
Exploring The Things They Carried

Robert C. Evans

This introductory essay offers an overview of the volume as a whole,

explaining its purpose and design and summarizing each of the

essays the book contains. It quotes key passages from the essays

and emphasizes the continuing relevance both of the present work

and of The Things They Carried itself.

Tim O’Brien’s The Things They Carried is increasingly regarded as
one of the most significant books of its era. Sometimes seen as a
collection of interrelated short stories and sometimes as an innova-
tive quasi-novel, the book is intriguing not only for its generic and
stylistic experimentations but also for the ways it deals with the
Vietnam War, one of the most consequential events in American
history in the second half of the twentieth century. That war was
enormously controversial and unleashed one of the most influential
anti-war movements imaginable.

Whereas most Americans had seen U.S. participation in World
Wars I and II as justifiable and even worthy, and whereas most had
accepted the need to send American troops to Korea, the Vietnam
War quickly became a cause of widespread protests, draft evasion,
and even violent resistance. It arguably destroyed the presidency of
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Lyndon Johnson and also powerfully damaged the presidency of
Richard Nixon, Johnson’s ill-fated successor. The war helped give
birth to the so-called “counterculture” of the 1960s and 1970s and
was a fertile source of fiction, nonfiction, popular music, and major
films well into the 1990s. No wars involving American troops have
ever again, after the war in Vietnam, been as popular, or generated
so much patriotic fervor, as was true of World War II. The Vietnam-
ese conflict created deep skepticism in the country about the value
of wars in general, about the trustworthiness of the U.S. govern-
ment, and even about various patriotic ideals that had previously
been widely taken for granted. In some ways, Vietnam was one of
the major turning points in American history and remains relevant
to many of the nation’s most heated cultural debates even to this
day.

This volume deals with probably the most important piece of cre-
ative writing to emerge from the Vietnam War. Like all the other
volumes in the Critical Insights series, it offers a diverse collection
of multifaceted approaches but is also organized so that each essay
builds upon and helps reinforce the others. It begins with a “flag-
ship” essay by a major scholar of O’Brien’s writings, offers a delib-
erately brief biography of O’Brien, and then examines his most
famous book in terms of four distinct critical contexts. It opens, for
instance, with an essay that sets the work in a specific historical
context; then presents an overview of major critical approaches,
then examines the book by using a specific “critical lens,” and then
compares and contrasts O’Brien’s work in relation to another, simi-
lar piece of creative writing. Next, O’Brien’s text is examined using
a variety of diverse “Critical Readings,” followed by a “Resources”
section offering a chronology of O’Brien’s life, a list of his major
published works, and a bibliography of critical studies focusing on
The Things They Carried. The volume then concludes with a biog-
raphy of the editor, biographies of the contributors, and a compre-
hensive index of names, titles, topics, and other relevant nouns.

The “flagship” essay for this volume is written by Susan Farrell, an
important student of O’Brien’s work and the author and compiler of
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Getting to Know The Things They Carried

Susan Farrell

In this “flagship” essay for the volume as a whole, Susan Farrell—a

prominent student of Tim O’Brien’s literary career—recounts her

own first encounters with his writings; describes the genesis and

traits of The Things They Carried in particular; and then suggests

some of the topics it explores and some of the responses (most pos-

itive, some negative) his most famous book has provoked among

other scholars of O’Brien’s works.

I first stumbled on the work of Tim O’Brien in the spring semester
of 1996 when I was directing a year-long individual student writing
project that we at the College of Charleston call a Bachelor’s Essay,
a 50-page, in-depth analysis of a topic of a student’s own choosing.
My student was slightly untraditional, a young man in his mid-
twenties who had previously attended the Christian, conservative
Bob Jones University and was currently a member of the U.S.
National Guard. Passionate about literature and interested in war-
fare, he wanted to write his long essay about the literature of the
Vietnam War. Despite not knowing much about the genre, I was the
contemporary American literature specialist at the college and the
logical person to direct his project. Over that year, we read deeply
together—the work of Philip Caputo, Michael Herr, Larry
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Heinemann, Robert Olin Butler, Le-Ly Hayslip, Yusef
Komunyakaa, Bao Ninh, and others. But nothing moved me in the
way that Tim O’Brien’s work did.

We first read the author’s 1978 novel, Going After Cacciato, which
went on to win the National Book Award, upsetting perceived
frontrunners like John Irving’s bestseller, The World According to
Garp, and John Cheever’s collected short stories. I was astonished
by the beauty of Cacciato, about a bewildered young draftee trying
to sort out the violence and death he has experienced during his five
months in Vietnam all the while testing out the power of the human
imagination to find a way out of war. The premise of the novel is
disarmingly simple. What if an American soldier in Vietnam simply
decided to walk away from the war? What if his platoon followed,
to bring him home? Just as he will do later with the “sh**field” in
The Things They Carried, O’Brien takes a simple, specific, concrete
idea or image and probes its metaphorical possibilities in a deeply
complex way.

Cacciato provides the hard-nosed, gut-wrenching realities of a sol-
dier’s day-to-day war experience that are a hallmark of Vietnam
War literature—the unpredictable violence, the fear, the rituals, the
banter, the dreams of escape and home—but mingles these with a
kind of poetic musing on the philosophical and ethical nature of war
that hearkens back to the thinking of Homer and the ancient Greeks.
Is it the just and right thing for
Paul Berlin to desert the war, to
courageously step into his
dreams of peace and make them
real, or do the obligations one
owes to one’s family, friends,
town, and country outweigh
individual dreams of peace and
home? Near the end of the novel, echoing Socrates in The Crito,
Berlin imagines himself as a diplomat at the Paris Peace Accords of
the early 1970s: “Obligation is more than a claim imposed on us,”
he argues, “It is a feeling, an acknowledgment, that through many
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demonstrate that the novel’s gender politics are more complex than
Lorrie Smith allows. In all of his work, it seems to me, O’Brien
probes traditional gender expectations of both women and men,
especially the belief that women are separate from the world of war
and that participating in war and violence are hallmarks of Ameri-
can masculinity. He presents decidedly unheroic narratives, in
which his male characters long to behave like the heroes of their
past, but for whom old ideas about masculine courage, comradeship,
and heroism finally disintegrate.

While readers had to wait until 2025 for the first full literary biogra-
phy of O’Brien—Alex Vernon’s Peace Is a Shy Thing—O’Brien’s
influence can be seen in the profound effect that The Things They
Carried had on war writing that came later. Some of the most criti-
cally acclaimed of these works include Kevin Powers’s meditative
novel The Yellow Birds, a 2012 National Book Award finalist set
both in Iraq and back home in Kentucky, and Ben Fountain’s satiri-
cal 2012 National Book Critics Circle Award winner, Billy Lynn’s
Long Halftime Walk, a novel that takes place almost entirely at a
Dallas Cowboys football game
in Texas Stadium, where a pla-
toon home from Iraq is being
honored during the halftime
show. Phil Klay’s 2014
National Book Award winner,
Redeployment, a short story
cycle set mostly in Iraq, owes a
great debt to Things They Car-
ried, Klay even being dubbed
by at least one reviewer as “the
Tim O’Brien of his generation”
(DeGhett).

The author of a war memoir,
seven novels, over thirty-five
short stories, and numerous
essays and reviews, O’Brien is
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Biography of Tim O’Brien

Robert C. Evans

This essay provides a deliberately brief survey of O’Brien’s life,

focusing especially on the years leading up to the 1990 publication

of The Things They Carried.

Tim O’Brien, whose full name is William Timothy O’Brien, Jr. was
born on October 1, 1946, in the small town of Austin, Minnesota, to
William Timothy O’Brien (an insurance agent born in 1914) and
Ava Eleanor Schult O’Brien (an elementary school teacher born in
1916). As Alex Vernon explains in his superb biography of O’Brien
(to which I am heavily indebted here), the two parents (Bill, a native
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The Initial Reception of The Things They Carried

Laurence W. Mazzeno

Upon its publication in 1990, Tim O’Brien’s The Things They Car-

ried was the subject of numerous reviews in publications across

the nation. Most were positive, even enthusiastic about O’Brien’s

fictionalized account of his experiences in the Vietnam War. The

book was also reviewed in several academic publications, sug-

gesting that it would become the subject of critical commentary in

the future. This essay examines representative reviews, including

several negative ones, to illustrate reasons for the book’s immedi-

ate success.

The Things They Carried, Tim O’Brien’s third book about the
Vietnam War, attracted significant attention by reviewers for the
popular press. Dozens of reviews appeared in newspapers across
the nation and outside the United States, some by a publication’s
professional critic, others by staff members of newspapers and
periodicals, a few by freelancers. Several major periodicals carried
reviews as well as did a number of academic journals that rou-
tinely reviewed popular fiction. Though there were some dissent-
ers, the consensus among reviewers was that the book was a major
contribution to America’s literature about its most unpopular mili-
tary engagement.
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touchstone for later feminist critics who find much to critique in
O’Brien’s portraits of women in his writings.

Donald Ringnalda considers The Things That Carried part of
O’Brien’s long-term project of exploring the powers of imagination
to break the boundaries of binary thinking that has characterized
American epistemology and led to unfortunate, tragic consequences
in Vietnam. O’Brien’s intentional blurring of genres confounds
readers’ expectations, serving his larger purpose: to expose the sim-
plistic ‘us vs. them’ mentality underlying U.S. involvement in Viet-
nam. The war was much more complex, ultimately challenging
important myths about American culture and American
exceptionalism. Borrowing a term from Robert Scholes, Ringnalda
describes O’Brien as a fabulator, one who employs literary devices
to question the notion of realism and truth. The “metafictional hon-
esty” of the book “makes a mockery of the reader’s easy beliefs
when confronted by the veneer of authenticity” (111–12).
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Fig. 1. Male soldiers during a period of relative relaxation during the Vietnam War.
Photo by U.S. Army, via Wikimedia. [Public domain.]



Combat Zones: The Things They Carried and A.F.N.
Clarke’s Contact

Nicolas Tredell

This essay compares and contrasts Tim O’Brien’s The Things They

Carried (1990) with A.F.N. Clarke’s Contact (1983). One is pre-

sented as fiction, the other as autobiography: but both draw on their

author’s painful personal experiences as soldiers in armed con-

flicts—O’Brien in Vietnam, Clarke in Northern Ireland—which

claimed many lives and left long-lasting legacies of physical and

psychological trauma in those who survived. Both O’Brien and

Clarke evoke these traumata in powerful, penetrating prose that

brings the reader viscerally close to living constantly with the experi-

ences of violence and death and raises complex ethical and

existential questions.

“Every man thinks meanly of himself for not having been a soldier
or not having been at sea” (Boswell, Life 10 Apr. 1778, 191). Dr
Samuel Johnson (1709–1784), poet, critic, editor, and leading lex-
icographer, whose Dictionary of the English Language (1755) set
the standard for subsequent lexicons, delivered this apophthegm in
eighteenth-century England, an expanding mercantile and imperi-
alist country where the roles of soldier and sailor were vital in
defending against European enemies and colonizing and
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and over” (31). Like the descriptions of the deaths of Lavender,
Kiowa, and the nameless young Vietnamese man, the narrator will
return to and elaborate this.

This elaboration of Lemon’s death occurs in the seventh story in the
book, “How to Tell a True War Story,” which intersperses reflec-
tions on the topic of its title with vivid descriptive passages. Curt
Lemon and Rat Kiley are fooling around, playing catch with smoke
grenades, a game they invented, harmless in itself if one is careful.
The narrator watches “Lemon step from the shade into bright sun-
light. His face was suddenly brown and shining” (67). He observes
Lemon’s handsomeness and how, “when he died it was almost
beautiful, the way the sunlight came around him and lifted him up
and sucked him high into a tree full of moss and vines and white
blossoms” (67).

This aestheticization of
Lemon’s death may seem inap-
propriate, another indication of
the “splinter of ice in the heart
of a writer,” but it is also an
index of a shocked reaction to
an event that the narrator has
not yet wholly grasped: that a
booby-trapped 105 mortar
round has blown Lemon to
smithereens. But the narrator
goes on to detail that is not for
the squeamish; he and his fel-
low soldier, Dave Jensen, are
ordered to climb the tree and
“peel him off.” The narrator
recalls “the white bone of an
arm,” “pieces of skin and some-
thing wet and yellow that
must’ve been the intestines”
(79). The gory horror stays with
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Fig. 3. The American singer and guitarist
Trini Lopez in 1963. Two years later, he
would record the song “Lemon Tree” and
become its most prominent popularizer. In
Things, Dave Jensen sings its bittersweet
lyrics as he and the narrator retrieve from
a tree the remaining fragments of Curt
Lemon, whom a booby-trapped 105 mor-
tar round has blown to smithereens. Image
by Hugo van Gelderen/Anefo, CC 1.0, via
Wikimedia.



them in the eyes, keeping his chin level, and he would
issue the new SOPs in a calm, impersonal tone of voice, a
lieutenant’s voice, leaving no room for argument or dis-
cussion. (22; all emphasis added)

He intends that the changes in his own thoughts, feelings, moods,
and plans will spark changes in the thoughts, feelings, moods, and
plans of his men. They will become extensions of himself now that
he, as their officer, plans to do more, specifically, to protect both
himself and them.

In the opening story’s very final sentences, even more listing and
repetition appear: “He might give a curt little nod. Or he might not.
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Fig. 5. Soldiers of the 327th Infantry Regiment, 101st Airborne Brigade, prepare to
cross a rice field in search of Viet Cong during Operation Van Buren, in Tuy Hoa.
Photo by U.S. Army, via Wikimedia. [Public domain.]



Cinematic Allusions in Tim O’Brien’s The Things They
Carried

Darren Harris-Fain

Tim O’Brien’s The Things They Carried contains many historical and

cultural allusions, including references both to movies of the Vietnam

War era like The Birds (1963), Bonnie and Clyde (1967), and

Barbarella (1968) and to older films and stars such as The Man Who

Never Was (1956) and Gary Cooper. In this essay, Harris-Fain argues

that these allusions do more than establish the time period and memo-

ries of the book’s characters—they also relate to and reinforce its

themes regarding war, morality, masculinity, and vulnerability.

The title story that begins The Things They Carried lists multiple
physical objects the men in Lieutenant Jimmy Cross’s platoon bore
through the jungles of Vietnam. In addition, they also carried mem-
ories—of girlfriends back home, for instance. For some—including
Tim O’Brien, the author who occasionally inserts himself through-
out the book—their memories also included the popular culture that
shaped their early lives, especially movies and television. Some-
times these memories involved masculine characters or the actors
who played them, often models of cinematic courage contrasting
with the real-life terrors of war. At other times, movies seemed sim-
ply part of the cultural fabric, or perhaps escapist diversions from
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Chronology of Tim O’Brien’s Life

1946 William Timothy (Tim) O’Brien is born on October 1 in
Austin, Minnesota, to William T. O’Brien and Ava Eleanor
Schultz O’Brien.

1964 Graduates from Worthington (Minnesota) Senior High
School.

1964–68 Attends Macalester College (St. Paul, MN) on a scholarship.

1968–70 Joins the US Army and serves in the Vietnam War.

1970–76 Attends Harvard University.

1973 Marries Ann Weller; publishes If I Die in a Combat Zone,
Box Me Up and Ship Me Home.

1973–74 Works as a reporter for The Washington Post.

1975 Publishes Northern Lights.

1977 Ceases pursuit of Harvard PhD to become a full-time writer.

1978 Publishes Going After Cacciato.

1979 Going After Cacciato wins National Book Award.

1985 Publishes The Nuclear Age.

1990 Publishes The Things They Carried, to great acclaim; deliv-
ers “The Magic Show” as a lecture at the Breadloaf Writers
Conference; also reads an early version of “Loon Point” at
Breadloaf.

1991 Reads “The People We Marry” at Breadloaf.
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Works by Tim O’Brien

Long Works of Fiction

Northern Lights. 1975
Going After Cacciato. 1978
The Nuclear Age. 1985
The Things They Carried. 1990; revised 2010
In the Lake of the Woods. 1994
Tomcat in Love. 1998
July, July. 2002
America Fantastica. 2023

Memoirs

If I Die in a Combat Zone, Box Me Up and Ship Me Home. 1973; revised
1979

Dad’s Maybe Book. 2019

Short Fiction

“Claudia Mae’s Wedding Day. Redbook. 1973
“A Man of Melancholy Disposition.” Ploughshares. 1974
“Landing Zone Bravo.” Denver Quarterly. 1975
“Where Have You Gone, Charming Billy?” Redbook. 1975
“Centurion.” Literary Cavalcade. 1976
“Going After Cacciato.” Ploughshares. 1976
“Keeping Watch by Night.” Redbook. 1976
“Speaking of Courage.” Massachusetts Review. 1976
“The Way It Mostly Was.” Shenandoah. 1976
“Calling Home.” Redbook. 1977
“The Fisherman.” Esquire. 1977
“The Nuclear Age.” Atlantic. 1979
“Civil Defense.” Esquire. 1980
“The Ghost Soldiers.” Esquire. 1981
“Quantum Jumps.” Ploughshares. 1983
“Underground Tests.” Esquire 1985
“The Things They Carried.” Esquire. 1986
“How To Tell a True War Story.” Esquire. 1987
“The Lives of the Dead.” Esquire. 1989
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