
the things they carried characters

the things they carried characters are central to understanding Tim O'Brien's acclaimed collection of linked
short stories, "The Things They Carried." This literary work delves deeply into the lives, emotions, and
experiences of soldiers during the Vietnam War, highlighting the physical and psychological burdens they
bear. Each character in the narrative represents unique facets of the war experience, providing readers
with diverse perspectives on courage, fear, guilt, and survival. Exploring the characters reveals not only
their individual struggles but also the broader themes of memory, trauma, and the human condition in
wartime. This article offers a comprehensive analysis of the main and supporting characters, their traits,
roles, and symbolic significance within the novel. Following this introduction, the article will outline the
key sections for a structured exploration of these characters.

Main Characters in The Things They Carried

Supporting Characters and Their Roles

Symbolism and Character Development

The Psychological and Emotional Burdens of Characters

Impact of the Characters on the Novel’s Themes

Main Characters in The Things They Carried
The core group of soldiers featured in "The Things They Carried" embodies a wide range of experiences
and emotions shaped by the Vietnam War. These main characters are developed with depth and
complexity, each carrying both literal and metaphorical burdens. Their personalities, actions, and inner
conflicts contribute significantly to the narrative’s emotional resonance and thematic depth.

Lieutenant Jimmy Cross
Lieutenant Jimmy Cross serves as the platoon leader and is one of the most prominent characters in the
novel. He is characterized by his deep sense of responsibility mixed with personal distraction, particularly
his obsession with Martha, a woman back home. Cross’s internal struggle between duty and desire
symbolizes the conflict between personal longing and the harsh realities of war. His character illustrates
themes of leadership, guilt, and the heavy weight of command.



Tim O’Brien
Tim O’Brien, the narrator and protagonist, plays a dual role as both a character within the story and the
author of the novel. His experiences, reflections, and storytelling emphasize the blurred lines between fact
and fiction. O’Brien’s character explores the complexities of memory, truth, and the moral ambiguity of
war. He represents the everyman soldier, grappling with fear, courage, and the burden of survival.

Kiowa
Kiowa is a Native American soldier known for his moral compass and spiritual depth. He carries a Bible and
moccasins, symbolizing his cultural heritage and faith. Kiowa’s character provides a compassionate and
grounded perspective amid the chaos of war. His tragic death in a sewage field profoundly impacts the
platoon and underscores the senseless loss experienced during the conflict.

Martha
Although Martha never physically appears in the warzone, she is a pivotal character through Lieutenant
Cross’s memories and letters. Martha embodies the idealized love and escape from the war’s brutality. Her
role reflects themes of longing, innocence, and the emotional distance between soldiers and their lives back
home.

Supporting Characters and Their Roles
The supporting characters in "The Things They Carried" enrich the narrative by providing additional
viewpoints and emotional layers. These characters, though less central, play crucial roles in illustrating the
varied human responses to war and the interpersonal dynamics within the platoon.

Norman Bowker
Norman Bowker is a soldier burdened by survivor’s guilt and an inability to communicate his trauma after
returning home. His story highlights the struggle of reintegration into civilian life and the internal scars
left by war. Bowker’s character emphasizes themes of isolation, silence, and the psychological aftermath of
combat.

Mitchell Sanders
Mitchell Sanders serves as the radio operator and moral commentator within the platoon. He is
characterized by his storytelling and philosophical reflections on the war’s absurdities and injustices.



Sanders’s role contributes to the novel’s exploration of truth, storytelling, and the ethical dilemmas faced by
soldiers.

Rat Kiley
Rat Kiley is the platoon’s medic, known for his vivid storytelling and occasional emotional volatility. His
character represents the coping mechanisms soldiers employ to endure trauma, including humor,
exaggeration, and sometimes self-harm. Rat’s narratives often blur the lines between reality and fiction,
reinforcing the novel’s complex relationship with truth.

Henry Dobbins
Henry Dobbins is a physically imposing soldier with a gentle nature. He carries his girlfriend’s stockings as
a talisman for good luck. Dobbins’ character juxtaposes strength with vulnerability, highlighting the human
need for comfort and hope in dire circumstances.

Symbolism and Character Development
The characters in "The Things They Carried" are often defined by the objects they carry, which serve as
powerful symbols of their personalities, fears, and hopes. These tangible items reflect the intangible
emotional and psychological burdens each soldier endures.

The Physical and Emotional Burdens
Every character carries specific items that symbolize their roles, identities, and emotional states. These
include:

Lieutenant Cross’s letters and pebble, representing his longing and distraction.

Kiowa’s Bible and moccasins, symbolizing faith and cultural identity.

Rat Kiley’s medical supplies, underscoring his role as a caretaker.

Henry Dobbins’ girlfriend’s stockings, signifying comfort and superstition.

These objects become extensions of the characters themselves, highlighting their individual struggles and
the universal weight of war.



Character Growth and Transformation
Throughout the novel, the things they carried characters evolve as they confront fear, loss, and moral
ambiguity. Their development often reflects the harsh realities of combat, the complexity of human
emotions, and the enduring impact of trauma. For example, Lieutenant Cross transitions from a distracted
dreamer to a more hardened leader, shaped by the consequences of his decisions.

The Psychological and Emotional Burdens of Characters
Beyond physical objects, the emotional and psychological burdens carried by the characters are central to
the novel’s exploration of war. These burdens manifest as guilt, fear, love, and memory, profoundly
affecting each soldier’s mindset and actions.

Guilt and Responsibility
Many characters grapple with guilt over the deaths of comrades and their own survival. Lieutenant Cross,
in particular, feels responsible for the death of Ted Lavender, illustrating how guilt can weigh heavily on a
leader’s conscience. Norman Bowker’s post-war guilt culminates in his tragic inability to find peace after
the conflict.

Fear and Courage
The paradox of fear and courage is a recurring theme reflected in the characters’ experiences. Soldiers face
constant danger, yet they exhibit moments of bravery and vulnerability. Tim O’Brien’s narrative often
highlights this tension, showing that fear does not negate courage but coexists with it.

Memory and Storytelling
Memory serves as both a burden and a means of coping for the characters. Storytelling becomes a way to
process trauma, preserve experiences, and find meaning amid chaos. Tim O’Brien’s meta-narrative
approach blurs the boundaries between fact and fiction, emphasizing the subjective nature of memory and
truth.

Impact of the Characters on the Novel’s Themes
The characters in "The Things They Carried" are instrumental in conveying the novel’s major themes,
such as the burdens of war, the nature of bravery, and the complexities of human emotion. Through their
interactions and inner lives, readers gain insight into the multifaceted reality of combat.



The Burden of War
The physical and emotional burdens carried by the soldiers symbolize the heavy toll of war on individuals.
Each character’s unique load reflects personal and collective struggles, illustrating how war impacts
identity, relationships, and mental health.

The Ambiguity of Truth and Memory
Through characters like Tim O’Brien and Rat Kiley, the novel interrogates the reliability of memory and
the role of storytelling in shaping reality. The characters’ narratives challenge readers to consider the
subjective nature of truth and the ways people cope with trauma.

Humanity Amid Conflict
The diverse personalities and vulnerabilities of the characters underscore the persistence of humanity even
in brutal circumstances. Their moments of kindness, fear, and hope reveal the complexity of soldiers as
individuals rather than mere combatants.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is the protagonist in 'The Things They Carried'?
The protagonist of 'The Things They Carried' is Lieutenant Jimmy Cross, who is a young officer leading
his platoon through the Vietnam War.

What are some key traits of Lieutenant Jimmy Cross?
Lieutenant Jimmy Cross is characterized by his sense of responsibility, guilt over the death of one of his
men, and his romantic obsession with a girl named Martha.

Who is Tim O'Brien in the context of the novel?
Tim O'Brien is both the author and a character in 'The Things They Carried,' serving as a fictionalized
version of himself reflecting on his experiences during the Vietnam War.

Which character is known for his storytelling and humor?
Mitchell Sanders is known for his storytelling ability, humor, and moral integrity within the group of
soldiers.



What role does Kiowa play among the soldiers?
Kiowa is a Native American soldier who provides spiritual support and represents cultural depth, often
serving as a moral compass for the platoon.

How is Norman Bowker portrayed in the story?
Norman Bowker is depicted as a quiet, introspective soldier who struggles with trauma and feelings of
isolation after the war.

Who is Rat Kiley and what is his significance?
Rat Kiley is the platoon's medic, known for his vivid storytelling and emotional reactions, symbolizing the
psychological impact of war.

What does Henry Dobbins symbolize in the novel?
Henry Dobbins symbolizes strength and kindness; he is a gentle giant who carries extra rations and wears
his girlfriend's pantyhose for comfort.

How do the characters in 'The Things They Carried' reflect the theme of
burden?
Each character carries both physical items and emotional burdens representing fear, love, guilt, and
memory, highlighting the complex psychological impact of war.

Additional Resources
1. The Things They Carried by Tim O’Brien
This is the original collection of linked short stories that explore the experiences of a platoon of American
soldiers during the Vietnam War. The narrative focuses on the physical and emotional burdens the soldiers
carry, both tangible and intangible. Through vivid storytelling, O’Brien delves into themes of fear, love,
memory, and the moral complexities of war.

2. Going After Cacciato by Tim O’Brien
This novel follows a soldier named Paul Berlin as he imagines deserting the Vietnam War to pursue a
fellow soldier who has decided to walk to Paris. The story blends reality and fantasy, offering deep insights
into the psychological struggles of soldiers like those in The Things They Carried. It complements the
characters’ experiences with themes of escape and hope.

3. In the Lake of the Woods by Tim O’Brien
Focusing on a former Vietnam War veteran, this novel explores the aftermath of war and the struggle



with personal demons and secrets. The protagonist’s mysterious disappearance and the unraveling of his
past provide a haunting look at the long-term effects of trauma experienced by soldiers. It’s a psychological
thriller that resonates with themes from The Things They Carried.

4. Dispatches by Michael Herr
A powerful nonfiction account of the Vietnam War, this book captures the raw, chaotic experience of
soldiers on the ground. Herr’s vivid and immersive writing style complements the fictional narratives
found in The Things They Carried, offering a real-world perspective on the characters’ environment. It’s
essential reading for understanding the emotional landscape of Vietnam War soldiers.

5. We Were Soldiers Once... and Young by Harold G. Moore and Joseph L. Galloway
This is an eyewitness account of the Battle of Ia Drang, one of the first major battles between the U.S.
Army and North Vietnamese forces. The book provides detailed insights into combat, leadership, and the
bonds between soldiers, themes central to The Things They Carried. It highlights the bravery and
hardships faced by men like those portrayed by O’Brien.

6. Matterhorn: A Novel of the Vietnam War by Karl Marlantes
Written by a Vietnam veteran, this novel offers a gritty, realistic depiction of infantry combat and the
challenges faced by soldiers in Vietnam. It explores themes of brotherhood, survival, and the moral
ambiguity of war, closely aligning with the experiences of characters in The Things They Carried.
Marlantes’ detailed narrative provides a profound understanding of soldier life.

7. Born on the Fourth of July by Ron Kovic
An autobiographical memoir that chronicles Kovic’s journey from enthusiastic Vietnam War soldier to anti-
war activist after being paralyzed in combat. This book delves into the physical and emotional scars of war,
echoing the internal conflicts experienced by characters in The Things They Carried. It’s a poignant
exploration of patriotism, sacrifice, and disillusionment.

8. Fire in the Lake: The Vietnamese and the Americans in Vietnam by Frances FitzGerald
This Pulitzer Prize-winning work examines the cultural and political complexities of the Vietnam War
from both Vietnamese and American perspectives. It provides critical context for understanding the
environment and challenges faced by soldiers like those in The Things They Carried. The book offers a
broader view of the war’s impact beyond the battlefield.

9. Chickenhawk by Robert Mason
A memoir recounting Mason's experiences as a helicopter pilot during the Vietnam War, offering a unique
perspective on the war’s aerial combat and its psychological toll. The book complements the ground-level
soldier narratives in The Things They Carried by highlighting the diverse roles and dangers faced by
military personnel. Mason’s candid storytelling brings to life the chaos and fear of war.
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groundbreaking work of art that reveals the true nature of war and celebrates the healing power of
storytelling. The summary and analysis in this ebook are intended to complement your reading
experience and bring you closer to a great work of fiction.
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Texas State University-San Marcos. He earned his Bachelor's Degree in Political Science from
Macalester College in St. Paul, Minnesota and attended Harvard after his tour in Vietnam. He was
drafted into the Army and served in the Vietnam war from 1968 to 1970. Other notable titles O'Brien
has published include If I Die in a Combat Zone: Box Me Up and Ship Me Home, Northern Lights,
The Nuclear Age, and Going After Cacciato The Things They Carried is a collection of related short
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of O’Brien’s work—a memoir, If I Die in a Combat Zone, and seven books of fiction—the sixteen
interviews and profiles in Conversations with Tim O’Brien explore common themes, with subtle
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in Minnesota and the expectations of a midwestern upbringing. Interviews allowed the writer to fully
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war in society; gender issues; and the craft of writing. O’Brien approaches each of these topics and a
host of others with a directness and an evident passion that will resonate with both readers and
prospective writers.
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Carried Gale, Cengage Learning, 2015-09-15 A Study Guide for Tim O'B rien's Things They Carried,
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further reading; and much more. For any literature project, trust Short Stories for Students for all of
your research needs.
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pervasive influence on the individual means that, for veterans-turned-writers like Hemingway,
Salter, and O’Brien, the war experience infiltrates their entire body of writing—their works can be
seen not only as war literature but also as veterans’ literature. As such, their entire postwar oeuvre,
regardless of whether an individual work explicitly addresses the war or the military, is open to
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soldier, a veteran, a writer, and a critic inform this enlightening critique of American literature,
offering students and scholars of American literature and war studies an invaluable tool for
understanding war’s effects on the veteran writer and his society.
  the things they carried characters: War and Death in the Music of George Crumb Abigail
Shupe, 2022-09-02 This book studies George Crumb’s The Winds of Destiny (2004) and Black Angels
(1970) as artifacts of collective memory and cultural trauma. It situates these two pieces in Crumb’s
output and unpacks the complex methodologies needed to understand these pieces as contributions
and challenges to traditional narratives of the Civil War and the Vietnam War. The Winds of Destiny
is shown to be a critical commentary on the legacy of American wars and militarism, both concepts
crucial to American identity. The Winds of Destiny also acts as an ironic war memorial as a means of
critiquing such concepts. Black Angels has long been associated with the Vietnam War. This book
shows how this association began and how it endures through connections to iconic Vietnam War
media, including films and books. Together these analyses show the legacy of trauma in American
collective memory, which is in a continuous crisis. Crumb’s musical critiques point to a need to resist
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readers by newly situating Crumb’s music within these three fields of study.
  the things they carried characters: America's Wars in Asia , Even though the cultural
approach concerns itself with the local and the particular rather than with the abstract and
universal, it is inherently comparative. Moreover, it also relocates each war in the historical and
cultural experiences of Asian countries themselves rather than seeing the war as merely a conflict



between the United States and Asian nations.
  the things they carried characters: The Hidden Machinery: Essays on Writing Margot
Livesey, 2017-07-04 A masterclass for those who love reading literature and for those who aspire to
write it. “Read everything that is good for the good of your soul. Then learn to read as a writer, to
search out that hidden machinery, which it is the business of art to conceal and the business of the
apprentice to comprehend.” In The Hidden Machinery, critically acclaimed and New York Times
bestselling author Margot Livesey offers a masterclass for those who love reading literature and for
those who aspire to write it. Through close readings, arguments about craft, and personal essay,
Livesey delves into the inner workings of fiction and considers how our stories and novels benefit
from paying close attention to both great works of literature and to our own individual experiences.
Her essays range in subject matter from navigating the shoals of research to creating characters
that walk off the page, from how Flaubert came to write his first novel to how Jane Austen subverted
romance in her last one. As much at home on your nightstand as it is in the classroom, The Hidden
Machinery will become a book readers and writers return to over and over again.
  the things they carried characters: War and Literature: Looking Back on 20th Century Armed
Conflicts Tom Burns, Elcio Cornelsen, Volker Jaeckel, Luiz Gustavo Vieira, 2014-06-01 This
comprehensive volume analyzes the radical change in the nature of armed conflicts and in the way
they are narrated and represented. Ever since the First World War has changed war itself, rendering
meaningless the very vocabulary of war in terms such as battle, front, non-combatant, open city and
hero, new words, new approaches, new theories and new texts had to be invented. The enemy
became invisible: Submarines, tanks, mines, gas, long-range artillery, and airplanes made this war
different from all the other that came before. A hundred years after the beginning of this terrible
war, it is now time to recall different representations of the armed conflicts of the 20th century. The
articles in this collection analyze representations of the Canudos Civil War in Brazil, the First World
War, the Second World War, the Korean War, the Vietnam War, the colonial wars in Africa, and the
war in Afghanistan, aiming to understand how war and the telling of war have changed during the
most murderous hundred years in the history of mankind.
  the things they carried characters: Armed with Abundance Meredith H. Lair, 2011 Popular
representations of the Vietnam War tend to emphasize violence, deprivation, and trauma. By
contrast, in Armed with Abundance, Meredith Lair focuses on the noncombat experiences of U.S.
soldiers in Vietnam, redrawing the landscape of the war
  the things they carried characters: Companion to Literature Abby H. P. Werlock, 2009 Praise
for the previous edition:Booklist/RBB Twenty Best Bets for Student ResearchersRUSA/ALA
Outstanding Reference Source ... useful ... Recommended for public libraries and undergraduates.
  the things they carried characters: Do Metaphors Dream of Literal Sleep? Seo-Young
Chu, 2011-01-15 In culture and scholarship, science-fictional worlds are perceived as unrealistic and
altogether imaginary. Seo-Young Chu offers a bold challenge to this perception of the genre, arguing
instead that science fiction is a form of “high-intensity realism” capable of representing
non-imaginary objects that elude more traditional, “realist” modes of representation. Powered by
lyric forces that allow it to transcend the dichotomy between the literal and the figurative, science
fiction has the capacity to accommodate objects of representation that are themselves neither
entirely figurative nor entirely literal in nature. Chu explores the globalized world, cyberspace, war
trauma, the Korean concept of han, and the rights of robots, all as referents for which she locates
science-fictional representations in poems, novels, music, films, visual pieces, and other works
ranging within and without previous demarcations of the science fiction genre. In showing the divide
between realism and science fiction to be illusory, Do Metaphors Dream of Literal Sleep? sheds new
light on the value of science fiction as an aesthetic and philosophical resource—one that matters
more and more as our everyday realities grow increasingly resistant to straightforward
representation.
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