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Introduction

Deep inside us are wordless
stories about who we are and
how we came to be this way.
There are similar inner stories
about other people and the
world around us. These stories
live in our bodies and emotions,
as well as in our minds and
beliefs. Sometimes we are
conscious of them, but often we
are not. They form our deep,
subterranean truth.

Trauma changes the content and
tone of our inner stories. These
changes are problematic because
they distort how we relate to
ourselves and other people.
Worse still, the distortions cause
us to behave in ways that
retraumatise ourselves, and
perhaps others too. We are
typically unaware of this dynamic.

There are many layers to healing
trauma, one of which is revising
the distorted inner stories. This is a not a one-off exercise; rather, it requires revision after revision.
With each revision, our truth evolves and expands to become increasingly nuanced and valid.

There are two principal ways of revising our inner stories. First, we must foster depth. Second, we
must foster breadth.

Fostering depth

At the start of a healing process, we typically lack a deep understanding of what troubles us, and our
stories emerge from the surface of our consciousness. For example, we might think of ourselves as
being depressive, anxious, too sensitive, or drawn to toxic relationships. There may be some truth
in these stories, but they rarely reflect what is actually driving us. If we want a better life, we must
dive down into our unconscious and unearth the deeper truths which lie beneath the surface.

Diving down requires two essential skills. First, we must be able to access our unconscious because
this is where our deepest stories live. Second, we must be able to sit with powerful emotions
because our deepest stories are constructed around intensely raw emotions. Although learning both
skills is challenging, every step forward fosters healing, growth, and wellbeing (figure 1).
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Figure 1. Adding Depth to Inner Stories - © Daniela Sieff, 2024
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Fostering breadth

If we have been impacted by trauma, our inner stories tend to be narrowly focused on our trauma
and we are blind to the bigger picture. To heal we must add breadth of vision, so we can see our
past, present, and future in an expanded context.

We broaden our vision by creating new and different types of stories. Each addition contributes
fresh insights, textures, and tones to our inner truth. What distinguishes one type of story from
another is its focus, perspective, intention, and emotional complexity.

| find it helpful to distinguish seven types of stories, each of which addresses one of the following
themes:
1) Wounding

2) Impact

3) Blame

4) Responsibility

5) Self-traumatisation
6) Self-compassion

7) Compassion

Adding each of these story-types fosters healing, growth, and a greater sense of wellbeing (figure 2).
| will go through each of them in some detail.

The healing of trauma is progressive, and this model is one way to describe that progression. In
reality, however, the different types of story are not separate; rather they overlap and feed into one
another to form a layered and complex ‘whole.’

Furthermore, healing does not proceed in an orderly fashion. We do not move neatly from stories

of wounding to stories of impact, blame, responsibility, self-traumatisation, self-compassion, and end
with stories of compassion. Instead, we jump around, depending on the situations we encounter and

© Daniela Sieff, 2024 Revising Inner Stories | 4



the opportunities that arise. We also leap around because the different kinds of stories are
inextricably linked, so diving deeper into one story necessitates changes in the others.

Figure 2. Adding breadth to inner stories - © Daniela Sieff, 2024

Figure 3 depicts the relationship that the various types of inner stories have with one another. It
shows how different story-types form an integrated whole. The tangle of arrows in this figure
represents the complex and at times messy path we are likely to follow when working with our
stories. Please keep this image in mind, as | now describe working with each different story-type.

Figure 3. Moving between different types of inner stories - © Daniela Sieff, 2024
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1. Stories of Wounding

What happened to us and how were we hurt?

Usually, the first step when working with trauma is to get a sense of what happened to us and how
we were hurt. | refer to this as creating our ‘stories of wounding.’

It is vital that stories of wounding include emotions. Many of us know about aspects of our past but
are oblivious to its impact because we have disconnected from the associated emotions. We tell a
gut-wrenching story without seeming to be upset or angry. When asked how we feel about what
happened, we dismiss the experience, saying things like, ‘It didn’t really affect me,” and ‘It was minor
compared to what others have suffered.’

Stories of wounding challenge dismissive narratives in three important ways. First, they encourage us
to recognise that the events did affect us. Second, they start to reconnect us to the emotions
embedded in the events. Third, they stress that there is nothing to be gained by comparing our pain
to that of others, rather, our pain must be viewed in the light of our own lives.

We alight on stories of wounding in dribs and drabs. We gather fragments from our past and slowly
assemble an increasingly textured feel for what happened. We can never know the whole story and
do not need to; rather we need only enough of a sense of what happened to open the door to
deeper explorations.

Stories of wounding bring the recognition that we have been wounded to our inner truth.
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2, Stories of Impact

How have the traumatising events impacted our bodies,
emotions, minds, and beliefs?

The next stage involves discovering how the traumatising events affected us, and forging ‘stories of
impact.” Potentially traumatising situations affect different people in different ways. A physical analogy
helps explain this. Imagine two cyclists falling off their bikes: one might break a leg, while the other
walks away with hardly a bruise. What is important is the broken leg, rather than the fall itself. Even
more important is whether the broken leg gets what is needs to heal.

Let me share a little of my own injury history. At some point | ruptured a ligament in my knee called
the anterior cruciate ligament. Had | realised what had happened, | would have seen a surgeon, the
ligament would have been stitched back together, and it would have healed. But | had no idea that |
had sustained a serious injury, so | did not seek help. As a consequence, | have lived my adult life
with an anterior cruciate ligament that is split into two and does not work.

Trauma is the psychological equivalent of my torn ligament; it is an emotional wound that was never
given the chance to heal. Stories of impact make us aware of this reality.
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If we have embarked on a therapeutic process, the likelihood is that we are struggling with unhealed
wounds, so our task at this stage is to uncover them. As importantly, we must discover how our
wounds have impacted our bodies and emotions as well as our minds and beliefs. Perhaps we
abandoned parts of ourselves, adopted a false persona, or developed a horribly self-critical inner
voice. If we suffer from depression, anxiety, rage, addictions, et cetera, stories of impact encourage
us to investigate whether trauma underlies the condition.

For stories of impact to be healing, they must be rooted in our embodied experience. VWe must feel
how our emotions have been affected. We must also become aware of how unresolved trauma is
held in our posture, muscles, movements, and voice. A detached cognitive analysis is not sufficient to
heal trauma.

Because acute pain lies at the core of stories of impact, we must learn how to experience intense
pain in a healthy way. It can take years before our ability to contain pain is robust enough to allow
us to connect to stories of impact in real depth. Before then, we will have a reasonable
understanding of the impact of our wounds, but not the full picture.

Each new discovery about the impact of our unhealed emotional wounds is likely to bring grief. Grief
is hard to endure, but we need to mourn for the parts of ourselves which were abandoned, the time
we have spent living as a false persona, the suffering caused by a critical inner voice, and the way we
have struggled with painful conditions.

Each new discovery also brings an epiphany: an ‘aha moment’ in which we come to understand
something important about ourselves. As the epiphanies accumulate, our life starts to make more

and more sense.

Stories of impact provide the beginning of self-understanding to our evolving truth.
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3. Stories of Blame

“We may condemn, and perhaps vilify, the people and
situations that hurt us.”

As we become aware of our wounds and their impact, we naturally think about who or what caused
them. This leads to ‘stories of blame.” We may condemn, and perhaps vilify, the people and situations
that hurt us.

Stories of blame form an important stage in healing trauma.

After sustaining traumatising wounds, we often develop what is sometimes called ‘toxic shame’ —a
profound conviction that we lack value and are inherently inadequate. This conviction stems from
two key assumptions. First, that we would not have been harmed if we had value. Second, that our
lack of value must be due to an innate deficiency in us. Toxic shame infiltrates our bodies and
emotions, as well as our minds and beliefs. Left unrecognised and unaddressed, toxic shame can ruin
a person’s life.

Stories of blame challenge toxic shame by identifying the individuals and situations that caused us
harm. These stories are often accompanied by healthy anger which asserts, ‘There was nothing wrong
with me. | did NOT deserve what happened. | should NOT have been treated that way. ’ Such anger can
lay the foundation for self-compassion.
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However, stories of blame create danger, and have the potential to derail a healing process for the
following four reasons.

First, it is common to believe that if only the people who wronged us were to acknowledge and
apologise for what they did, we would be able to move on and heal. However, many of the people
who wronged us will not be able to do that; and even if they could, it would not actually fix us.
Returning to my damaged knee: if the injury had occurred when a cyclist knocked me over, | might
have appreciated an apology from the cyclist, but that would not have fixed the torn ligament.

Second, the anger that accompanies blame can fuel an unhealthy desire to hurt, punish, expose, and
shame the people who wounded us (even if they are no longer alive). This is especially likely if we
believe an apology would fix us and we do not get one. But retaliation does not bring healing: rather,
it creates further trauma.

The third danger is that stories of blame encourage us to become trapped in a ‘victim-identity.” We
certainly were victims of our original wounds, but once we allow our identity to be permeated by a
sense of victimhood, we lock ourselves into a damaging vortex of resentment, entitlement, and
disempowerment, which is the antithesis of wellbeing.

The fourth and final danger is that after adding blame to our stories of wounding and impact, we
believe we have got to the bottom of ‘our truth’. This is a tragedy. The truth contained in stories of
wounding, impact and blame is valid, but it is limited and represents only an early stage in healing. If
we stop revising our stories at this point, our healing journey hits a brick wall (Figure 4).

If, however, we can avoid being led astray by these dangers, stories of blame furnish our evolving
truth with the precious realisation that there was nothing wrong with us.

Fig 4. If we stop revising our stories when we get to blame, we hit a brick wall, © Daniela Sieff, 2024
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4. Stories of Responsibility

“We must stop focusing on what happened in the past and
change our mindset.”

There comes a point in all healing journeys when we must stop focusing on what happened in the
past and change our mindset. ‘Stories of responsibility’ embody this shift.

The shift is pivotal, because to heal from trauma we must work with the inner dynamics that are
causing our on-going problems. These dynamics initially emerged as a response to past wounds, but
they have long since become part of who we are. It is crucial to understand that while we were not
to blame for the original wounds, the responsibility for healing lies with us.

Another physical analogy can help us grasp this. When we pick up a physical injury, we must uncover
the extent of the damage, but dwelling on what caused that damage does not help with healing.
Rather, healing requires us to create the conditions for repair, and when repair is unattainable, we
must work to build the physical strength, endurance, and flexibility needed to support the damaged
area in the healthiest possible way.

When addressing the emotional injuries that underlie trauma, we also need to uncover the extent of
the damage. To do this, we must explore the past. Once we have developed a good enough sense of
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our history to understand what ails us, we must then turn our attention to repairing what can be
repaired and to building healthy support for the areas of our emotional self which cannot be
repaired. Stories of responsibility galvanise us to do this essential inner work.

Dictionary definitions of ‘responsibility’ include words such as ‘answerable,” ‘accountable’ and
‘trusted.” The literal meaning of ‘responsibility’ is ‘ability to respond.” Stories of responsibility inspire
us to be answerable and accountable for our own wellbeing. They compel us to persevere with the
ongoing inner work that will allow us to be trusted by both ourselves, and others. They galvanise us
to develop the ability to respond to our woundedness in a healthy fashion.

Taking responsibility for our own healing does not mean we have to work alone; indeed, it is
virtually impossible to heal trauma without help. However, just as nobody but us can do the
physiotherapy exercises necessary to recover from a physical injury, no one else can do the
emotional work needed to recover from trauma. Stories of responsibility motivate us to do this
work.

Stories of responsibility represent a pivotal turning point in the healing process, a threshold that
many people fail to cross. If, however, this threshold is crossed, these stories add a vital sense of
empowerment to our evolving truth.
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5. Stories of Self-Traumatisation

“A psyche that is trying to cope with trauma eventually
becomes self-traumatising.”

One of the first acts of
responsibility towards
ourselves is uncovering
‘stories of self-
traumatisation.’

If we have been impacted
by emotional wounds, our
minds and bodies have
changed in ways that
ultimately create new
layers of trauma.

To help explain this, | will
return again to my injured
knee. Because the
ruptured ligament was
never treated, my body
sought alternative ways to
safeguard the damaged
area and mitigate further
harm. It stopped using
certain muscles while

over-relying on others,
and that resulted in
changes to my posture and gait. Unbeknownst to me at the time, my body was coping with the
untreated knee injury by twisting itself out of shape, and eventually that created terrible secondary
damage. By my early 50s, my back was so compromised that | stopped running and cycling, and even
swimming was painful. It took me five minutes to get out of bed most mornings.

A parallel process follows from emotional trauma. The changes the psyche adopts in an attempt to
safeguard traumatised areas and avoid retraumatisation can create horrendous secondary damage. A
psyche that is trying to cope with trauma eventually becomes self-traumatising.

For example, if our original wound was being abandoned, the unconscious becomes hyper-alert to
any sign of repetition and adopts an attitude of ‘better safe than sorry.” Unfortunately, this can result
in us seeing abandonment when none exists. Worse still, it might impel us to behave in ways that
cause the very abandonment we fear. For instance, we may become so clingy, possessive, or
controlling that other people withdraw. Alternatively, we might sabotage a relationship in order to
abandon others before they can abandon us. Either way, our own behaviour causes our isolation and
retraumatisation.
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An unconscious attitude of ‘better safe than sorry’ can also drive us to behave in ways that sow the
seeds of trauma in others. For example, when trauma leaves us terrified of being abandoned, we may
try to prevent people from walking away by being manipulative, coercive, or even violent. The
people on the receiving end of our behaviour then risk being traumatised.

Analogous dynamics occur if earlier trauma has left us with a heightened fear of being bullied,
shamed, or attacked.

Stories of self-traumatisation make us aware of how these dynamics play out inside us and in our
lives. They help us realise that the internal dynamics that arise following trauma often cause more
harm than the original wounds. This awareness is both painful and distressing. It threatens our
identity, forces us to acknowledge the damage we have done to ourselves and others, and makes us
very frightened of our potential to cause more damage in the future.

To ease the pain, distress, and fear, it is tempting to return to stories of wounding, impact, and
blame, and to reconstruct a picture of ourselves as a wronged victim. However, doing this will stall
our healing process — or worse still, put it into reverse. Stories that were helpful during the early
phases of healing can sometimes become harmful at a later date. If we want to move forward
towards wellness, we have no choice but to accept that although we are innocent with regards to
causing the original trauma, we may be unwittingly and unintentionally culpable for much of the
suffering that followed.

Stories of self-traumatisation add two new elements to our evolving truth: (1) self-honesty, and (2)
an acceptance of our shadow selves — by which | mean the parts of us that we would rather not
acknowledge and face. They also contribute to empowerment. Prior to becoming aware of self-
traumatising dynamics, we are at their mercy; however, once we become conscious of them we can
begin to work with them.
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6. Stories of Self-Compassion

“Stories of self-compassion have many vital roles in the
healing journey.”

‘Stories of self-compassion’ have many vital roles in the healing journey. Here | will focus on three of
these. First, they add empathy to stories of self-traumatisation. Second, they open us to what is
good in us. Third, they inspire us to continue with the healing process.

I. Adding empathy to stories of self-traumatisation

Recognising the harm we
have done to ourselves and
others can exacerbate
toxic shame by reinforcing
the old conviction that we
are a terrible and
inadequate person. Rather
than fostering healing, this
may bring about further
self-traumatising. To avoid
the additional form of self-
traumatisation, we must
build an empathic
understanding of our
younger self and why the
harmful inner changes took
hold.

Stories of self-compassion
create this understanding
in three ways:

First, they underline how
the inner changes arose
without our volition or awareness. Returning to my damaged knee for the final time: | did not
consciously choose to implement the problematic muscular changes in response to my ruptured
ligament; rather, they happened without my knowledge. The same is true of the problematic
psychological changes that occur in response to emotional trauma.

Second, stories of self-compassion explain how these inner changes were our psyche’s best attempt
to prevent us from being retraumatised, and to help us manage life in our wounded state. These
explanations inspire us to appreciate our younger self which was doing its best in impossible
circumstances. They may also move us to grieve for this younger self which had no choice but to
turn down a damaging path.
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Third, stories of self-compassion stress that having experienced these inner changes does not make
us unusual or fundamentally inadequate: rather, it makes us human because this is how most people
respond to trauma.

I1. Opening to what is good in us

Understanding the origins of the problematic changes helps to combat toxic shame, but more is
required. We must also take the risk of seeing ourselves as a decent and valuable human being.

This means constructing a different type of self-compassionate narrative: one that appreciates what
is intrinsically good about us and values the person we are becoming as we work to heal our trauma.
Alongside this appreciation is a growing self-respect for our commitment to inner work.

II1. Inspiring us to persevere with healing

Compassion entails not just empathising with suffering, but also a commitment to alleviate suffering
and its root causes. Therefore, self-compassion inspires us to continue on the path of healing and to
persevere, in order to lessen the harm we bring to both ourselves and others. Indeed, a truly self-
compassionate attitude overlaps with ‘responsibility’ and can be very fierce.

Building stories of self~compassion is an unpredictable process. We can hold the idea of self-
compassion in mind and do our best to cultivate these stories, but for them to be genuinely healing
and able of standing firm when our trauma is triggered, they must emerge from an embodied
understanding of what we have suffered and how this has impacted us. We cannot foretell when this
emergence will happen.

Stories of self-compassion add kindness and self-respect to our evolving truth.
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7. Stories of Compassion

“We may begin to realise that those who harmed us may
have been prey to similar forces.”

Genuine compassion for ourselves expands organically to become compassion for others. Once we
recognise that trauma-created inner changes compelled us to behave in ways that harmed not only
ourselves but others too, we may begin to realise that those who harmed us may have been prey to
similar forces.

We often resist feeling compassion for those who hurt us because we fear that doing so would
condone their behaviour and invalidate our suffering. However, compassion involves neither of these
things. Instead, it comprises an understanding that the people who hurt us were most likely being
driven by changes stemming from their own experiences of trauma.

Forcing ourselves to feel compassion does not work. Compassion cannot be manufactured at will.
Sometimes it takes years, or even decades, to emerge.

Yet when it does emerge, it adds humanity and freedom to our evolving truth, and fosters both
inner and outer peace.
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Summary: The Different Story Types

It can be hard to hold the different types of stories in mind, so before concluding | will briefly
summarise each one.

1. Stories of Wounding
bring awareness to the events
which wounded us. They also
start to reconnect us with the
distressing emotions associated
with those events. Their

1. Stories of
Wounding

contribution to our evolving
truth is a recognition of having
been wounded.

2. Stories of Impact help us
to become aware of some of
the damage we sustained. If we
suffer from something like
depression, anxiety, or
addiction, they encourage us to
investigate whether trauma
underlies that condition. They
may also instigate a grieving
process. Their contribution to
our evolving truth is the
beginning of self-understanding.

3. Stories of Blame identify the people and situations that wounded us. They start to heal toxic
shame by helping us recognise that we were not responsible for those events, and that being
wounded does not make us flawed. Whilst stories of blame come with serious dangers, their
contribution to our evolving truth is the precious realisation there was nothing wrong with us.

4. Stories of Responsibility emphasise that although we were not to blame for the original
wounds, we are now responsible for our healing. These stories mark a threshold in the healing
process. Their contribution to our evolving truth is empowerment.

5. Stories of Self-Traumatisation describe how the inner changes that follow from trauma
cause us to behave in ways that can (a) retraumatise ourselves, (b) make it more likely that others
will retraumatise us, and (c) sow the seeds of trauma in others. They contribute two things to our
evolving truth: honesty, and an acceptance of our shadow selves.

6. Stories of Self-Compassion provide understanding of why we developed the attitudes and
behaviours that turned us into our own traumatisers. They encourage us to open to what is good in
us, and they motivate us to continue with our inner work in order to prevent future suffering. Their
contribution to our evolving truth is kindness and self-respect.
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7. Stories of Compassion reveal how the people who were to blame for our original wounds
may themselves have been prey to the inner changes which follow trauma. These stories contribute
three things to our evolving truth: humanity, freedom, and peace.

* * * *

Before concluding, it is important to reiterate that our journey through these different stories is not
linear. Instead, the path we take weaves in and out of different story types, prompted by our
experiences and imagination. An encounter with a therapist, friend, lover, or colleague may spur us
to work with one type of story. A dream or drawing may rouse us to explore another. A paragraph
from a book or a presentation may inspire us to delve into yet a different type of narrative.

| began this essay by implying that adding depth to our stories is distinct from adding breadth, but
that is not the case. Adding depth and breadth are two interconnected aspects of a single process.
When we add breadth by exploring a new type of story, we start at the surface and gradually work
our way down. As we descend we are invited to revise our previous stories, thereby broadening our
self-knowledge, and understanding. It is the constant interplay between the deepening and
broadening of all types of stories that fuels the internal processes of healing and growth.
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Conclusion

“If we seek to flourish, then we must remain committed to
revising our inner stories until the day we die.”

Healing trauma requires us to

undertake the transformative process of
revising our inner stories, adding both
depth and breadth.

For the revision process to be
meaningful, we need to enter into our
experiences and connect to our
emotions. This requires us to be in both
our heads and our bodies. We must
tune in to our thoughts and pay
attention to our feelings. We must heed
the images that grace our dreams and
imaginations. We must attend to our
posture and bodily sensations. We must
listen for the rhythms and tones that
play through our voices.

Inner stories underlie what some

people refer to as ‘their truth.’
Unfortunately, many people fail to
realise that this truth will evolve as their
inner stories change. What we believe to be our truth at one point in our lives will feel like anything
but our truth at a later date. The danger in asserting that we are ‘speaking our truth’ is that we fix
our current story in stone and close the door to future growth.

Sometimes we cling on to old stories to stave off the fear that comes with revising them. Old
narratives provide our inner world with familiar and comforting anchors, while new stories are
inherently alien. Growing into newly revised stories takes time, and during this period we often feel
frighteningly unmoored. Nevertheless, succumbing to the fear that keeps us tethered to old stories
leads to stagnation and the loss of vitality.

When we continue to revise our stories and allow our truth to evolve, we create a sense of
aliveness. We keep growing, renew ourselves, and develop wisdom. We find new life in the most
unexpected of places. We experience ourselves, others, and the world with evermore nuance,
colour, and compassion.

Although this essay has explored how revising our inner stories can contribute to healing emotional
trauma, the value of this process extends far beyond recovering from trauma. If we seek to flourish,
through living a vibrant, purposeful, and fulfilling life, then we must remain committed to revising our
inner stories until the day we die.
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Further Information

How to Reference or Quote from this Essay

To reference or quote from this essay, use the following format:
Sieff, D. (2024) Revising inner stories: A model for transforming trauma. Retrieved from
https://danielasieff.com/essay/revising-inner-stories-2024/

Stay Connected - Subscribe to my Mailing List

If these ideas resonate with you, | invite you to join my mailing list. Subscribers receive newsletters
containing information on new work, such as presentations, courses, essays, and books. Sometimes,
my newsletter includes an essay like this one. Subscribers also enjoy discounts for live and on-
demand events. Click on this link to subscribe and stay connected to my work:
https://danielasieff.com/sign-up/

Dive Deeper - Explore this Model Further

To gain a deeper understanding of the ideas discussed in this essay, watch the on-demand video that
expands on this model. Discover more by clicking on the link below:
https://courses.danielasieff.com/store/revising-inner-stories/
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Pioneering Clinicians and Researchers' and am
currently working on new books.

My approach weaves together personal
experiences—both my own and those of others—with research from trauma psychotherapy, depth
psychology, anthropology, and evolution.

| share my insights through books, essays, in-person talks, live webinars, and on-demand videos.

| strive to communicate in a clear, engaging, and compassionate way. | hope my work will help
people exploring their own trauma, mental health professionals, and those simply wanting to be
better informed. | enjoy creating diagrams and images to illustrate my work.

| have spoken to diverse audiences, including delivering keynote presentations for The Royal College
of Psychiatry, The Compassionate Mind Foundation, Pacifica Graduate Institute, and the Marion

Woodman Foundation

You can learn more about me and explore more of my work at www.danielasieff.com
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