The Things They Carried

Reading and Note Guide
BEFORE READING

This Is Rhetoric:

First and foremost: This is a novel. This is fiction.
I know the narrator's name is Tim O'Brien. But the author, Tim O'Brien, created a character called Tim O'Brien.
I know that the book is dedicated to the people who are named as characters in the novel. But the author does this to give a sense of reality to the story.
Remember The Blair Witch Project? Everything about that film was there to make the viewer think that the deaths in the woods really happened. There was an introduction that indicated that the film students were never found, but their videotape was. Everything was there to set you up to create the atmosphere of reality. But it wasn't real, was it? Tim O'Brien does the same thing in this novel and he does it effectively. He includes many realistic details. This is called verisimilitude.
Remember that the novel is an art form. The purpose of art is to give you a view of reality. The creators of art want you to understand reality a little better than you did before. To do this, one artist may give you a realistic view to help you see her point or another artist may give you fantasy. Either one is just an impression of reality. Real life is real life. Everything else-- a picture, a poem, a song, or even a newspaper article, or even a news video-- is just an interpretation of reality. The picture an artist paints is just a picture the way the artist sees it. A poem uses only the words the artist wants to use. Even a news video shows you only what the reporter wants you to see. It is not the same as real life.
Tim O'Brien, the author, wants to play with your head. He wants you to believe that what he says about the characters is true. If you believe that what he says about the characters is true, you will also tend to believe that his viewpoints are true. If that happens, he has you! He has written a story that makes you think the thoughts he wants you to think, and he may just change your mind about some things you once thought were true. The artist wants to change your mind. He wants you to see the world the way he sees the world. This is his intent. But he is not being diabolical about this. He is merely doing what all artists, writers, singers, actors, dancers, painters, musicians, advertisers, teachers, students, friends, parents do every day.
Didn't you know? People have been working to take control of your mind and thoughts since you were born. It's about time you started to make darn sure you were aware of it.  It is OK to change your mind. It is OK to let someone convince you that you should change your mind. But you should be aware it is happening. That is your responsibility.

Glossary of Military Terms Used in the Story:
AO: Area of Operation
PFC.: Private First Class
RTO: Radio and Telephone Operator
PRC-25: Pronounced "prick 25"
M & Ms: I am told that M & Ms were just that: candy given as a placebo for serious wounds where there was no hope. 
Psy Ops: Psychological Warfare (Ops = operations)
R&R: Rest and Relaxation
SOP: Standard Operating Procedure
US KIA: United States Killed in Action
USO: United Service Organization (Volunteer Entertainment and Morale)
VC: Vietcong

Types of Irony:

Verbal Irony

1. Definition: “intended meaning is opposite of words actually said”

2. Most utilized form of irony 

3. Often sarcastic

4. Simple—doesn’t require a third party to interpret the situation as ironic 

5. Tone of voice can change meaning from literal to ironic

6. Examples:

a. “I can’t wait”

b. “Oh, great”

7. Write down 2 more examples—from anywhere!

Dramatic Irony
1. Definition: “audience knows more than a particular character”

2. Requires a third party witnessing the actions of others and interpreting them as ironic

3. Often involves miscommunication or disconnect between characters that is revealed only to the audience 

4. Examples:

a. Star Wars: The audience finds out much sooner than Luke that Darth Vader is his father.
b. Romeo and Juliet: We know Juliet’s not dead, but Romeo doesn’t. 
5. Write down 2 more examples—from anywhere!

Situational Irony

1. Definition: “Incongruity between what might be expected and what actually occurs”

2. There is a significant difference between an unfortunate coincidence and situational irony—you should always question what the expectation of the character, narrator, or reader is when trying to evaluate if a situation is ironic.

3. The following excerpt from the Sarcasm Society highlights the difference between an unfortunate situation and situational irony.

 

Say one day you were walking through the park and happened to chance upon Shaquille O'Neal out on a walk as well. If the two of you were to hit it off, and decided that it would be great to get some exercise together it would be something fun and friendly to do. Considering that Shaquille O'Neal is a basketball star, the two of you decide that you should both play something relaxing and new to you, like badminton.
 
If Shaq does a terrible job of hitting the shuttlecock, and loses the game it might be funny, it might even be hilarious, but it is definitely not situational irony (or any other type of irony). You may say, well Shaquille O'Neil is an athlete, is it not ironic if he fails to perform well when competing in a sport? The answer to that question is no, at least in this situation.
 
Shaquille O'Neil is definitely a professional athlete but he is not a professional badminton player. When you agreed to play badminton with him you did not expect him to be an incredible badminton player. Had your opponent been a professional badminton player, rather than Shaq, it would qualify as situational irony.
 
On the other hand, if the two of you agree to play a game of HORSE together and Shaq not only lost the match, but failed to even get 'H' that would be situational irony. As a professional basketball player, a person would expect Shaquille O'Neal to win the game, or at the very least do fairly well. By losing, and drastically so, Shaq would've done something that was the exact opposite of what you expected from him.
 

4. More Examples:

· Unfortunate Situation = Rain on your wedding day

· Situational Irony = Rain on your wedding day, when you specifically picked a dry, arid location (like Phoenix) to avoid the possibility of rain on your wedding day.

· Unfortunate Situation = "An old man turned ninety-eight / He won the lottery and died the next day".  This is not ironic because the EXPECTATION is somebody who is ninety-eight years old could die at any moment.

· Situational Irony = A thirty-something young man, who has never so much as gotten a speeding ticket in his life, wins the lottery and dies in a terrible car crash that he caused on his way to claim his lottery ticket winnings. 

5. Write down 2 more examples—from anywhere!

DURING READING

Instructions: 

1. Read each vignette and all questions associated with it.

2. For each vignette, answer one question with a complete, thoughtful paragraph response.

3. Type your responses directly into this worksheet.

4. Highlight all of your responses in red.
5. Email this document as a .doc or .docx attachment to your teacher by Monday, January 6. 
“The Things They Carried”

1. Find and discuss an example of verbal irony in this story.
2. Fill in this characterization chart, and feel free to use this as a character list guide as you continue the novel.
	Character
	Tangible Item
	Intangible Item

	Lt. Jimmy Cross
	Letters from Martha
	Care of soldiers

	Henry Dobbins
	
	

	Dave Jensen
	
	

	Ted Lavender
	
	

	Mitchell Sanders
	
	

	Norman Bowker
	
	

	Rat Kiley
	
	

	Kiowa
	
	


3. How does the ambiguous nature of the term “carry” introduce the soldiers and the themes of the novel? Consider the juxtaposition of tangible and intangible items.
4. How does the phrase, “men killed, and died, because they were too embarrassed not to” explicate the theme of shame and guilt?

"Love"

1. How does the narrative viewpoint change at the onset of this chapter?

2. In "Love" Tim O'Brien, the author, begins to play with you, the reader. After the war Jimmy Cross and Tim O'Brien, the narrator meet. The narrator is a writer which makes you think that he is the author, doesn't it? The narrator says, "I told him that I'd like to write a story about some of this." Now, you are reading a story that is about some of this, aren't you? Doesn't that seem as if it must have been a real conversation between two real people? That is the author's trick. It must be real because you are reading about it. Now, you figure out the purpose and discuss. Please go beyond “to make us curious” or “verisimilitude”—find specific things that Jimmy Cross and Tim O’Brien discuss. 
3. Another tool you have been taught about evaluating novels and stories is to examine the title of the work. With this in mind, why is the story called "Love"? Love between whom? What kind of love are we talking about?  
"Spin"
1. "Spin" is made up of a group of interesting vignettes that reveal the characters and the setting to the reader. Through these vignettes we begin to see the inhumanity of Azar, that Kiowa has a philosophical side and Rat Kiley is a bit dense. Ted Lavender's character is fleshed out a tiny bit more. The war itself is described. So is the fear that the soldiers feel while being in action. These are vignettes, but grouped together, early in the novel, they help to set the stage for the stories that come later.  Why does O’Brien present the ideas in this chapter in separate, almost disconnected and fragmented sections?
2. Norman Bowker plays checkers. The narrator likes the game of checkers and describes what it is he likes. Through his description of what the game of checkers is, what larger ideas do we discover about Vietnam?
3. In some of the vignettes, the war is described as unexpected contrasts. Find and discuss a good example of this.
4. The last vignette attempts to give a definition of a story. What is this definition, in your own words?
"On the Rainy River"
1. This is one of the most traditional of the short stories in The Things They Carried. The climax of this plot depends upon the irony of O'Brien's final decision. Your understanding of this irony depends upon your ability to understand the narrator's point of view. To understand the narrator's point of view, you must really understand why he would have thought that the war was wrong. Explain the dramatic irony in this piece.  

2. What is ironic about the feeling of isolation O’Brien experiences the summer of his draft notice?

3. What is the effect of O’Brien’s directly addressing the reader at the end of this chapter?

“Enemies” and “Friends”
1. Why are these two stories placed together? 

2. What is the irony within these pieces?

"How to Tell a True War Story"
"How to Tell a True War Story" is the centerpiece of the novel. Its theme is about everything that O'Brien has been building toward with his tricks and slight of hand regarding the accuracy of the stories. 

Tim O'Brien creates an intentional paradox for his readers when he writes a wrenching, violent, but gripping story about Rat Kiley and then at the end of the story, tells the reader that the characters and events of the story did not happen as he has just described them, but rather they happened in an entirely different way to other people. But he insists that the story is true. Thus O'Brien challenges the reader to discover what the truth of the story really is. O'Brien asks the reader to discover what the nature of fiction is.
1. How does O’Brien use levels of language to illustrate the soldiers’ experiences and attitudes?

2. Did O'Brien cheat the reader when he said that the events did not happen after the reader became involved in those events? 
3. Why does O'Brien makes a point of it to write this caveat to this story specifically?

“The Dentist”
1. Why is this vignette placed immediately after “How to Tell a True War Story”? 

2. What is ironic about Lemon’s incident with the dentist? Would the irony have been as strong if O’Brien had placed this anecdote before the chapter describing Lemon’s death?

"The Sweetheart of the Song Tra Bong"
Please note: The "Greenies" of the story are Green Berets, special forces of the army. They are the army equivalent of Navy SEALS. They are elite troops who possess special combat and survival training.

1. One of the motifs on this unusual story depends on the oral tasting and swallowing metaphor. Find examples of this motif, and explain its purpose. What does it show us about Mary Anne? 

2. What is Rat Kiley’s typical way of telling a story? Compare to O’Brien’s view of storytelling in “How to Tell a True War Story.”

3. Why does O’Brien allow the story of Mary Anne to be told by a man who is known for his exaggeration and admits that he only heard this story second- or third-hand?

“Stockings”

1. Find and discuss the situational irony within this vignette.

2. How does the notion of superstition mirror what O’Brien has been proposing as his notion of truth?

“Church”

1. Find and discuss the situational irony within this vignette.

2. Why does Kiowa come to believe that it is wrong to set up camp in the church?

"The Man I Killed"
1. The title of "The Man I Killed" alludes a powerful poem by Thomas Hardy called “The Man He Killed.” Please read this story carefully because it will be mentioned several more times in the novel. The verisimilitude used in this story is concentrated on making you aware of O'Brien's guilt in the death of this Vietnamese soldier. Why does he feel guilt about this dead man?

2. Why does O’Brien emphasize that the man he killed was not a Communist but “a citizen and a soldier”?

3. Why does O’Brien explain that the dead Vietnamese soldier was “afraid of disgracing himself . . . his family and village”?

"Ambush"
In "Ambush," O'Brien again relates the story of the man he killed in the war. This time the emphasis is on the memories he has of the event "really happened" and not the event as a story. Because it is a reflection given the reader by the "author" (really by the author's persona), the story now seems more real. As we will learn later on or should have learned previously with "How to Tell a True War Story," this sense of reality is an illusion.

1. How does the narrative technique, the way the paragraphs are structured in this chapter, contribute to the themes of the novel?

“Style”

1. What kind of literary device does the narrator use several times throughout this short chapter to describe the scene in the village where the young girl is dancing? What effect is created with this device?

"Speaking of Courage"
"Speaking of Courage" is an important tale if only to read "Notes" with more insight. 

1. Why does Norman Baker circle the lake over and over again?

2. What are the levels of “courage” to which the title of this vignette refers?

3. How is the 4th of July display described in the chapter an instance of irony?

"Notes"
Here in "Notes" O'Brien tries his technique of giving you "the real story." He has just presented "Speaking of Courage" and now wants to give you the inside scoop of the "real" Norman Bowker. It is effective. The reader feels as if he has been given the logical outcome of what would happen to the repressed Bowker who cannot express the guilt he feels from the war. However, the reader is admonished to remember that there was no Norman Bowker—Bowker is a fictional character.
"Notes" uses this technique of "the story about the story" in order to deliver the real punch of the plot here. In explaining the origin of the story, the persona named Tim O'Brien gives the history of where the story came from. The setting came from his memory of a Minnesota lake, the inspiration came from a letter from Bowker after the war. Finally, the narrator says, the part about how Kiowa died and who let him die, "[t]hat part of the story is my own." If we forget that the narrator too is a fictional character, we are tempted to believe that the real Tim O'Brien is purging his guilt in a confessional story. It is powerful. It is well done manipulation on the author's part.

1. Think about the many ways “truth” has been represented throughout this book.  What truth is Tim O’Brien the author (not the character) revealing in this story?

2. How does this chapter build on the previous chapter’s theme of isolation and alienation?

"In the Field"
1. "In the Field" takes "the story about the story" technique one step further. Now that the reader knows the "true" story about what happened to Kiowa, she can view the aftermath of the evening with a sense of dramatic irony. Explain and discuss this irony.

2. What is the significance of the metaphor O’Brien uses to describe Jimmy Cross’s reaction to seeing his soldiers search for Kiowa’s body?

"Good Form"
1. In "Good Form" O'Brien explains what he has been trying to communicate about the difference between the plot and the theme. What is the distinction he makes?

2. What ultimately is the power of storytelling?

“Field Trip”

1. What is the significance of the title of this vignette?

2. What is the significance of the simile O’Brien uses to explain his inability to move while standing in the field of mush?

“The Ghost Soldiers”

1. What does O’Brien’s desire to hurt Jorgenson reveal about his development as a character?

2. What is the significance of O’Brien’s describing Azar’s holding his rifle “like a teddy bear”?

“Night Life”

1. Find and discuss the situational irony within this vignette.

"The Lives of the Dead"
1. The major question about "The Lives of the Dead" is why is it here in this position in the novel? When the rest of the novel focuses on Vietnam—life prior to Vietnam, life during, and life following the war—why does O'Brien now choose to focus on a nine-year old girl? Is this a mistake in construction? Discuss your thoughts.

2. What metaphor does O’Brien use to describe his love for Linda?

3. How does the story of Linda relate to the rest of the novel?

