
International Journal of Early Childhood Special Education (INT-JECSE) 

DOI: 10.48047/INTJECSE/V14I1.555 ISSN: 1308-5581 Vol 14, Issue 01 2022 PP: 4433-4436 

4433 
 

MEMORY, TRAUMA, AND HEALING IN CHIMAMANDA ADICHIE'S 

'HALF OF A YELLOW SUN’ 
 

Dr. G. RANGA SURYANARAYANA,  

Asst.Prof.Of English, MVS. Govt. Arts & Science College (A), Mahabubnagar. Telangana. 

 

Abstract: Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie's novel 'Half of a Yellow Sun' delves into the harrowing and 

transformative experiences of its characters during the Nigerian-Biafran War. This research explores 

the intricate interplay of memory, trauma, and healing in the lives of the novel's protagonists. Against 

the backdrop of a brutal civil conflict that shattered lives and communities, the characters grapple 

with the enduring scars of physical and psychological trauma. The paper begins by examining the 

profound impact of trauma on the novel's characters, highlighting the pervasive fear, violence, and 

loss they endure. It proceeds to delve into the characters' use of memory as a coping mechanism, 

emphasizing how personal and collective recollections serve as both a means of preserving identity 

and confronting the haunting past. The research investigates the characters' paths to healing and 

recovery, underlining the transformative power of acknowledging and confronting trauma.  It explores 

the concept of post-traumatic growth and resilience, showcasing how these individuals emerge from 

their traumas as stronger, more resilient beings. Drawing parallels to real-life examples of trauma, 

memory, and healing in post-conflict societies, this paper underscores the universality and relevance 

of the novel's themes. The characters' journeys, etched in the pages of this novel, serve as a testament 

to the enduring human capacity for healing and renewal in the face of profound adversity. 
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Introduction: Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie's acclaimed novel, 'Half of a Yellow Sun,' intricately 

weaves a tapestry of human experiences against the backdrop of one of Africa's most tumultuous 

periods—the Nigerian-Biafran War. Set amidst the political unrest and violent conflict of the 1960s, 

the novel explores the profound impact of historical trauma on the lives of its characters. This 

research delves into the multifaceted themes of memory, trauma, and healing as portrayed in Adichie's 

work. Through a careful analysis of the characters' journeys, this study seeks to unravel the intricate 

interplay between individual and collective memory, the enduring scars of trauma, and the 

transformative power of healing. In the crucible of war, the characters in 'Half of a Yellow Sun' face 

the pervasive fear, violence, and loss that accompany armed conflict. Their experiences encapsulate 

the essence of human suffering and resilience amid chaos. This research embarks on an exploration of 

the characters' psychological and physical traumas, examining how these profound experiences shape 

their identities and interactions. Moreover, the study delves into the characters' use of memory as a 

coping mechanism, elucidating how the act of remembering serves as both a sanctuary and a haunting 

reminder of the past. 

The path to healing, a central theme in the novel, becomes a lens through which the characters' 

resilience is observed. By acknowledging and confronting their traumas, the protagonists embark on 

transformative journeys that illuminate the concept of post-traumatic growth. Their stories serve as a 

testament to the indomitable human spirit, showcasing the capacity for renewal and strength even in 

the face of profound adversity. This research endeavors to navigate the complex emotional terrain of 

Adichie's characters, shedding light on the universal themes of memory, trauma, and healing that 

resonate far beyond the pages of 'Half of a Yellow Sun.' When readers delve deeper into the 

intricacies of the characters' experiences, they gain valuable insights into the human capacity for 

resilience and renewal, ultimately affirming the enduring power of the human spirit to overcome the 

darkest of challenges.  

The impact of trauma on characters: One of the central themes of ChimamandaNgoziAdichie's 'Half 

of a Yellow Sun' is the profound impact of trauma on the novel's characters, particularly during the 

Nigerian-Biafran War. This section of the research paper critically examines the experiences of the 

characters as they navigate the harrowing and transformative effects of physical and psychological 

trauma. It also delves into the pervasive fear and violence that permeate their lives, shaping their 

identities and interactions. 



International Journal of Early Childhood Special Education (INT-JECSE) 

DOI: 10.48047/INTJECSE/V14I1.555 ISSN: 1308-5581 Vol 14, Issue 01 2022 PP: 4433-4436 

4434 
 

The characters in 'Half of a Yellow Sun' are subjected to a relentless and brutal war, a conflict that 

leaves an indelible mark on their physical and psychological well-being. Olanna is one of the central 

characters in the novel, and her experiences during the Nigerian-Biafran War encapsulate the 

profound impact of trauma. She endures both physical and psychological trauma as her world is 

shattered by the conflict. Physically, she witnesses the horrors of war, the loss of loved ones, and the 

constant threat of violence. These experiences leave her with deep emotional scars, leading to post-

traumatic stress and an enduring fear that lingers long after the war's end. Richard, an Englishman 

living in Nigeria, is also profoundly affected by the trauma of the war. As a witness to the violence 

and suffering, he grapples with the moral and emotional weight of the conflict. His traumatic 

experiences shape his identity as an artist and his efforts to document the war's impact on the people 

of Biafra. His character exemplifies the intersection of physical and psychological trauma, 

highlighting the enduring effects of war on both individuals and outsiders. 

The characterKainene's experiences during the war reflect the pervasive fear and violence that shape 

the characters' lives.  

"Sometimes I hate them," Kainene said. 

"The vandals." 

"No, them." Kainene pointed back at the room. "I hate them for dying." (p. 438) 

She faces the constant threat of danger and violence, leading her to adopt a pragmatic and survival-

driven approach. Her character underscores the harsh realities of life in a war-torn region, where the 

line between safety and danger is razor-thin. The trauma she endures transforms her into a resilient 

and resourceful individual. Ugwu, the houseboy, experiences trauma both as a witness to violence and 

as a victim of exploitation. His journey reflects the physical and psychological toll that the war takes 

on a vulnerable and young character. He grapples with the loss of innocence and the harsh realities of 

war, which leave an indelible mark on his psyche. These character-specific analyses exemplify the 

impact of trauma on individuals in 'Half of a Yellow Sun.' Their stories underscore the complexity of 

trauma, ranging from physical injuries and loss to the enduring psychological scars and the profound 

fear and violence that define their lives. Through the characters' experiences, the novel portrays the 

multidimensional nature of trauma and its lasting effects on their identities and interactions.  

Memory as a Coping Mechanism: The pivotal role of memory in the lives of the characters, 

emphasizing how it serves as a means of preservation, identity, and a tool for confronting the 

enduring effects of trauma. Within the broader context of memory, trauma, and healing, the 

characters' complex relationships with their personal and collective recollections are scrutinized, 

shedding light on the intricacies of their actions and decisions. Memory is a sanctuary and a source of 

solace for the characters, often serving as a means of preserving their sense of self and identity in the 

face of the disintegration of their world. Olanna, for example, clings to the memories of her early love 

with Odenigbo as a way to preserve her identity and emotional stability in a war-torn environment. 

Personal memories become a lifeline that tethers them to a pre-war existence, providing a semblance 

of normalcy amid chaos. Moreover, personal and collective memory collectively shape the characters' 

actions and decisions. The memory of their cultural heritage and traditions influences their choices, 

reflecting the significance of collective memory in shaping their values and principles. The act of 

remembering becomes a tool for survival, as they draw upon the lessons and stories passed down 

through generations to guide them through the hardships of war. The significance of remembering and 

acknowledging the past becomes evident as a way for characters to confront trauma. Memory is a 

means of making sense of their experiences, of acknowledging the pain and suffering, and of paying 

homage to those who have been lost. It provides a means of bearing witness to the atrocities of war 

and a platform for sharing their stories with future generations, ensuring that the trauma is not 

forgotten. 

‘Half of a Yellow Sun' offers a compelling portrayal of storytelling as a powerful mechanism 

employed by the characters to navigate the traumatic landscape of the Nigerian-Biafran War. This 

section critically examines the characters' engagement in storytelling, emphasizing its role as a means 

of sharing experiences and emotions, an act of resistance and survival, and a potent tool for preserving 

culture, history, and identity. Rob Nixon, a critic, remarks…  

“Half of a Yellow Sun” speaks through history to our war-racked age not through abstract 

analogy but through the energy of vibrant, sometimes horrifying detail. A refugee flees the 

north by train, carrying in a bowl her daughter’s head, still bearing its delicate braids. 
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Famished children in refugee camps find themselves unable to outpace and catch lizards. A 

child soldier, nicknamed Target Destroyer, uses “words like enemy fire and Attack HQ with a 

casual coldness, as if to make up for his crying.”  

                                                                            (The Newyork Times, 2006) 

Within the broader context of memory, trauma, and healing, the characters' narratives and their 

capacity to endure are scrutinized with depth and nuance. The characters in 'Half of a Yellow Sun' 

turn to storytelling as a means of sharing their experiences and emotions with others. The act of 

recounting their personal histories and the collective trauma of war becomes a means of catharsis and 

connection. Olanna, for instance, shares her experiences and emotions through her letters to her twin 

sister, Kainene. These letters serve as a form of storytelling that allows her to process her trauma and 

maintain a connection with her sister, even as they are separated by the conflict. Storytelling also 

emerges as an act of resistance and survival. The characters employ narratives to defy the erasure of 

their identities in the face of a war that seeks to dehumanize and devalue them. Ugwu's storytelling 

serves as a form of resistance, allowing him to assert his humanity and individuality despite his 

vulnerable position as a houseboy. The power of narratives in preserving culture, history, and identity 

is exemplified through the characters' efforts to maintain their cultural heritage and pass it on to future 

generations. The stories and anecdotes shared by the characters serve as a lifeline to their cultural 

identity, ensuring that their traditions and history are not lost in the midst of war. This preservation of 

culture through storytelling becomes a symbol of resilience and resistance against the forces that seek 

to obliterate it. 

The characters in embark on diverse journeys of healing and recovery, each shaped by their unique 

experiences and coping mechanisms. Olanna, for example, finds solace in returning to her familial 

roots and the memories of her lost loved ones. Her journey towards healing involves a process of 

acknowledging her trauma and embracing the power of memory as a source of strength. Confronting 

the traumatic past is central to the characters' ability to move forward. The process of acknowledging 

their pain and suffering becomes a catalyst for their resilience. Ugwu, who has endured significant 

trauma and exploitation, undergoes a transformative journey toward healing as he confronts his 

traumatic past. His capacity to heal is intrinsically linked to his willingness to confront the darkness of 

his experiences and find a sense of purpose in rebuilding his life.  

The character Odenigbo stated, “The real tragedy of the postcolonial world is that the majority of 

people had no say in whether or not they wanted this new world; rather, it is that the majority have not 

been given the tools to negotiate this new world.” (p.129) This statement lies in the profound tragedy 

of the postcolonial world. It underscores the idea that the majority of people in postcolonial societies 

did not have the opportunity to choose or shape the new world that emerged after colonial rule. The 

tragedy is not just the lack of agency in this transformation but also the absence of the necessary 

resources, knowledge, and means to navigate and thrive in this new reality.  “Olanna leaned back on 

the seat. Kainene's approval, something she had never felt before, was like a sweetness on her tongue, 

a surge of ability, a good omen. Suddenly her decision became final; she would bring the baby home.” 

(p.316) The relationship between Olanna and Kainene is often characterized by emotional distance, 

which might seem surprising given their status as twins, typically associated with a strong bond. 

However, the quoted passage sheds light on the fact that the sisters' communication lapses should not 

be hastily interpreted as coldness or disregard. This becomes evident as Kainene's approval becomes a 

pivotal factor in Olanna's decision to adopt Baby. Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie's narration in this 

passage employs imagery that conveys a sense of rapid and intense impressions, emphasizing the 

significance of the moment. Nevertheless, these vivid images, such as a quick taste and a fast surge, 

also carry an undertone that suggests the transitory nature of Olanna's emotions. It implies that the 

sweetness of the moment might prove fleeting, particularly when Kainene discovers Olanna's affair 

with Richard. As the characters navigate their traumas and acknowledge their pasts, they emerge as 

stronger, more resilient individuals. Their capacity to endure and find meaning in the face of adversity 

is a testament to the indomitable human spirit. It illustrates the transformative power of healing and 

resilience, emphasizing that the characters do not merely survive their traumas but thrive in their 

aftermath. 

Comparisons to Real-Life Trauma and Healing: Olanna's emotional journey and her efforts to 

preserve her identity through memory and storytelling resonate with real-life survivors of conflict. 

Many individuals in post-conflict societies turn to storytelling and memory as a means of processing 
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their trauma and preserving their cultural heritage. Ugwu's experiences as a vulnerable and exploited 

character draw parallels to the struggles of marginalized individuals in conflict zones. His resilience 

and transformation exemplify the capacity of real-life survivors to rebuild their lives in the face of 

adversity. Kainene's pragmatism and resourcefulness in navigating the war echo the resilience of 

individuals who must adapt to extreme circumstances in conflict zones. Drawing comparisons 

between the characters' experiences in 'Half of a Yellow Sun' and those of real-life survivors serves to 

humanize the novel's themes. It highlights the universality of trauma, memory, and healing, 

emphasizing that the fictional characters' experiences are emblematic of the broader human 

experience in conflict. Cynthia- Alexandre, a critic, remarks… 

“Adichi provides a nuanced account of the Biafran War, and as a result, she empowers and 

humanizes her characters. A recurring mantra in the novel—“the world was silent when we 

died”—refers to the global inaction in light of the Nigerians who fell prey to starvation and 

disease, or were slaughtered by military forces on either side.” 

              (Kujenga Amani, an online source, 2017) 

These comparisons also underscore the importance of literature in providing a voice to those who 

have endured trauma and in shedding light on the enduring power of memory and healing. 'Half of a 

Yellow Sun' becomes a bridge between the fictional and the real, offering a space for empathy, 

understanding, and reflection on the experiences of individuals in conflict zones.  

Conclusion: ‘Half of a Yellow Sun' is a testament to the enduring human capacity to confront 

memory, trauma, and healing in the face of profound adversity. It serves as a poignant narrative of 

resilience and renewal, offering a space for empathy, reflection, and understanding. Through the 

characters' journeys, Adichie's work illuminates the transformative power of healing and the enduring 

significance of memory in the human experience. The novel reinforces the importance of 

acknowledging the past as a crucial step toward resilience and renewal, emphasizing that even in the 

darkest of times, the human spirit can shine brightly.  

References:  

Adichie, ChimamandaNgozi. Half of a Yellow Sun. Anchor Books, 2006. 

Fassin, Didier. "Compassion and Repression: The Moral Economy of Immigration Policies in 

France." Cultural Anthropology, vol. 20, no. 3, 2005, pp. 362-387. 

Herman, Judith Lewis. Trauma and Recovery: The Aftermath of Violence—From Domestic Abuse to 

Political Terror. Basic Books, 1992. 

Jensen, Tim. "Stories That Heal: Understanding the Effects of Writing on Trauma Recovery."    

The Journal of Transpersonal Psychology, vol. 45, no. 2, 2013, pp. 107-130. 

Smith, Jo-Ann Pilardi. "The Art of Survival: Storytelling as Healing in Women's Wartime  Memoirs." 

Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society, vol. 25, no. 3, 2000, pp. 503-525. 

Yalom, Irvin D. The Theory and Practice of Group Psychotherapy. Basic Books, 1995. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2006/10/01/books/review/Nixon.t.html 

https://kujenga-amani.ssrc.org/2017/02/09/half-of-a-yellow-sun-book-review/ 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.nytimes.com/2006/10/01/books/review/Nixon.t.html
https://kujenga-amani.ssrc.org/2017/02/09/half-of-a-yellow-sun-book-review/

