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ABSTRACT 

Trauma is and continues to be an experience that has affected many, if not all, people but 

has yet to become as well understood as other human experiences simply due to the 

complexity of its conception and development among a variety of people, environments, 

and circumstances. Many have attempted to unravel the mystery that is trauma, beginning 

with analyzing the coping mechanisms that trauma survivors have used, including many 

with which we are familiar, such as avoidance, denial, or confrontation. While some took 

to scientific research and analysis, others used different media such as art or literature, 

one of whom is Hiromu Arakawa in her graphic novel, Fullmetal Alchemist, and its 

anime adaptation, Fullmetal Alchemist: Brotherhood. This study explores the characters’ 

storylines, trauma, and coping mechanisms in relation to the overarching plot to reveal 

how Arakawa utilizes trauma theories and explores coping mechanisms to present and 

comment on the methods that survivors use to heal from their trauma. This analysis is 

based upon a combination of psychological studies and meta-analyses concerning trauma 

and its categorical coping mechanisms compared to the characters and their trauma in 

Fullmetal Alchemist: Brotherhood. Particularly, they will be examined for their relevance 

in the development of Arakawa’s characters, story, and the overarching theme of healing 

from trauma. By examining both psychological studies and Arakawa’s fictional 

characters, this project will contribute to the movement of coping with trauma through 

the arts. 

[Content Warning: images may depict violence, blood, gore, body disfigurement, etc.] 
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INTRODUCTION 

Hiromu Arakawa’s epic of Fullmetal Alchemist (2001-2010) sustains its position 

as one of the most popular manga (and anime adaptations) of the 2000s due to its unique 

character developments, the balance of humor and action, and complex inclusion of 

heavy-handed topics like war, genocide, and corruption. Arakawa’s style of building and 

developing her characters has allowed the audience not only to fall in love with the 

characters but also to sympathize with their trauma, despite a majority of her audience 

never experiencing any of the events that are shown. In particular, Arakawa allows her 

audience to join the characters on their emotional journeys of healing from their trauma, 

especially since trauma cannot be resolved with a single moment but rather involves a 

survivor’s relationship with the world and people around them through time. In this 

thesis, I will argue about the methods by which people reconcile with trauma through the 

anime adaptation, Fullmetal Alchemist: Brotherhood. 

Before I begin a discussion on trauma in specifically Arakawa’s work, I wish to 

provide background information on trauma and coping in general. According to Lazarus 

and Folkman, whose work has been cited as a major resource for trauma studies, “coping 

is the process of attempting to manage the demands created by stressful events that are 

appraised as taxing or exceeding a person’s resources” (Taylor, Stanton, 378). Their work 

and later studies emphasize that “coping should be seen as a process and an 

understanding of coping in relation to any one type of stressor must take into account 

how coping with that stressor may change over time,” as posited by Horowitz in 1986 

and Lazarus in 1993 (Olff et al). Thus, for the scope of this paper, I will be analyzing the 

characters’ trauma based on a majority, if not the entirety, of their character arcs within 
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the context of the overarching story. Folkman and Lazarus further found that “a person 

may use just one coping response in response to a given situation, and if that response is 

successful, they are unlikely to try another” (Charlton, Thompson); however, later studies 

found that “most individuals use many different types of coping strategies 

simultaneously,” (Olff et al.,) a concept that can be seen in Arakawa’s characters in 

Fullmetal Alchemist to create the complex and layered characters that are so loved and 

hated today. 

Further analysis on coping mechanisms led to two widely accepted categorical 

approaches: problem-focused vs. emotion-focused, or approach-focused vs. avoidance-

focused. In multiple studies, problem-focused coping strategies are defined as “those that 

directly address the problem causing distress and include seeking information about the 

stressor, making a plan of action, and concentrating on the next step to manage or resolve 

the stressor.” On the other side of the spectrum, “emotion-focused strategies focus on 

managing the emotional distress associated with the stressor, seeking emotional support, 

and venting emotions,” with a heavy emphasis on conscious processes and exclusion of 

nonconscious processes. On the other hand, others use the latter approach, in which 

approach strategies are “focused on the stressor itself or one’s reaction to it and are 

generally regarded as more adaptive,” including “seeking emotional support, planning to 

resolve the stressor, and seeking information about the stressor.” Avoidance strategies are 

then considered to be “focused on avoiding the stressor or one’s reaction to it; for 

example withdrawing from others, denying that stressor exists, and disengaging from 

one’s thoughts and feelings regarding the stressor.” Many studies further discuss how 
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avoidance strategies may be adaptive in the short-term, but are maladaptive in the long 

term, particularly if the trauma survivor continues to rely on them (Littleton.) 

Yet, a few have proposed an integration of both models in which approach and 

avoidance strategies could be subdivided into problem/behavioral or emotion/cognitive. 

This theory subdivides approach strategies into problem/behavioral approaches in which 

one is “focused on solving the problem” (planning how to resolve the stressor, seeking 

information about the stressor, etc.) and emotion/cognitive approaches in which one is 

focused “on actively managing one’s emotions or thoughts about the stressor” 

(attempting to restructure cognitions about the stressor, seeking emotional support). It 

also subdivides avoidance strategies into problem/behavioral avoidance in which one is 

“focused on avoiding the stressor” (disengaging from attempts to resolve the stressor, 

withdrawing from others) and emotion/cognitive avoidance strategies in which one is 

“focused on avoiding one’s thoughts or emotions regarding the stressor” (disengaging 

from one’s thoughts or feelings about the stressor, engaging in fantasy, etc.) (Littleton.) It 

is with this integrative theory that Arakawa’s characters can best be analyzed. A figure 

illustrating this integrative theory is provided below: 
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In addition to these categorizations, studies have shown that the stage at which a 

survivor is recovering influences the coping mechanisms used, as well as the process of 

healing from future traumatic events for the same individual. According to Judith L. 

Herman, “the recovery process may be conceptualized in three stages: establishing safety, 

retelling the story of the traumatic event, and reconnecting with others.” To expand, the 

first stage begins “by focusing on control of the body and gradually moves outward 

toward control of the environment.” Once safety, both emotionally and physically, is 

established, the second stage of retelling the event can begin. In this stage, “the survivor 

is now ready to tell the story of the trauma....This work of reconstruction actually 

transforms the traumatic memory, so that it can be integrated into the survivor’s life 

story.” An important clarification in this process is the emphasis on the perpetual 
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incompletion of recovery, as implied earlier in this essay; “the reconstruction of the 

trauma is never entirely completed,” and thus these stages tend to overlap and revisit one 

another. Even during the third stage of recovery in which “the survivor faces the tasks of 

rebuilding [their] life in the present and pursuing [their] aspirations for the future,” “the 

issues of the first stage of recovery are often revisited at this time...while in the first stage 

the goal was simply to secure a defensive position of basic safety, by the third stage the 

survivor is ready to engage more actively in the world.” By the third stage, the survivor 

has “regained some capacity for appropriate trust” in themself and can therefore continue 

to heal from their trauma. Through her research, Herman concludes that “treatment of 

posttraumatic disorders must be appropriate to the survivor’s stage of recovery,” a 

concept that is integrated with the categorization of coping mechanisms in Fullmetal 

Alchemist: Brotherhood. 

I’d like to provide a summary of the overarching storyline before I begin my 

discussion about trauma in Fullmetal Alchemist: Brotherhood. Arakawa’s characters exist 

in a fictional universe in which alchemy serves as a method of interacting with the world 

around them and is based upon the scientific concept of equivalent exchange, or the 

conservation of mass. Though alchemy allows them to have abilities that are considered 

impossible in our reality, such as manipulating alchemic elements like fire and metal, it 

still maintains a modicum of limitations, one of which is the inability to manipulate life 

and death. With the laws of equivalent exchange dictating how alchemy functions in their 

world, the revival of their deceased mother demanded a price of equivalent value, and 

thus Edward and Alphonse Elric paid with their bodies. The story of Fullmetal Alchemist 

follows the journey of these two alchemist brothers in their search for the philosopher’s 
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stone in order to regain their bodies after the failed attempt to revive their deceased 

mother. Throughout their journey, they meet many characters, most of whom are human, 

others who have lost their humanity, and some who are not human at all; it is with these 

interactions and the characters’ history that Arakawa builds a world in which trauma is 

inescapable, and thus the characters must find ways to cope. 

In this paper, I will argue that Arakawa’s characters and their actions in response 

to physical and emotional trauma comment on the process of healing from trauma. Using 

the journeys of her characters in Fullmetal Alchemist: Brotherhood, I assert that while 

there is a large variety of coping mechanisms, there is no ideal method of reconciling 

with one’s traumatic experiences. Just as the law of equivalent exchange dictates that 

balance is essential and cannot be disrupted, the characters’ experiences in the story 

emphasize that in order to heal, one must have a balance of coping mechanisms to 

process trauma. To build my argument, I employ the theory of dividing coping 

mechanisms between approach and avoidance, dividing her characters’ coping 

mechanisms between confronting and avoiding their trauma in general. I then take the 

integrative interpretation, subdividing these categories into coping mechanisms that are 

problem/behavioral or emotion/cognitive. Moreover, I incorporate Herman’s concept of 

traumatic stages in which individuals depend on certain coping mechanisms depending 

on the stage at which they’re recovering; in particular, there is an emphasis on how 

different coping mechanisms are more adaptive than others depending on the individual 

and their recovery stage. Through her characters, there is the notion that different 

combinations of coping mechanisms interact with each other at different stages of 
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recovery to create a method of healing that can lead the survivor to progress toward 

healing or regress toward worsening their trauma.  

However, an additional interpretation can be employed in that simply maintaining 

a balance of problem- and emotion-focused approaches and avoidances does not allow 

progress toward healing but rather allows the survivor to remain stagnant and thus never 

move on from their trauma. Thus, I further label these coping mechanisms based on their 

adaptive or maladaptive consequences on themselves and others. With the law of 

equivalent exchange in mind, a combination of adaptive and maladaptive coping 

mechanisms could lead to positive progress toward healing, or it could result in stagnancy 

or even regression, allowing the survivor to worsen to a point of no return. Yet, to 

counter the law of equivalent exchange, I posit that trauma and healing from it are 

inherently unbalanced; by the end of the story, it is revealed that trauma can neither be 

cured nor undone, but rather can be a fading scar that is healed and never forgotten. 

Therefore, overall, through the characters of Fullmetal Alchemist: Brotherhood, I argue 

that trauma is inherently unbalanced; a combination of specifically adaptive approach 

methods throughout the overlapping stages of recovery with a desire to heal is necessary 

for healing from trauma. Since trauma becomes a permanent detriment in our stories, 

recovery requires constant vigilance and the continuous use of adaptive coping 

mechanisms to heal from trauma. 

For my project, I have identified four characters who use varying combinations of 

coping mechanisms from the categories presented, contributing to the idea that there is no 

universal nor perfect coping mechanism for healing from trauma, just that a balance of 

adaptive coping mechanisms and desire to heal is necessary. I examined their journeys of 
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reconciliation from the traumatic events in their stories to the resolution of the main 

story, specifically identifying their emotional responses and following actions after these 

experiences; additionally, due to the overlapping nature of trauma and recovery, I placed 

a heavy focus on any traumatic events that occurred before the beginning of the main 

story to inform the analysis of events during the main story. I then divided the characters’ 

responses to these traumatic events into the categories of approach vs. avoidance, 

problem- vs. emotion-focused, and adaptive vs. maladaptive, based on the way the 

characters progress in their healing. I then researched studies that analyzed the benefits 

and dangers of varying trauma responses and coping mechanisms and compared these 

analyses to Arakawa’s presentation of coping to formulate a conclusion about the road to 

trauma recovery. 

 

  



9 
  

SECTION 1: Past Trauma as Preparation for Future Trauma 

ROY MUSTANG 

Roy Mustang’s journey before and throughout Fullmetal Alchemist: Brotherhood 

is an example of past trauma preparing trauma survivors for future traumatic events. 

From being orphaned as a child, committing genocidal atrocities, and losing his best 

friend, Mustang is a trauma survivor who is in the later stages of recovering from one 

traumatic event and uses his past experiences to begin healing from new trauma.  

Orphaned at a young age, Mustang was taken in by his aunt, Chris Mustang, who 

raised him as he recovered from losing both his parents and cultivated his desire to 

become an alchemist under master alchemist, Berthold Hawkeye. Later on, against his 

mentor’s teachings, Mustang joined the military to become a State Alchemist and used 

his knowledge in alchemy to protect Amestris’ citizens from the international crossfire 

during the country’s border wars. Though Berthold initially refused to give Mustang 

access to his revolutionary research in flame alchemy, Berthold’s death eventually led 

Mustang to gain knowledge of Berthold’s flame alchemy, the support from a military 

academy friend (Maes Hughes) and Berthold’s daughter Riza (called Hawkeye 

throughout the show,) and the title of “Flame Alchemist” after passing his State 

Alchemist certification exam. While Mustang’s method of healing from his parents’ 

death is not explicit, it is with this background, and specifically, at this stage in his 

recovery, that prefaces the first traumatic event of his analysis: the Ishvalan genocide.  

 With Ishval annexed into Amestris, a relative level of peace had been established 

between the two nations despite the religious and cultural differences. However, an 

“accidental” killing of an Ishvalan child caused the Ishvalan Civil War to begin and 
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escalate, eventually leading to Amestrian Fuhrer King Bradley to issue order 3066 in 

which State Alchemists served as human weapons to counter the Ishvalan rebels. Sent to 

the Daliha District, Mustang simultaneously massacred innocent Ishvalans, gained the 

title as ‘The Hero of Ishval,’ and destroyed the idealism of his youth. The slaughter that 

Mustang performed, and Hawkeye and Hughes witnessed, remains a scar for the rest of 

the show, a reminder of his wrongdoing that can neither be undone nor forgotten.  

 Though the guilt is evident in Mustang’s demeanor and behavior for the 

remainder of the show, Mustang reveals the stage at which he is recovering from his 

previous trauma. As shown by Snyder and Pulvers, “as [the] duration of the trauma 

increased so did the association between reliance on approach coping and experiencing 

less distress.” With time, it’s clear that Mustang has reached a later stage of recovery. As 

introduced earlier, the first stage of recovery requires the securing of a safe environment, 

specifically one of bodily and environmental security. According to Herman, “issues of 

bodily integrity include attention to basic health needs, regulation of bodily functions 

such as sleep, eating, and exercise, management of post-traumatic symptoms, and 

abstinence from substance abuse. Environmental issues include the establishment of a 

safe living situation, financial security, mobility, and a plan for self-protection that 

encompasses the full range of the patient’s daily life.” The importance of this stage is 

rooted in the fact that many patients are “unable to move forward in their recovery 

because of their present involvement in unsafe or oppressive relationships.” With the 

transition into growing up under the care and support of his aunt Chris Mustang, Mustang 

was able to move past the first stage of recovery into the second and third stages. 

Specifically, Mustang was able to depend on the emotion-focused approach of 
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understanding and accepting the loss of his parents, moving through the second stage of 

absorbing this traumatic event into his life story. In fact, by the time the show begins, we 

learn of Mustang’s orphan upbringing but it is not developed as a subplot of Mustang’s 

overarching character arc; this intentional disengagement of an important part of 

Mustang’s history from the rest of the plot shows that he has managed to integrate this 

traumatic event into his life story, a sign of a survivor overcoming the second stage of 

trauma recovery. Should Mustang still be progressing through the second stage, it would 

have been more obvious in his actions and development that he is in the process of 

integrating the trauma of losing his parents into his identity. With its lack of relevance in 

the main storyline of the show, it is implied that Mustang has reached the third stage of 

recovering from his parents’ deaths. 

Since Mustang had progressed through the first and second stages of recovery, he 

then moved into the third stage and depended on a problem-focused approach mechanism 

in order to heal from the trauma of losing his parents as a child: he sets goals for 

“pursuing [his] aspirations for the future” of helping the people of Amestris (Herman.) 

Just as Herman’s analysis of trauma recovery implies, Mustang’s progression of recovery 

and coping mechanisms (of setting future goals) can be considered adaptive and therefore 

progressive toward overall healing - a distinction emphasized in Mustang’s reaction to 

the Ishvalan genocide.  

Since he was able to move into the latter stages of recovery with the coping 

mechanisms he used to heal from losing his parents, Mustang can depend on similar 

approach mechanisms when healing from the crimes he committed during the Ishvalan 

Civil War. Particularly, Mustang uses the emotion/cognitive approach of recognizing and 
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accepting what occurred and the guilt that resulted. Though the Ishvalan massacre is a 

new traumatic event and thus implies that Mustang would begin a new journey of 

traumatic healing at the first stage of physical and emotional safety, the inherent overlap 

of recovery stages allows Mustang to begin later in the healing process. Since Mustang 

has reached the third stage of recovering from his childhood trauma and has begun setting 

goals/aspiring for the future, he has reached a physical and emotional state in which he is 

prepared to skip to the third stage for this new traumatic event, hence why he 

immediately utilizes the problem/behavioral approach that characterizes the third stage of 

recovery: rediscovering his aspiration to protect the people and planning to become 

Fuhrer to do so (see fig. 1).  

 

Fig. 1. Roy Mustang (right) justifying his decision to join the Amestrian military with 
Riza Hawkeye (left) after Berthold Hawkeye’s funeral; “The Ishvalan War of 
Extermination.” Fullmetal Alchemist: Brotherhood, created by Hiromu Arakawa, 
directed by Onogi Hiroshi, Bones, 2011. 
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In addition to this internal balance of emotion- and problem-focused coping 

mechanisms, Mustang further strengthens his position in the third stage of recovery. 

Herman further presents how a sign of the third stage of recovery is “the ability to feel 

autonomous while remaining connected to others; [the survivor] can maintain [their] own 

point of view and [their] own boundaries while respecting those of others.” In particular, 

the survivor can now “seek mutual friendships that are not based on performance, image, 

or maintenance of a false self.” Mustang does this by putting trust in himself and others 

through the cognitive approach of seeking emotional support from external sources, 

including his friends Riza Hawkeye and Maes Hughes.  

RIZA HAWKEYE 

Riza Hawkeye serves as another example of past trauma contributing to the 

progress of recovery for later trauma. Her overlapping history with Mustang later reveals 

itself to be crucial to Mustang’s regression later on in his development, something that 

will be discussed in a later section. 

Even though Hawkeye’s relationship with Mustang demonstrates to be of 

unyielding support throughout the show, her relationship with her father was of a strained 

nature till Berthold’s death. Once she reached adulthood, their relationship began 

deteriorating as her father’s obsession with alchemy worsened into near mania, to the 

point that her father tattooed his flame alchemy research (specifically, a Transmutation 

Array) on Hawkeye’s back due to his fear of his research falling into the wrong hands 

(see fig. 2). After her father’s death, Hawkeye reconnected with Mustang and, charmed 

and hopeful for his youthful idealism of protecting the Amestrian people, reveals her 
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father’s research to him. It is this decision that sparks the remainder of Hawkeye’s 

development before, during, and after the Ishvalan genocide. 

 

Fig. 2. Riza Hawkeye revealing her father’s flame alchemy research to Roy Mustang; 
“Beyond the Inferno.” Fullmetal Alchemist: Brotherhood, created by Hiromu Arakawa, 
directed by Onogi Hiroshi, Bones, 2011. 
 
 Just as Mustang’s recovery process was not explicit after his parents’ deaths, it is 

evident that Hawkeye has reached a later stage in recovery by the time the main storyline 

begins. The support she received from Mustang at her father’s funeral that continues into 

the present allowed her to progress through the first stage; however, her behavior 

following the funeral seems to deviate from the standardized progression of recovery that 

Herman proposes. 
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SECTION 2: Healing from Trauma as a Nonlinear Experience 

RIZA HAWKEYE 

 Though Herman explains that the stages tend to overlap, there’s no indication that 

stages can be skipped or occur out of order; Hawkeye’s progression while healing from 

her father’s death serves as an example of this. Through Hawkeye and Mustang’s 

deviations from Herman’s model of recovery, I argue that healing from trauma is not 

always linear. 

It could be interpreted that Hawkeye had progressed through the second stage, as 

her actions in putting trust in Mustang and aspiring to join the military to protect 

Amestrians are signs of the third stage of recovery respectively, but it is later revealed 

that Hawkeye did not follow Herman’s linear pathway of recovery, but rather 

manufactured a method that suited her circumstances and self. 

 After the Ishvalan genocide and Mustang’s rise to fame as ‘The Hero of Ishval,’ 

Hawkeye was confronted with the overwhelming guilt (see fig. 3.) of not only her 

participation in the massacre of innocent Ishvalans, but also the decision to share her 

tattoo: a physical reminder of her father’s manic fear of this destructive form of alchemy 

being used for malicious intent. Seeing the brutal success of Mustang’s abilities led 

Hawkeye to lose the youthful idealism that she and Mustang had for their future as they 

had betrayed their aspirations in the midst of achieving them, and Hawkeye is left to deal 

with the betrayal of herself and her father.  
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Fig. 3. The aftermath of the Ishvalan Civil War. Riza Hawkeye (left) discussing the 
mental consequences of the war with Roy Mustang (right); “Beyond the Inferno.” 
Fullmetal Alchemist: Brotherhood, created by Hiromu Arakawa, directed by Onogi 
Hiroshi, Bones, 2011.  
 

Based on Hawkeye’s relationship with her father, Hawkeye’s tattoo was a 

physical representation of the trauma that came from her strained relationship with her 

father. The tattoo itself was a permanent symbol of her father’s will on Hawkeye’s 

identity and life; she is physically, and emotionally, unable to escape the influence of her 

father, and in a way, she was able to progress through the second stage of trauma 

recovery because she was forced to incorporate her father into her identity and life story. 

This is where the characters deviate from common trauma theories: rather than 

simply maintaining a balance of coping mechanisms and following the pathway as 

dictated by these theorists, Hawkeye represents an alternative method of recovery. Even 

though Hawkeye technically progressed through all stages of recovery (establishing 

safety, incorporating the trauma into her story, and setting goals for the future,) Hawkeye 

did not depend on an adaptive method of healing but rather depended on methods that 
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allowed her to stagnate. It was only after recognizing the harmful evidence of her father’s 

work, and thus her own free will to share that knowledge with Mustang, that Hawkeye 

was forced to confront the trauma from her past and find ways to adapt to her trauma, not 

just recognize and accept it. It is at this moment that we recognize that Hawkeye did not 

progress through the second stage of recovery in which she has accepted her childhood 

trauma into her life story. We actually witness Hawkeye going through the second stage 

of recovery for both traumatic events: her father’s influence over her individualism and 

the Ishvalan genocide. After the end of the war, Hawkeye requests Mustang to use his 

flame alchemy to ruin the tattoo so that no one else could have access to the harmful 

research, thus fulfilling her father’s hope of hiding the information, physically freeing 

herself from her father’s influence, and symbolically embedding her participation in the 

Ishval Genocide into her body and identity (see fig. 4). Mustang was able to progress into 

the later stages while recovering from the Ishvalan massacre due to his past experience 

with adaptive coping mechanisms and his current recovery stage with his parents’ deaths. 

Similarly, Riza was able to progress through the second stages of both traumatic events 

since her safety (as necessary to overcome the first stage) had already been guaranteed 

from Mustang’s support, and she had already begun participating in the third stage in 

which she trusts others, seeks external support, and sets goals for the future.  
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Fig. 4. Riza Hawkeye’s scars and tattoo; “The Ishvalan War of Extermination.” Fullmetal 
Alchemist: Brotherhood, created by Hiromu Arakawa, directed by Onogi Hiroshi, Bones, 
2011. 
 

Through Hawkeye’s progression toward healing, there is evidence that (1) there is 

no linear method of healing and (2) reaching a later stage of recovery does not indicate 

full recovery. One cannot fully recover from trauma, simply because the trauma is 

permanently written into the stories of our lives - a scar that we can never lose. Over 

time, we will revisit and learn from our trauma because it is a permanent aspect of our 

identity; yet, despite this seemingly devastating conclusion, it can still be emphasized that 

one can still heal from their trauma through a balance of adaptive coping mechanisms 

that varies between trauma survivors. Full recovery is impossible, but healing can be 

done with the right methods. Based on the concept of equivalent exchange, the constant 

utilization of adaptive coping mechanisms throughout one’s progression through healing 

will allow one to return to an internal sense of balance and thus recover from their 

trauma. 
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 It is with this history, particularly the stage of recovery and the mechanisms she 

used, that leads Hawkeye to serve a significant role in Mustang’s own journey of healing 

from his trauma. 

ROY MUSTANG AND MAES HUGHES 

Though Mustang’s previous adaptive experience with trauma and external support 

may allow him to be able to begin healing from later trauma far sooner than expected, 

Mustang’s reaction to Hughes’ death re-establishes the notion that trauma is a continuous 

journey that requires constant vigilance; specifically, as seen in later traumatic events, 

healing from trauma requires the constant use of adaptive strategies, or the survivor risks 

regressing in the stages of recovery. Mustang exposes that possibility of regression in the 

next traumatic event of discussion: Maes Hughes’ death. 

Maes Hughes became Mustang’s closest friend after graduating from Amestris’ 

military academy together. Especially during the second stage of Mustang’s recovery 

from the Ishvalan massacre, the stage in which “the telling of the trauma story inevitably 

plunges the survivor into profound grief” (Herman,) Hughes’ wise and encouraging 

personality led him to be a strong pillar of emotional support for Mustang in the face of 

his past and current trauma, as well as a hidden informant to bolster Mustang’s progress 

toward becoming Fuhrer. Hughes’ overall character and light-hearted bickering with 

Mustang made him a fan-favorite character, the center of one of the most tragic deaths of 

the show, and the heart of Mustang’s regression in healing from his trauma.  

 During an investigation into the corruption of the Amestris’ government, Hughes 

discovers key information that would expose the malicious intent behind the current 

government and is murdered (“Separate Destinations.”) Mustang, despite his experience 
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with previous trauma, resorts to an imbalance in coping mechanisms, particularly 

maladaptive problem avoidances and approaches. 

 Even though Mustang maintained the linear and adaptive pathway of recovering 

from his childhood trauma of losing his parents, the other characters re-emphasize that 

Mustang’s method may not be available nor the ideal method for every trauma survivor 

when reacting to later traumatic events. Mustang’s behavior following Hughes’ murder 

illustrates that even the success of a previous method of coping may not guarantee 

success for another traumatic experience.  

 During the Ishvalan genocide, Mustang reuses the coping mechanisms that he was 

familiar with at the time, those that he depended on to recover from his parents’ deaths 

and reach the third stage of recovery. However, though these methods may have worked 

for these traumatic events, it is clear that the problem approach of seeking justice cannot 

be applied to Hughes’ death. Despite Mustang’s emotional maturity of reaching the later 

stages of recovery with other traumatic events, his temporary regression to the second 

stage can be seen in his blind grief and rage after discovering Hughes’ murderer. He 

resorts to revenge, using his flame alchemy to burn the perpetrator to the point of blatant 

cruelty, and it is only when he turns to the first stage of recovering, developing a source 

of emotional safety, that he finally returns to the path of healing. The source of emotional 

safety is found in Hawkeye, as it is her voice and words that pull Mustang out of the 

blind rage for revenge (see fig. 5). 
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Fig. 5. Riza Hawkeye (left) stopping Roy Mustang (right) from killing Envy with his 
flame alchemy; “Beyond the Inferno.” Fullmetal Alchemist: Brotherhood, created by 
Hiromu Arakawa, directed by Onogi Hiroshi, Bones, 2011. 
 
 At that moment, Mustang enters the first stage of recovery, and one could argue 

that he overcomes that stage and enters the second stage in which he learns to incorporate 

the trauma from Hughes’ death into his story and identity. Yet, as presented with Riza, 

Mustang cannot depend on the standard linear pathway of healing; instead, he mirrors 

Herman’s concept of overlapping stages in that, for the rest of the main story of Fullmetal 

Alchemist: Brotherhood, he learns to reconstruct the trauma to retell the story in the 

context of his own (from the second stage) and recognize “that the trauma cannot be 

undone, and that personal wishes for compensation or revenge cannot be fulfilled” (the 

third stage.) Thus, although Mustang continues to thrive in the third stage of recovery 

with the childhood trauma of losing his parents, he continues working through aspects of 

the second and third stages for his trauma regarding Hughes’ death, as well as future 

traumatic events. 
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 The journeys of Roy Mustang and Riza Hawkeye provide a framework from 

which I will analyze our main protagonist, Edward Elric. Edward mirrors Mustang and 

Hawkeye in many ways, serving as another example of how previous trauma influences 

progress through certain stages of recovery and how trauma recovery is not necessarily 

linear. Yet, Edward reveals how to cope while in the early stages of recovering from 

previous trauma, proving how trauma recovery is unbalanced, nonlinear, and a never-

ending road. 
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SECTION 3: Edward Elric and His Nonlinear, Unbalanced Road to Recovery 

EDWARD ELRIC 

 Edward Elric’s journey through the main storyline of Fullmetal Alchemist: 

Brotherhood serves as the ultimate representation of the nonlinear, unbalanced, and 

continuous journey of trauma recovery. From experiencing his mother’s death, 

committing the ultimate crime against humanity through attempting Human 

Transmutation, losing his body due to the law of equivalent exchange, and the 

overarching experience of defeating Father, Edward experiences a series of traumatic 

events to which he responds through a variety of coping mechanisms, both adaptive and 

maladaptive, only to just begin progressing toward recovery by the end of the show. 

Since we do not see Edward go through the final stage of recovery, this open-ended 

conclusion of the show serves as a literal representation of the incomplete nature of 

recovering from trauma.  

 Edward’s childhood was relatively happy before his father, Van Hohenheim, 

suddenly left and his mother, Trisha Elric, died of a disease that had been spreading 

through Resembool, the birthplace of Edward and Alphonse Elric. Within the first five 

years of their lives, Edward and Alphonse experienced these two traumatic events, 

creating the setting in which they learn to recover. However, before their mother died, the 

brothers showed incredible talent for alchemy, and thus with the help of close childhood 

friend, Winry Rockbell, her grandmother Pinako, and eventually alchemist-turned-mentor 

Izumi Curtis, the brothers pursued alchemic knowledge to find a way to revive their 

mother. 
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 With Hohenheim’s departure occurring early in their childhood, the traumatic 

effects do not seem as explicitly influential on the brothers, especially in comparison to 

the effect of their mother’s death on their well-being for the remainder of the show and 

eventually their lives. This event is not depicted deeply throughout the main story, 

mirroring the exclusion of Mustang’s orphan background and thus seemingly implying 

that the brothers had progressed fairly quickly through the stages of recovery. However, 

it is later revealed that Edward stagnated in his progress toward healing during a 

confrontation with Hohenheim in which both characters were forced to confront their past 

to look toward the future. A deeper analysis will reveal the nature of this stagnation later 

in this essay. 

 While the trauma of Hohenheim fleeing does not reveal itself until later, the death 

of Trisha Elric has an immediate effect on the brothers’ recovery. As the older brother, 

Edward set the goal of using his and Alphonse’s talent for alchemy to find a method of 

reversing their mother’s death, a sign of stage three of trauma recovery. Despite showing 

signs of recovering from trauma, Edward’s use of an emotion-avoidance coping 

mechanism, specifically allowing the experience of grief but refusing to accept the loss of 

their mother, indicates that Edward had not fully recovered from their mother’s death. 

During the time after their mother’s death and before they attempted to resurrect her, 

Edward and Alphonse used the problem approach of seeking information about the 

stressor to gain knowledge of Human Transmutation to revive their mother. This can be 

interpreted as a method of regaining control of their environment, a necessity for 

completing stage one of recovery and moving into stage two. Edward and Alphonse 

attempted developing their alchemy under Izumi, who refused to teach the brothers until 
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they understood another important concept of alchemy: “One is All, All is One.” Though 

Edward proved he understood that part that his existence as a human is a small portion of 

the world and universe as a whole, but the world and universe cannot exist without the 

collection of its parts, he then proved his ignorance in that he misunderstood that “One is 

All, All is One” also implies that death is irreversible, as balance (as dictated by the law 

of equivalent exchange) must be maintained. Thus, their problem approach of reversing 

death is suggested to be maladaptive in that it prevented Edward (and Alphonse) from 

progressing into stage two of recovering from their mother’s death. In fact, by attempting 

this forbidden crime against humanity, they facilitated the occurrence of the next 

traumatic event: losing their bodies to the law of equivalent exchange. 

 In their attempt to revive their mother, Edward is pulled into The Gate where he 

met a powerful and mysterious entity called Truth who stripped him of his left leg in 

exchange for the alchemic knowledge Edward gained through the Human Transmutation, 

giving him the ability to perform alchemy without the necessity of a transmutation circle. 

When he returned to his reality, Edward discovered Alphonse’s body was taken in the 

exchange and therefore performed another Human Transmutation to bind Alphonse’s 

soul to a suit of armor, exchanging his own right arm in the process. This gruesome 

exchange of body and soul serves as a metaphorical and literal representation of the law 

of equivalent exchange: by upsetting the balance of life and death through a forbidden 

practice, Edward gained forbidden knowledge, lost his limbs and his brother’s body, and 

ended where he began – without his mother (see fig. 6). 
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Fig. 6. Alphonse Elric (left) losing his body as Edward Elric (right) loses his leg in an 
attempt of Human Transmutation; “The First Day.” Fullmetal Alchemist: Brotherhood, 
created by Hiromu Arakawa, directed by Onogi Hiroshi, Bones, 2010. 
 

Edward’s inability to progress through the stages of recovery from his mother’s 

death eventually led him to his choice of performing Human Transmutation and thus be 

unprepared for the physical and mental consequences. In contrast to Mustang and 

Hawkeye’s adaptive coping mechanisms from previous trauma that allowed them to 

progress faster with later trauma, Edward’s stagnancy in his early trauma further 

promoted stagnancy in later trauma. While Winry and Pinako provided bodily and 

environmental security for Edward, it is evident that he diverted from a progressive 

process of healing after going through the first stage. He refused to incorporate the death 

of his mother into his identity (a sign of progress through stage two) and proceeded to the 

third stage of recovery by utilizing the problem approach of seeking knowledge to 

resolve the issue (seeking alchemic knowledge to revive his mother.) As Herman 

emphasizes, however, without the fulfillment of previous stages, trauma survivors cannot 

progress to the later stages of recovery, so Edward remained stagnant in the second stage; 

this lack of progress is then mirrored in Edward’s journey of recovering from his crime.  

Edward’s stagnancy is especially difficult to overcome because of the inherently 

intertwined nature of the traumatic experiences: Edward’s recovery from his mother’s 

death can influence his recovery from the Human Transmutation, and vice versa, just as 
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Mustang’s recovery from being orphaned influenced his recovery from the Ishvalan 

Genocide, while the Ishvalan Genocide influenced Hawkeye’s recovery from her father’s 

emotional abuse. 

This inherent intertwining of trauma and repetition of maladaptive coping 

mechanisms can be seen in Edward’s actions, thus further proving Edward’s inability to 

move through the stages of recovery and therefore preventing him from healing from his 

trauma. Edward, again, resorted to the problem approach of seeking knowledge and 

planning to resolve the issue when Lieutenant Colonel Roy Mustang arrived in 

Resembool to recruit potential State Alchemist candidates. Discovering the remnants of 

Edward’s failed attempt at Human Transmutation, Mustang confronted Edward at the 

Rockbell residence and persuaded him to join the State Alchemist academy as a means of 

restoring his lost limbs and his brother’s body. Feeling the guilt of his crime, Edward 

requested Winry and Pinako to build him automail prosthetics in order to attend the 

academy. After sprinting through three years of rehabilitation in one year, twelve-year-

old Edward traveled to Central City of Amestris to apply for state certification where he 

became the ‘Fullmetal Alchemist’ because of his unique abilities and unyielding tenacity. 

With this new title and alchemist license, Edward packed up his and Alphonse’s 

belongings and burned down the Elric house, a method of coping with his crime that can 

be considered a problem approach in that he’s removing a physical reminder of the event. 

However, though approach methods tend to be more adaptive, it is evident that his use of 

problem approach coping mechanisms is maladaptive in that they caused him to stagnate 

in his progress toward recovery, as seen in his response to his mother’s death and his 

crime against humanity.  
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Because of his repetitive use of maladaptive coping mechanisms, Edward created 

an imbalance in his recovery, thus causing him to regress. Although he had reached stage 

two of recovery after establishing security in his body and environment through Winry, 

Pinako, and Izumi, his continuous refusal of incorporating his mother’s death into his life 

story and utilization of these problem approaches caused him to regress into the first 

stage of recovery where he now has to reestablish that sense of security in his body and 

environment; with the Human Transmutation, he physically and emotionally lost control 

of his body and environment when he lost his limbs and brother’s body, a sign that he has 

reverted to the first stage. Thus, while Mustang and Hawkeye were able to use their 

coping mechanisms in adaptive ways to help their progress through healing from later 

traumatic events, Edward’s coping mechanisms forced him to not just remain stagnant in 

his recovery, but to regress and thus have to restart his recovery in stage one from 

multiple traumatic events.  

There are moments throughout the show where Edward is forced to confront his 

trauma from his mother’s death and his crime against humanity, further revealing his lack 

of progress toward healing. After arriving in the East City, Mustang introduces Edward to 

a state alchemist, Shou Tucker, whose specialty in chimeric alchemy could provide 

another method of restoring their bodies. After spending time with Tucker’s daughter and 

researching in Tucker’s library, Edward soon discovers the horrific crimes Tucker 

committed in order to gain and maintain his status as a state alchemist: an experiment in 

which Tucker sacrificed his ex-wife and his daughter, Nina, to create human-animal 

chimeras that could speak. (“An Alchemist’s Anguish.”) Appalled by Tucker’s lack of 

humanity, Edward responds angrily, disgusted with Tucker’s willingness to use other 
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people’s lives for his own. Tucker responds by correctly accusing Edward of the same 

crime, of disrupting the cycle and balance of life and considering himself and Edward to 

be alike. Here, Edward is forced to confront his own crime and the resulting guilt, yet 

instead of accepting his actions and allowing himself to finish stage two of recovery, he 

resorts to emotional avoidance and remaining in denial, physically beating Tucker in an 

attempt to avoid continuing the confrontation. Only after Alphonse intervenes to prevent 

Tucker’s death does Edward return to an adaptive coping mechanism of trusting his 

brother (see fig. 7).  

 

 

Fig. 7. Edward and Alphonse Elric with Shou and Nina Tucker; “An Alchemist’s 
Anguish.” Fullmetal Alchemist: Brotherhood, created by Hiromu Arakawa, directed by 
Onogi Hiroshi, Bones, 2010. 
 

This experience serves as a turning point for Edward in his progression toward 

healing from both his mother’s death and the Human Transmutation. It is the moment in 

which Edward begins to go through the second stage in which he comes to accept his 

crime in performing Human Transmutation as part of who he is and will always be, that it 
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is a permanent part of his story. Edward’s confrontation is followed by the subsequent 

arrest of Shou Tucker for his crimes and Edward’s declaration that he will continue 

searching for a way of restoring their bodies.  

Here, Edward’s automail continues to be the physical reminder of his crime, as 

well as a physical manifestation of his lack of bodily control: a symbol further proving 

his position in the first stage of recovery. At the beginning of their adventure, the Elric 

brothers use Edward’s position as a State Alchemist to resolve issues throughout 

Amestris while also collecting information about ways that could help restore their 

bodies. Throughout these events, Edward’s brazen method of combat and alchemy 

constantly causes him to request Winry’s automail skills to repair his prosthetics as the 

damage often renders Edward unable to defend himself; this often leads to Edward 

needing to stop his progress in reaching his goal for bodily restoration, thus preventing 

him from completing the first stage of recovery. 

The constant repairs of Edward’s automail serve as a reminder of Edward’s past 

trauma, which then emphasizes the concept that one cannot successfully recover without 

completing the stages of recovery; in the case of Edward, his lack of bodily and 

environmental security and mental refusal to incorporate his mother’s death and alchemic 

crime into his identity are evidence of his stagnation in the first and second stages of 

recovery, thus preventing him from being able to progress further, just as he is unable to 

progress further, or at a faster rate than he currently experiences, in his search for 

restoration. Yet, Edward also shows signs of the third stage of recovery in allowing 

Winry to repair his automail; in fact, much of the comedy of the show is based upon 

Edward’s short stature, a point that Winry and Alphonse often insult Edward for to 
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humble Edward despite his incredible talent. This sort of relationship provides Edward a 

certain level of emotional support that is characteristic of the third stage. However, 

Edward has not set goals past the restoration of their bodies, past the current traumatic 

event, and thus he reveals himself to be stagnant in his progress of the third stage as well. 

We see remnants of this stagnation as the story arc of Shou Tucker continues with 

the first appearance of Scar as he murders both Tucker and the Nina chimera and targets 

Edward for his status as a State Alchemist. In the battle against Scar, Edward’s automail 

arm gets destroyed, again reminding Edward (this time physically) of his trauma before 

Mustang can intervene. After Scar flees and Edward gains more knowledge about the 

Philosopher’s Stone from Dr. Marcoh, Edward is finally able to see Winry and Pinako for 

repairs (see fig. 8). Edward being rendered defenseless without his automail mirrors his 

vulnerability during the Tucker incident in that he is being forced to confront his trauma, 

both physically and emotionally.  

 

Fig. 8. Scar (left) destroying Edward’s arm during battle, and Winry (right) lamenting the 
destruction of Edward’s automail arm; “Road of Hope.” Fullmetal Alchemist: 
Brotherhood, created by Hiromu Arakawa, directed by Onogi Hiroshi, Bones, 2010. 
 

However, despite the signs of his stagnation, through this experience, Edward 

recognizes that he is merely human and that he does not have the power to undo what has 

been lost since he is unable to restore Nina now that she has reached a point of no return 

as a chimera by her father’s own doing. Thus, despite Edward still utilizing the problem 
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approach of regaining their bodies, his realization of his limited power in the universe 

reshapes the coping mechanism from maladaptive to adaptive as it shifts from a blind 

aspiration to a focused goal of restoring the balance they disrupted. It is this traumatic 

event, and the forced reminder of his trauma through his arm getting destroyed, that 

reveals his slow progress toward healing.  

More incidents occur in which Edward’s automail reminds him of his experiences 

that reveal his current lack of progress and force progression. After a confrontation with 

Scar in which his automail gets destroyed, Edward eventually returns to Resembool to 

have his automail repaired before allowing himself to progress further in his investigation 

for the Philosopher’s Stone and thus the restoration of their bodies (“Road of Hope.”) 

Due to Scar rendering his arm to scraps, Ed is essentially stagnant and is unable to 

progress, just as his inability to regain control over his body and environment prevent 

him from progressing with the healing process. Similarly, after his confrontation with 

Scar and before the repair of his automail by the Rockbells back in Resembool, Edward 

meets medical alchemist, Dr. Tim Marcoh, who served as an Amestrian physician during 

the Ishval Civil War before leaving the military. With reluctance, Marcoh reveals to 

Edward that the research he participated in during the war involved the development of 

the Philosopher’s Stone and shares the location of his hidden research. However, upon 

arriving in Central to perform more research in the National Central Library, Edward 

learns from a woman named Sheska that Marcoh’s work had been incinerated in a 

suspicious fire the day before their arrival. With Sheska’s photographic memory and the 

Elrics’ decoding skills, they were able to uncover truths about the Philosopher’s Stone: 

that it requires human sacrifices and that the Fifth Laboratory may have been using the 
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death row of inmates to secretly create a Stone. The Elrics decide to follow this lead, 

where Edward enters the laboratory alone and meets Lust and Envy, two of the major 

villains (called Homunculi) who call him a “Human Sacrifice,” taking advantage of his 

malfunctioning automail and rendering him unconscious before the laboratory explodes. 

Edward survives but is angered at his lack of progress in the investigation then 

reprimanded for not putting trust in his allies, a sign that despite his aspiration to recover 

his body and his trust in his friends, Edward still requires further growth in healing. This 

sentiment is reflected in the malfunctioning of his automail during his fight with Lust and 

Envy and when Winry is summoned to repair his prosthetic in that, like the confrontation 

with Scar, Edward has not progressed in his recovery and therefore requires repetitive 

reminders of his stagnation in healing (see fig. 9). Therefore, despite the realization 

Edward had after the Shou Tucker incident, his behavior following reveals his need for 

further progress. 

 

Fig. 9. Envy taking advantage of Edward’s broken automail (left), and Winry being 
reassured by Edward that the malfunction was his fault (right); “Created Feelings.” 
Fullmetal Alchemist: Brotherhood, created by Hiromu Arakawa, directed by Onogi 
Hiroshi, Bones, 2010. 
 

Another major event that reveals Edward’s slow progress is when Edward meets 

Van Hohenheim, his father, during a visit to Winry’s parents’ graves after discovering 

they had been killed by the injured Ishvalan who they treated during the Ishvalan Civil 
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War. As mentioned earlier, the absence of a heavy focus on Edward’s trauma from 

Hohenheim’s departure implies that he had progressed through the stages of recovery 

fairly quickly if we compare Edward’s behavior to that of Mustang. However, 

Hohenheim’s reappearance and Edward’s response reveals that Edward is still 

recovering. Edward reacts angrily toward Hohenheim’s presence, reprimanding him for 

abandoning his family then returning without warning, but Hohenheim ignores Edward’s 

anger and instead questions why Edward burned down their home. While Edward claims 

it was a symbol of their resolve, Hohenheim refutes that Edward had burned down the 

house to destroy the reminder of his violation of nature. Again, Edward is forced to 

confront his trauma and actions, specifically the coping mechanisms that led him to his 

decisions, but rather than accepting the mistakes as his own into his life story, Edward 

resorts to using emotion and problem avoidance methods, remaining in denial of his 

actions and quickly storming off to avoid the remainder of the conversation. As seen 

before, there have been plenty of opportunities for Edward to progress, yet he 

continuously returns to using the combination of adaptive maladaptive coping 

mechanisms that have kept him alive despite the lack of progress he makes. Thus, in 

addition to a lack of bodily control, minimal trust for others, and the blind aspiration for 

immediate resolution of an issue, Edward’s refusal to acknowledge Hohenheim influence 

on his identity and development prevents Edward from being able to complete any of the 

stages of recovery. 

After returning to Pinako’s home to spend the night, Edward learns from a 

conversation between Hohenheim and Pinako that the creature the brothers brought 

through Human Transmutation was not their mother. Desperate to see the truth, Edward 
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recruits Pinako to unearth the corpse from the transmutation and analyze it to see if it was 

Trisha Elric or not. Through an examination of the bones and hair, Pinako concludes that 

the creature the brothers sacrificed their bodies to bring to their reality had not been their 

mother. While Pinako is disturbed by the revelation, Edward is ecstatic that while their 

mother cannot be resurrected, there is hope for restoring his and Alphonse’s bodies. 

Within the scene in which Pinako reveals the identity of the corpse, Edward finally 

concludes that death is irreversible, a concept that Izumi had warned him early on in his 

alchemic training. This is the moment in which Edward essentially goes through the three 

stages of recovering from his mother’s death; he regains a sense of control over his 

environment now that he understands that he, a mere mortal, cannot have the power to 

control life and death, and thus he sheds the guilt of possibly bringing his mother back 

only for her to die all over again. Instead, he rejoices in the possibility that his and 

Alphonse’s bodies can be restored, as they have not been truly lost in the way that their 

mother had passed. It is implied that Edward believes that their bodies were taken 

because they attempted to create life from nothing, a direct violation of the law of 

equivalent exchange, and since their bodies and souls did not die, he will be able to 

restore everything to ‘normal,’ though the remainder of the story shows how normality 

shifts in the presence of trauma (see fig. 10). 
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Fig. 10. Edward and Pinako discovering that the being Edward and Alphonse 
transmutated was not their mother; “Father Before the Grave.” Fullmetal Alchemist: 
Brotherhood, created by Hiromu Arakawa, directed by Onogi Hiroshi, Bones, 2010. 
 

With this control over his environment, Edward has progressed through the first 

stage of recovery; furthermore, despite Edward’s history of malfunctioning automail, 

Edward refuses to let the rain or his pain prevent his ability to confront his mother’s death 

in the way that would be adaptive toward his progress of healing. Through this, he 

overcomes the hindrance the automail physically produced and metaphorically 

represented of his trauma and therefore regains bodily control. The combination of 

environmental and bodily security indicates his completion of the first stage of recovery. 

Since he has already begun the third stage of recovery in that he set the goal of restoring 

his bodies and put a certain level of trust in others like Winry and Pinako, Edward is able 

to complete the second and third stages of recovery simultaneously when he accepts the 

irreversibility of his mother’s death into his life story, shifting the maladaptive problem 

approach of seeking to restore his and Alphonse’s body to an adaptive problem approach 

of restoring balance (“Father Before the Grave.”) It is from this new formulated 

background that informs the remainder of Edward’s traumatic experiences; his recovery 

from one traumatic event allows him to begin progressing toward healing in other 

stagnant recovery journeys, including the one about his crime.  
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Edward makes this realization evident while attempting to escape Gluttony’s 

(another homunculus) stomach with Envy and Ling (a character from Xing who came to 

Amestris seeking the Philosopher’s Stone for his own purpose.) During his fight with 

Envy, Edward recognizes a portion of a transmutation circle that he saw during his visit 

to Xerxes where he learned about Winry’s parents’ death. Though transmutation with the 

dead will lead to disastrous consequences, Edward claims that by transmutating a living 

human without altering anything (such as creating a new being or resurrecting a dead 

one,) he could open the Gate of Truth without upsetting the balance and thus prevent the 

negative consequences of Human Transmutation (see fig. 11). Edward reveals his 

understanding of the law of equivalent exchange and that he has accepted the death of his 

mother to the point that it has become a part of his identity rather than a burden on his 

existence.  

 

Fig. 11. Edward explaining to Envy (left) and Ling (right) how he can open the Gate to 
free them from Gluttony’s stomach; “Reunion.” Fullmetal Alchemist: Brotherhood, 
created by Hiromu Arakawa, directed by Onogi Hiroshi, Bones, 2010. 
 

Since his automail represents his trauma and has the ability to be restored, it can 

be interpreted that the trauma we experience is merely an alteration, not a loss, of part of 

ourselves. Trauma, in general, does not destroy any part of the survivor; by the law of 

equivalent exchange, balance must be maintained and therefore nothing can be created 

nor destroyed. This concept is evident in the inability to manipulate life or death and 
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continues to be reflected in trauma recovery. Edward, as a survivor of his trauma, 

recognizes that he has only lost something to the point of requiring recovery and 

reincorporation into himself. With this mindset, Edward can create a Gate of Truth from 

Gluttony’s stomach into reality. However, the world continues regardless of Edward’s 

stagnancy or progression, and the Homunculi have countered Edward’s attempt to expose 

their corruption by dividing the Amestrian military so that Edward and his allies are 

under constant surveillance. Yet, Mustang and his subordinates are able to develop a 

method of communication and formulate a counterattack to the upper administration of 

Amestris, ushering the story in the Promise Day arc. 

  The Promised Day begins in Central with a fight between Edward, Pride, and 

Gluttony, ending with Pride consuming Gluttony to concentrate their homunculi powers 

but eventually become useless through a self-sacrificial plan involving Alphonse. 

Mustang and his subordinates arrive to inform the public of the upper administration’s 

corruption when they encounter Envy who condescendingly reveals that he was Hughes’ 

killer, allowing Mustang to regress in his progression toward healing. While Hawkeye 

serves as the stronger driving force in forcing Mustang back on an adaptive path toward 

recovery, Edward’s response to Mustang’s blind rage for revenge further exposes the late 

stage of recovery he is in during this time; as Envy slowly dies and witnesses Mustang, 

Hawkeye, and Edward refusing to fight amongst themselves despite Envy taunting them 

with actions of their past, Edward points out how Envy envies humanity and the 

unwavering support that humans receive through friends and family (see fig. 12). This 

important recognition of how external support can provide the foundation from which 

people can recover and build themselves again (regardless of the trauma they’ve 
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experienced or the weaknesses they may have) serves as evidence of Edward’s 

progression through the later stages of recovery.  

 

 

Fig. 12. Edward using his conclusion about human companionship to expose Envy’s 
weakness, and Envy despairs; “Beyond the Inferno.” Fullmetal Alchemist: Brotherhood, 
created by Hiromu Arakawa, directed by Onogi Hiroshi, Bones, 2011. 
 

Edward, Alphonse, and Izumi (who had attempted human transmutation to revive 

her miscarried child) are transported into Father’s lair. Mustang and Pride quickly follow, 

after which Mustang reveals he went through the Gate of Truth and lost his eyesight in 

the process. The remaining ensemble cast, including Hohenheim, Ling, and others are 

collected in Father’s lair to contribute to his creation of a Philosopher’s Stone to gain the 

power of God. Edward attempts to fight Pride to escape, but the battle is cut short when 

Father successfully creates the Stone with the people of Amestris and proceeds to restrain 

God within himself (“He Who Swallows God.”) 

The following episodes illustrate the singular power of Father with the souls of 

Amestris in the Philosopher’s Stone and the power of God at his disposal in comparison 



40 
  

to the significantly weaker humans. Amid the heavy action, Edward continues his journey 

to recovery, finally reaching the moment in which the audience sees the literal 

incorporation of Edward’s trauma into his identity; with his automail arm destroyed, 

Edward is unable to perform any alchemy to counter Father, but Alphonse comes to an 

understanding about the law of equivalent exchange in that he may be able to reverse the 

exchange of his soul for Edward’s right arm. Alphonse sacrifices himself to restore 

Edward’s original right arm, to which Edward, depending on the support from his friends, 

family, and allies, the collective power of humanity and Amestris, and the concept of 

“One is All and All is One,” responds through a barrage of attacks, weakening Father and 

the Stone’s power to a point that his body collapses in on itself. Father, as the original 

homunculus, is sent to the Gate where he is punished for eternity for upsetting the 

balance of life (see fig. 13).  

 

 

Fig. 13. Edward’s arm getting destroyed, and Alphonse returning his soul to his body in 
the Gate in exchange for Edward’s right arm – a reverse of the original exchange; “A 
Fierce Counterattack.” Fullmetal Alchemist: Brotherhood, created by Hiromu Arakawa, 
directed by Onogi Hiroshi, Bones, 2011. 
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After Father’s defeat, Edward fulfills his goal of the entire story by restoring 

Alphonse’s body. In an attempt to redeem himself for leaving his children and 

contributing to the brothers’ decision to perform Human Transmutation, Hohenheim 

offers the last of his life to help recover Alphonse’s body. In contrast to his reaction to his 

father’s involvement, Edward responds by scolding him for even making those claims 

and calling him ‘father.’ He then performs his very last transmutation. 

At the Gate, Edwards meets Truth, who asks what he chooses to exchange for 

Alphonse’s body. Edward responds with the Gate himself, essentially giving up his 

ability to perform alchemy. Despite Truth’s repetitive clarification on if that is what he 

desires, Edward is resolute in his decision, sacrificing his alchemy for his brother (see fig. 

14).  
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Fig. 14. Edward performing his last Human Transmutation as the Fullmetal Alchemist 
and exchanging his alchemy for Alphonse; “The Other Side of the Gateway.” Fullmetal 
Alchemist: Brotherhood, created by Hiromu Arakawa, directed by Onogi Hiroshi, Bones, 
2011. 
 

Despite the calm tone of the scene, Edward’s decision to give up his alchemy is 

the climax of his progression through his trauma. His automail, the loss of his brother’s 

body, and the existence of alchemy all served as reminders of his participation in 

upsetting the balance of life and death. At this point in his development, Edward has fully 

accepted the irreversibility of his actions in that he will never be able to return to who he 

was before his trauma, but rather has learned to incorporate his trauma into his story. The 

restoration of his and Alphonse’s bodies is simply a physical manifestation of the 

metaphorical seamlessness in which Edward’s trauma has incorporated itself into his 

identity. While the show has built up the moment in which Edward and Alphonse recover 

their bodies, it is never implied that Edward would lose his alchemy in the process. Yet, 

despite the interpretation that the loss of Edward’s alchemy would cause a significant 

difference in his character, the audience sees that Edward is still the same person, just 

without the alchemy and with more stories to tell. The conclusion of the show leaves us 

with Edward trying to get used to his new life without alchemy, but as not a new person, 

as nothing can be created nor destroyed, but rather an altered or changed one: a person 
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who will forever have the trauma of Father’s destruction in his story but has reached a 

point in his stages of recovery that he will eventually heal from the trauma.  

In fact, despite the restoration of Edward’s original right arm, it’s revealed that 

Edward kept the automail leg as a reminder of his adventures, signifying the permanent 

scar his experiences will leave as trauma that he will continuously need to counter with 

adaptive coping mechanisms to prevent regression or stagnancy in his recovery, 

something that Father is never able to do. 

FATHER 

 Throughout the show, Father seemingly has one goal, and it is to attain perfection 

and power over humanity. Yet, despite Father’s lack of humanity and Edward’s 

overwhelming sense of it, much of Edward’s behavior is seen in Father’s when 

responding to trauma, particularly the maladaptive coping mechanisms. With his history, 

progression through the show, and eventual downfall, Father establishes himself to be a 

manifestation of maladaptive coping mechanisms, one of which Edward learns to 

overcome, both within himself and in the reality of the story, in order to progress down 

his road to recovery.  

 Originally a part of the existence within the Gate, Father  (called ‘Homunculus’ 

by the people of Xerxes) lived within a flask and contained a mass of knowledge that 

would eventually become the alchemy of Fullmetal Alchemist universe. Trapped in the 

flask and unable to perform the alchemy from his knowledge provided, he desired 

freedom, but that desire for freedom expanded into envy for humanity; particularly, the 

emotional support provided by humane communities seemed like a luxury that he would 

never be able to have. Rather than accepting his identity, Father resorts to an extreme 



44 
  

emotional avoidance method of refusing to accept his inhumanity, then using a problem 

approach by deciding to gain the power of God and rid himself of his (ironically) human 

imperfections, which then become the seven sins of Pride, Wrath, Lust, Gluttony, Envy, 

Sloth, and Greed. He utilizes another problem approach of creating Amestris to create a 

nationwide transmutation circle to sacrifice the city and gain the power of God. 

 From the beginning, Father is unable to establish the conditions to progress 

through the stages of recovery, and his continuous use of maladaptive coping 

mechanisms (like Edward) led him to stagnate and eventually regress in his recovery. He 

is unable to secure control over his body or environment, hence his desire for freedom. 

Yet, after receiving freedom when young Van Hohenheim releases him, his greed drives 

him to desire more, contributing to his own interpretation of a lack of control. In addition 

to the lack of control, he refuses to accept his lack of humanity into his story. While we 

see Greed accept his inhumanity, allowing him to progress into the third stage of 

recovery and put trust in Edward and ally himself with the protagonists, Father actively 

refuses to do so. Furthermore, despite the evidence for the potential of an external 

emotional support system in Van Hohenheim, Father refuses to accept the help and 

continues utilizing the maladaptive coping mechanism of setting a goal for temporary 

relief, or relief of a problem tangential to the actual stressor; in his case, Father aspires to 

become an all-powerful God rather than attempting to resolve his issues with loneliness 

or forming a support system that could help him recover from loneliness and therefore be 

able to progress through the other stages of recovery. Yet, despite the availability of the 

tools necessary to recover (specifically friends, something Edward learns to lean on 

during his recovery,) Father deliberately refused to engage in his emotions or problems 
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for the entirety of the show, thus allowing him to stagnate and eventually regress to a 

point of self-ruin. 

 For example, Father physically rids himself of the human sins as homunculi, even 

though his true desire was to be human. He had the potential to be as close to human as 

possible, yet he completely disregarded this potential; in fact, he deliberately removes 

this potential as a physical reaction to the trauma of being the only one of his kind. Father 

represents the ultimate maladaptive coping mechanism: a self-driven loss in which he 

expelled himself the one thing that gave him the potential to fulfill his desire to be 

human. By pulling himself away from recovering from his trauma, he ended up where he 

began, trapped and alone within the Gate (see fig. 15). 

 

 

Fig. 15. Father collapsing under the combined power of the Philosopher’s Stones, and 
Truth sending him behind the Gate as punishment; “The Other Side of the Gateway.” 
Fullmetal Alchemist: Brotherhood, created by Hiromu Arakawa, directed by Onogi 
Hiroshi, Bones, 2011. 
 
 As mentioned before, some of Edward’s maladaptive behaviors are reflected in 

Father’s emotional avoidance. The caveat, however, is that Edward’s eventual defeat of 
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Father represents him overcoming his internal stagnancy and regression in recovery. By 

defeating Father, Edward can progress through the stages of recovery via adaptive coping 

mechanisms to restore balance in his life and the world itself. 

EDWARD ELRIC AND HIS JOURNEY 

Therefore, while Herman posits that one must complete the previous stage of 

recovery in order to progress, I argue that (based upon the characters of Fullmetal 

Alchemist: Brother) the stages of recovery can influence the progression through other 

phases and can even lead to the completion of that stage, as seen in Mustang and 

Hawkeye’s journeys to recovery. However, the difference between Edward and 

Mustang/Hawkeye is that Edward’s completion of a later stage allows the progression 

through a previous stage; for example, Edward’s choice to accept the support of his 

friends and family and put trust into them is a sign of stage one and three, respectively. 

With this acceptance, Edward is then able to accept the loss of his mother and his act of 

Human Transmutation into his identity and story, thus allowing him to progress through 

the stages of recovery for those events. Then, with this as his foundation for future 

trauma, Edward is able to overcome Father, the physical representation of maladaptive 

trauma coping, and quickly progress through the later stages of his experience with 

Father’s destructive desire for power. Therefore, Edward demonstrates that recovering 

from trauma is not always linear. 

 Furthermore, looking back to his coping mechanisms at the beginning of 

Fullmetal Alchemist: Brotherhood and those used and represented by Father, it is clear 

that recovering from trauma is unbalanced. Edward used a combination of maladaptive 

problem approaches, leading him to regress in his healing to the point of nearly losing his 
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life, only surviving by exchanging his limbs and brother’s body. Though he attempts to 

forcefully go through the third stage of recovery but setting some goals and seeking 

limited support from others, it is clear that this method is maladaptive as the physical 

symbol of his trauma (the automail) continues slowing his progress toward restoration of 

his and Alphonse’s bodies. While seeking emotional support and knowledge about the 

traumatic event leads to adaptive consequences, the constant use of maladaptive coping 

mechanisms, specifically preventing himself from completing any of the recovery stages, 

leads Edward to remain stagnant in his healing process. Based on his relationship with his 

friends and family, Edward has managed to progress through parts of the first and third 

stages, but it is only the completion of the third stage at the end of the story that Edward 

is able to complete the first stage and then the second stage; in other words, Edward’s 

choice to fully trust his friends and family (thus the completion of the third stage) allows 

him to regain a sense of bodily and environmental security (completing the first stage,) 

therefore pushing him into the second stage of accepting his new self: one whose trauma 

is part of his identity and story. Edward is only able to progress after he disrupts the cycle 

of maladaptive coping and replaces it with the continuous use of adaptive coping, and in 

his case, seeking emotional support and trusting others, for the rest of his life. Through 

his experience, Edward demonstrates that recovering from trauma is inherently 

unbalanced. 

 By the end of the show, Edward has recovered from his mother’s death and the 

Human Transmutation he performed and is progressing through recovering from the 

overarching trauma from Father’s desire for power; the presence of both complete and 

incomplete journeys of recovery further promotes the inevitability of healing from trauma 
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to restore internal balance and the inherent continuity of trauma recovery. Edward’s 

success in recovering from his mother’s death shows the definite conclusion that one can 

heal from trauma and return to a state of peace, while the open-ended conclusion of his 

road to recovery about his other experiences emphasizes the necessity for constant 

vigilance and use of adaptive coping mechanisms to reach that point of full recovery. 
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CONCLUSION 

There is no beginning nor end of trauma, just as there is no beginning nor end of 

recovery. With an overarching perspective of the story, the entire show can be considered 

a single traumatic event, just as the individual events that occur can be seen as traumatic 

events that collectively make up the entire show. The lack of a complete recovery for the 

characters from the aftermath of their collective and individual trauma of the show re-

emphasizes the point about healing from trauma: it is a continuous journey that will 

eventually lead to recovery. 

What much research proves, Herman implies, and the characters of Fullmetal 

Alchemist: Brotherhood make evident is that trauma is a never-ending journey, and that 

journey toward recovery is unique to the survivor. A survivor can and should depend on a 

variety of coping mechanisms so that they can discover the method that fits their own 

personal progression of healing. There is no ideal method of recovering from trauma. 

However, based on the characters’ experiences, as long as the survivor continues working 

toward progressing, healing, and adapting to the trauma that can neither be cured nor 

undone, then the survivor will be able to reach and thrive in a later stage of recovery with 

the scar of their trauma that is no longer painful but never forgotten. 
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