The Things They Carried By Tim O’Brien

Study Guide Questions

Chapters 1-3

1. Explain the significance of the dedication and epigraph. Since the people named appear in the book, does that mean that they are not fictional characters?  What war is the epigraph referring to?  What does this epigraph say about the truthfulness and accuracy of O’Brien’s story?

2. Explain the meaning of the title, “The Things They Carried.” Think about the metaphors of “weight.”  List some items that the men carry. How do certain items reflect the individual?
3. How is Ted Lavender's death represented? How do the soldiers deal with death?

4. Why does Jimmy Cross burn Martha’s letters and photos?  How does he change after he burns them?  Is this change good? 

5. Why is the first story, "The Things They Carried," written in third person? How does this serve to introduce the rest of the novel? What effect did it have on your experience of the novel when O'Brien switched to first person, and you realized the narrator was one of the soldiers? 

6. What do O'Brien and Jimmy discuss at the end of “Love”? Is this ironic in any way?

7. What is the average age of the platoon?  Describe the “exotic reform school” playfulness that often emanated from this age group in wartime.  Why would this age group react in ways older soldiers would not?
8. Why is chapter 3 called Spin?
Chapters 4-7

1. Why was O’Brien against the war?

2. "On the Rainy River" is perhaps the moral center of the book. In this section we meet Elroy Berdahl. Do you think he existed in O'Brien's life? What does he represent? What does Elroy Berdahl do that leads O’Brien to call him “the hero of my life”? Why doesn’t Berdahl ask O’Brien why he’s there? 

3. O'Brien calls himself a coward (61). How do you understand this self-judgment? Do you agree with it? If he had made another decision, what would he have been? 

4. After reading “On the Rainy River,” how do you think you would have reacted to the possibility of being drafted for the Vietnam War? Would you have made the same decision O’Brien made? 

5. What is the role of shame in the lives of these soldiers? Does it drive them to acts of heroism or stupidity? Or both? What is the relationship between shame and courage, according to O'Brien? 

6. As shown in “Enemies” and “Friends,” how does war affect soldiers in the same platoon? Why was Jenson relieved when Strunk died?

7. According to O'Brien, how do you tell a true war story (explain 3 characteristics)? What does he mean when he says that true war stories are never about war? 

8. What does he mean when he writes of one story, "That's a true story that never happened"? 

Chapter 8-9

1. Infer what Curt Lemon’s definition of bravery is. Does our culture force men to act brave? 

2. Why do the men with the most fear try to hide it by acting macho? 

3. Mary Anne, “The Sweetheart of Song Tra Bong,” is obviously an important and emblematic character. Do you find this a believable story? Could it be true?  Why or why not?

4. Why does O’Brien use a female in this role instead of a male? 

5. Why does Mary Anne say the war is "not bad," and yet she has a necklace of human tongues around her neck? What does the necklace symbolize? Why does she say Vietnam makes her "glow in the dark"? 
6. The author leaves Mary Anne’s fate unknown. Would knowing exactly what happens to her after she leaves camp make this story better? What is the moral of the story?
7. Why does Rat like to tell this story? 

Chapters 10-15
1. Why does Dobbins say at the end of the story that the magic of the stockings still works?  Why is he superstitious?

2. Dobbins get along well with the Buddhist monks.  Do you think it’s important to be "nice" to the non-combatants in a war zone? Why does Dobbins believe it’s important to "treat them decent" (123)?

3. Why does the author feel so bad about the death of the young Vietnamese man he killed in the war?  How does the style of this chapter reflect the author’s feelings?

4. How is the perspective of “Ambush” different from “The Man I Killed”? How does the difference in narration change the story or make it the same?

5. Why does the narrator keep reliving this event?

6. Why do you think the girl dances outside the hut where her entire family has been killed?

7. Why does Dobbins take Azar to the well? What is the irony of Dobbins punishing Azar?

8. How does the lake that Bowker circles reflect the lake in which Kiowa died? How is the author using the two lakes as contrasts?

9. Who is the audience to Bowker’s story?  Why doesn’t Bowker tell the voice at the drive-in his story?  What does this chapter reflect Bowker’s way of coping after the war?

10. Why does Bowker seem to fixate on the medal and not on rescuing Kiowa?

11. Why is the title of chapter 15 “Speaking of Courage” ironic?
Chapters 16-20
1. What does O’Brien confess at the end of "Notes"? 

2. Why did he write both “Speaking of Courage” and “Notes”? 

3. Why does O’Brien say he writes about the war? 

4. In “In the Field,” numerous people shoulder the blame for Kiowa’s death. Who are they, and who is really to blame? 

5. Who do you think the unnamed, young soldier is? Why isn’t he named? 

6. What is good form? Why is this an appropriate title for the chapter?

7. What does the author say about his reasons for writing? Do you trust him? 

8. Why does O’Brien revisit the field where Kiowa died with his daughter?

9. Why does he take Kiowa’s moccasins to the river?  Why does the narrator say perhaps he had gone under with Kiowa, and now he had worked his way out again?

10. Why does O’Brien miss the combat zone? 

11. What is the soldiers’ philosophy on luck (refer to Morty Phillips)?

12. Why is O’Brien upset that he can no longer hate Jorgensen? Why does O’Brien still want revenge on Jorgensen?

13. How does the night and solitude affect a soldier?

14. How are Azar and O’Brien different?

15. How does Jorgensen react to O’Brien at the end of the night?

Chapters 21-22
1. What happened to Rat Kiley and why were the men in the unit so understanding? 

2. How do you react to the unit’s treatment of the old man’s corpse?  Do you believe things like that actually happen in war?

3. Why does O’Brien act the way he does toward the corpse? 

4. Why does the author use the story of Linda in this story? 
5. What is the name of the movie Timmy and Linda see on their date? What is the irony of this title?
6. How do we make the dead seem not so dead according to the author? 

7. What does the author mean by the very last statement in the book, that he’s trying to save his own life as a child? 

