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The Things They Carried is a poignant short story by Tim O’Brien that delves
into the burdens of soldiers during the Vietnam War. This narrative is not
just a recounting of physical items but an exploration of the emotional and
psychological loads that the characters bear. O’Brien presents a multi-
faceted perspective on war, blending memory, imagination, and truth in a way
that invites readers to reflect on the nature of courage, fear, and the human
experience.

Overview of the Short Story

Tim O’Brien’s “The Things They Carried” is part of a larger collection of
interconnected stories titled the same. First published in 1990, the work
focuses on a platoon of American soldiers in Vietnam, detailing their
physical and emotional burdens. The protagonist, Lieutenant Jimmy Cross,
carries the weight of responsibility for his men and his unrequited love for
Martha, a college student back home.

The story operates on two levels: the tangible items the soldiers carry and
the intangible emotions and memories that accompany those items. This duality
serves as a powerful metaphor for the overall experience of war.

Central Themes

Several themes emerge throughout “The Things They Carried.” These themes
provide depth to the narrative and foster rich discussions about war, memory,
and the human condition.

Burden and Responsibility

The title itself suggests the heavy physical and mental burdens the soldiers
carry. Each character has their own unique set of items that symbolize
various aspects of their lives. For instance:

- Physical Items: Weapons, helmets, and personal mementos.
- Emotional Burdens: Guilt, fear, love, and memories of home.

Lieutenant Cross’s burden of responsibility is particularly profound. He
feels responsible for the lives of his men and is haunted by the death of Ted
Lavender, one of his soldiers. The weight of this responsibility is



compounded by his fixation on Martha, which distracts him from his duties.

Memory and Trauma

Memory plays a crucial role in storytelling. O’Brien uses a fragmented
narrative style to reflect the chaotic nature of war and how traumatic
experiences can haunt soldiers long after the conflict ends. The act of
storytelling itself becomes a means of coping with trauma.

Readers are introduced to various flashbacks and memories that illustrate how
the past continues to influence the characters. O'Brien's narrative structure
mirrors the way memories resurface unpredictably, often triggered by
seemingly mundane objects or experiences.

The Nature of Truth

O’Brien grapples with the concept of truth in storytelling. He blurs the
lines between fact and fiction, suggesting that emotional truth can be just
as significant as factual accuracy. This is particularly evident when he
discusses the stories he tells about the war, emphasizing that the emotional
impact of these stories can communicate deeper truths than mere facts.

Character Analysis

The characters in “The Things They Carried” are richly developed, each
carrying their own unique burdens that reflect their personalities and
experiences.

Lieutenant Jimmy Cross

Lieutenant Jimmy Cross is the central character and serves as a lens through
which the reader experiences the story. His obsession with Martha serves as
both a distraction and a source of guilt.

1. Responsibility: His sense of duty is overshadowed by his love for Martha,
leading to a tragic event that alters his perspective on leadership.
2. Guilt: After Lavender’s death, Cross burns Martha’s letters and
photographs, symbolizing his rejection of personal desires in favor of his
responsibilities as a leader.



Ted Lavender

Ted Lavender is another significant character whose death serves as a
catalyst for the narrative. He represents the fragility of life in war.

- Fear and Coping: Lavender copes with his fear by using drugs, which
reflects the broader theme of escapism within the story. His death highlights
the unpredictability of war and the emotional scars it leaves behind.

Martha

Martha, though physically absent from the battlefield, plays a crucial role
in the emotional landscape of the story.

- Symbol of Home: She represents the life and love that the soldiers long
for, serving as a reminder of what they are fighting for and what they have
left behind.
- Complexity of Love: Martha’s relationship with Jimmy Cross illustrates the
complexities of love and longing, which can both sustain and burden.

Symbolism in the Story

O’Brien employs various symbols to enhance the themes and emotional depth of
the narrative.

The Physical Items

The items carried by the soldiers are laden with meaning. Some significant
examples include:

- Weapons: Symbolize the violence and danger of war.
- Letters and Photos: Represent the connection to home and the emotional
weight of personal relationships.
- Personal Mementos: Each soldier carries items that reflect their
backgrounds and experiences, illustrating their individuality amidst the
shared experience of war.

The Weight of the Past

The phrase “the things they carried” extends beyond physical objects to
encompass memories, fears, and regrets. The cumulative weight of these
burdens defines the soldiers’ experiences and shapes their identities.



Writing Style and Structure

Tim O’Brien’s writing style in “The Things They Carried” is both evocative
and introspective. His use of a first-person narrative creates intimacy and
immediacy, allowing readers to experience the soldiers’ thoughts and
feelings.

- Imagery: Vivid descriptions of the landscape and the burdens carried by
soldiers create a strong sense of place.
- Fragmentation: The non-linear structure mirrors the disorientation of war
and the complexities of memory, enhancing the emotional impact of the
narrative.

Conclusion

“The Things They Carried” is a masterful exploration of the Vietnam War,
encapsulating not only the physical burdens of soldiers but also the
emotional and psychological weights they bear. Tim O’Brien’s poignant
storytelling and rich character development invite readers to reflect on the
nature of war, memory, and the human experience. The story transcends the
confines of its historical context, addressing universal themes of love,
loss, and the search for truth in the face of trauma. In doing so, it remains
a vital piece of literature that resonates with readers long after the final
page is turned.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'The Things They Carried'?
The main theme of 'The Things They Carried' is the emotional and
psychological burden of war, particularly how soldiers cope with fear, loss,
and the weight of their experiences.

How does Tim O'Brien use symbolism in the story?
Tim O'Brien uses the physical items that soldiers carry as symbols of their
emotional burdens and personal histories, illustrating how these items
represent their fears, responsibilities, and memories.

What narrative techniques does O'Brien employ in
'The Things They Carried'?
O'Brien employs a mix of first-person narrative, metafiction, and nonlinear
storytelling to blur the lines between fiction and reality, emphasizing the



subjective nature of truth in war stories.

Who are some of the key characters in 'The Things
They Carried'?
Key characters include Tim O'Brien himself, Jimmy Cross, who carries the
burden of love and guilt, and Norman Bowker, who struggles with his memories
after the war.

What role does memory play in 'The Things They
Carried'?
Memory plays a crucial role in 'The Things They Carried', as it shapes the
soldiers' identities and experiences, highlighting how they cope with trauma
and the lingering effects of war.

How does O'Brien address the concept of courage in
the story?
O'Brien explores the concept of courage by showing that it is often
intertwined with fear; characters struggle with their perception of bravery
and vulnerability, illustrating that true courage can mean confronting one's
fears.

What impact did 'The Things They Carried' have on
literature about the Vietnam War?
The Things They Carried had a significant impact on literature about the
Vietnam War by providing a deeply personal and introspective view of
soldiers' experiences, influencing how war narratives are written and
understood.
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