaves individuals disassociated and, often, 
isolated. Then they creatively attempt to 
join up the disparate parts. The results are 
original, highly persuasive and compelling.

Paradoxically, it is the attempt to survive 
the trauma that continues to impact on 
the whole self. This is clearly illustrated in 
survivors’ experience of time. Frewen and 
Lanius take two specifics: time dilation 
and flashbacks. Traumatic events are often 
reported as occurring in slow motion as 
they unfold: a mechanism that may allow 
an individual to attempt appropriate 
action. Involved in a head-on-collision, one 
survivor reported, ‘feeling like time was 
really moving slowly allowed me to make 
all the right judgements’.  But the research 
also indicates that the experience of time in 
a survivor’s waking consciousness may still 
be altered long after the event. And Frewen 
and Lanius utilise such research findings in 
differentiated ways throughout Healing the 
Traumatised Self. 

Firstly, as you would expect in such a 
scholarly work, they draw both on extensive 
existing research from neuroscience, their 
own and others, and from phenomenology 
to substantiate assumptions; secondly, they 
frequently pose further questions for their 
own follow-up research and evaluate, when 
appropriate, where research evidence has 
proved inconclusive; and, thirdly, where the 
research is insufficiently refined, offer more 
telling distinctions, based on their own 
more subtle interpretation. For example, I 
was delighted by the very careful nuancing 
that helped provide an understanding of the 
American Psychiatric Association’s 2013 
symptom-diagnosis for post-traumatic 
stress disorder (PSTD). 
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With sharp focus, Frewen and Lanius 
suggest a revealing distinction in time-
disrupted states of consciousness between 
distressing recall and the kind of flashback 
that involves a re-living, rather than a 
remembering. One of the many helpful 
diagrammatic pictures (Fig 3.4, p. 89), 
found throughout this book, is offered 
alongside a first-hand account and these 
both confirm the perceptive nature of such 
a distinction. At a firework show after a 
concert, a Vietnam war veteran recounts 
how a flashback started: “… the explosions 
started going off … and it sounded like 
really high density cannon fire … the only 
thing I could see were charred bodies all 
over the place … I should ask my wife how 
long I was actually non-communicative … 
she couldn’t talk to me … she couldn’t get 
through to me at all”.  This survivor had 
no sense of time, but was re-living – not 
recalling – the terrible prior experiences. 
Another survivor also describes a flashback 
as, “you are living in the past, but you are 
here in the now”.

Cognisant of crucial differences in 
these perceptions of time, Frewen and 
Lanuis explore how this insight can assist 
other diagnosis – the distinction helps 
to differentiate the nature of recall in 
depression from the reliving which occurs 
in PTSD. And, furthermore, the efficacy of 
other therapeutic interventions is enhanced. 
Sensory grounding, for example: drawing 
a survivor’s attention to how something 
looks, smells etc. in the here-and-now, may 
help individuals normalise their sense of 
time, reduce fear, and so aid recovery.

The section on embodiment, to 
take another of the clearly defined and 
thoroughly examined dimensions of the 
TRASC model, also vividly illustrates some 
of the power of neuro-phenomenology as a 
methodology for helping trauma survivors 
who, frequently, report marked feelings of 
depersonalisation. One case is particularly 
notable. A young woman ‘Suzy’ – trau-
matized by repeated gang rapes when an 

adolescent – is invited to undergo a form of 
neuro-feedback therapy, aimed at reducing 
alpha amplitudes in her brain, which – given 
her own description of feeling like she was 
‘in a dream’ – might actually be contributing 
to this sense of depersonalisation. “The 
results of the neuro-feedback therapy in 
Suzy’s case were nothing short of striking. 
Within only four brief sessions scheduled 
over less than two months Suzy reported 
among other changes: things are very real 
all of a sudden … it was a very physical 
experience of integration of body, mind and 
spirit and everything coming together. This 
reduction of depersonalisation has been 
‘sustained for two years and her life has 
changed substantially as a result. She has 
been able to work full-time as a teacher and 
… develop, for the first time, a social circle 
she can trust.”  A significant plunge, for this 
woman, into the sea of well-being.

I cannot recommend Healing the 
Traumatised Self too highly. It is a revelatory 
study of trauma and, even if some of the 
more technical language and level of detail 
may feel somewhat daunting for a lay reader, 
there is still much to engage and illuminate. 
With the lucidity, thoroughness, sensitive 
humanity and humility that characterise 
Frewen and Lanius’ work, the reader begins, 
even in the preface, to understand quickly 
both the theoretical approach, as well as 
exactly how ‘the self is a prison house’ for 
the traumatised. By the end of what is an 
inspiring account, comprising extensive and 
innovative research coupled with pertinent 
case study material (detailed and often very 
moving), presented alongside informative 
diagrams, scan images, and beautiful 
colour illustrations of survivors’ own art 
work (including poems), there is a unity 
of understanding that leads to a wholly 
justified optimism. For trauma survivors, 
and especially for those who work with 
them in therapeutic encounters, Frewen 
and Lanius offer a vital and vitalising 
conclusion: hope – the hope of healing. 

Review by Annalisa Borundii


