
Notebook Ideas for The Things They Carried 

1. According to OΩBrien, why do people tell stories? (see, among others, p 158) How does that 

stated purpose show up in the stories in the book? Be specific in both your reasoning and the 

textual evidence.  

2. Explore the meaning of the title. Try to indicate what multiple meanings it might have, as well as 

what OΩBrien is getting at by naming the book this way.  

3. Consider one of the following groups of people: women, Vietnamese, people in the US. Trace 

the references to them throughout the book and draw some conclusions or describe a pattern in 

their portrayal.   

4. OΩBrien talks about the centrality of άmemory and imaginationέ for writing. How are these 

forces working in the book? 

5. OΩBrien talks about άthe truthέ and the idea of a άtrue war story.έ Explain his point of view on 

this topic. Look at άThe Man I Killed,έ άAmbush,έ άHow to Tell a True War Story,έ and άGood 

Form.έ  

6. Choose one story that had a strong effect on you, and use the Reader Response Lens to 

investigate why you responded the way you did.  

7. War stories often make us think about how cheap life is in wartime. Is that true here? Be sure to 

draw upon specific example, and if need be make a fairly nuanced reading.  

8. Look closely at OΩBrienΩs description of two deaths in the book (i.e. Curt Lemon pp 78 and 85 

and άThe Man I Killedέ). Compare and contrast these two deaths and propose a conclusion 

about the differences/similarities that you find.  

9. OΩBrien concludes άThe Rainy Riverέ with the lines άI was a coward. I went to warέ (61), and in 

doing so contradicts or άdeconstructsέ one of the central beliefs about war, i.e. that it is brave to 

go and fight and cowardly to stay at home. Find other moments or patterns in the text where 

OΩBrien is  deconstructing the mythology of war and traditional representations of war in fiction.  

10. Research Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) and use it to evaluate a character in the book 

(you will want to cite your source on the disorder and provide a Works Cited) 

11. Is this a war-protest novel? 

12. Use a gendered lens to examine the portrayals of masculinity and femininity in άSweetheart of 

Song Tra Bong.έ 

13. What does άSpeaking of Courageέ and άNotesέ say about influence of audience on storytelling? 


