The Things They Carried by Tim O’Brien

Review by Pamela Calero


O’Brien’s war fiction novel was an insightful finalist for the 1990 Pulitzer Prize that depicts the psychological and emotional burdens a soldier has to go through when at war. It uses a short-story-style narrative to divide the tale into various chapters that contribute to the meaning of the whole work and transmit the feelings of the characters to the reader.

Although Tim O’Brien only served as a foot soldier in the Vietnam War from 1969 to 1970, The Things They Carried is an obvious example of how this experience changed his live forever. Naming the narrator after himself (Tim), the stories are narrated in the first person point of view and range from romantic- as he tells about  Sandy, his one and only love- to brutal- when he recalls the one time he killed a man. 
The narrator approaches “The Things They Carried” “with all the emotional baggage of men who might die. Grief, terror, love, longing-”.  “…They carried shameful memories”.
 The stories approach the War and its conflicts in a horrific way in order to stupefy the reader by spreading the messages of what it feels like to take part in a war. Each of the twenty-two tales link the development of the personalities of the members of the American soldiers shifted to Vietnam. “The Things They Carried is about life, about men who [fight] and die, about buddies, and about a lost innocence that might be recaptured through the memory of stories. O'Brien tells us these stories because he must. He tells them as they have never been told before." -Richmond Times-Dispatch
.

With all the commotion the stories contain, The Things They Carried “is a testament to the men who risked their lives in America's most controversial war. It is also a mirror held up to the frailty of humanity. Ultimately The Things They Carried and its myriad protagonists call to order the courage, determination, and luck we all need to survive” -Richmond Times-Dispatch
. 

The novel, and at the same time recompilation of interconnected short stories, provides tension through the use of dramatic and detailed descriptions that empower the fictional stories with such realism that could make the reader think it is in fact a historic war novel. Thus, this is a novel of psychoanalytical struggles and interactions. In the relationships of the characters, the reader becomes a witness of the change they go through; from believing “it all seemed crazy and impossible”
, to seeing that “the problem had gone beyond discussion”
 and finally being forced to accept that the “show’s over”
, when they discover the war is over they find themselves changed and not belonging in the American life. 
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