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In Psychotherapy of the Combat Veteran, Harvey J. Schwartz, M.D. offers the reader
an intellectually challenging but rewarding journey through a psychodynamic explo-
ration of the “war neuroses.” Though the concept of a post-traumatic stress disorder
(PTSD) was noted by Dr. Schwartz to have occurred in the literature by 1978, and it
was enshrined in the DSM III in 1980, the work in this volume lifts the veil of the
purely descriptive approach to explore the psychodynamic contours of the topic. Dr.
Schwartz has assembled many aspects of the literature including the history of
traumatic neuroses, sleep research, psycho-pharmacology, group therapy, brief
therapy, psychoanalytic psychotherapy, prevention, and an investigation of the effects
of the broader social environment.

Schwartz frames the book with an excellent introductory chapter that sets out
the volume’s main tasks: (1) an investigation of the psychological effects of massive
trauma, including the interaction of overwhelming external events with underlying
infantile conflicts or fantasies; and (2) an exploration of what an effective “holding
environment” may be for the sufferers of PTSD.

These tasks are accomplished with a fine collection of articles which review past
literature and present original formulations. Transference and countertransference
in work with severely traumatized patients are addressed by Shapiro and in two
articles by Schwartz. Blitz and Greenberg postulate an approach to dream material
related to concepts of self psychology. Most helpful to me were the abundant case
examples in this volume, which provided vivid glimpses of the psychotherapeutic
work. Those who have had some experience with trauma survivors and can appreciate
the abstract nature of psychodynamic literature will be able to extract useful pointers
for the direction and pitfalls in psychodynamic psychotherapy with sufferers of PTSD.

Dr. Schwartz presents several cases including a/particularly moving study of a
severely dissociated patient caught up in reliving an overwhelming traumatic experi-
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ence. He evocatively describes the countertransferential aspects of his work with this
patient, who worked with mutilated bodies in the graves registry.

Throughout this volume, especially in the work of Drs. Schwartz and Blitz and
Greenberg, it is made clear that a holding environment needs to be created in which
the patient is able to work through these traumatic events and feelings and have the
infantile conflicts they evoke worked through in the transference. Of course each
treatment must be tailored to each patient, however, it seems clear that to avoid the
past trauma is denigrating to the patients who often find themselves reliving it in the
present. This leads to the necessity of abreactive work to allow all the feelings evoked
into the treatment frame. Given that long-term psychotherapy is not economically
feasible for the majority of trauma sufferers, Dr. Schwartz suggests cultural means,
such as the mythology of the revered warrior, that may be used to create a symbolic
environment which could welcome veterans back into the community.

Drs. Moses and Cohen, in a paper discussing Israeli military experience over
four decades, delineate useful preventive measures as well as immediate, short-term,
and long-term posttraumatic interventions.

The psychobiological research described in this 1984 volume has been partially
superseded in recent years. Studies in the psychobiology of memory have led to
greater awareness of how memory may be structured beyond the cognitive levels of
the cerebral cortex. Specific chemical probes are now on the verge of elucidating
more precise means for alleviating or provoking various aspects of PTSD. The
dissociative aspects of flashbacks are being carefully described and provoked in
experiments which indicate that individuals may be suffering from either a serotoner-
gic or noradrenergic dysregulation (1,2,3). Other neurotransmitters are also involved
(4,5,6). ‘

Another weak point in this volume is that there is little discussion of the
phenomenon of dissociation, other than as simply a defensive aspect of the ego.
Recent work by Cardena (7) has demonstrated that trauma can directly provoke
dissociative experiences in its victims. Spiegel has investigated the use of hypnosis
(which he views as a controlled dissociation) to enable patients to gain mastery over
traumatic dissociation (8).

Though an early contribution to the modern literature on trauma, this book
offers many valuable insights into psychotherapeutic work with patients (not only
combat veterans) who suffer from post-traumatic stress disorder. Dr. Schwartz
presents complex, thought-provoking material with profound respect for those who
still suffer the effects of wartime trauma.
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