Monahan 2
1

Redefining Truth in Tim O’Brien’s The Things They Carried
By: Rose Monahan

May 2011

The Pennsylvania State University


In an interview with Tobey C. Herzog, Tim O’Brien discussed the merits of truth by saying, “You have to understand about life itself. There is a truth as we live it; there is a truth as we tell it. Those two are not compatible all the time. There are times when the story truth can be truer, I think, than a happening truth” (120). Many literary scholars have struggled with the “truth” in one of O’Brien’s most famous works, The Things They Carried, a collection of twenty-two tales on the Vietnam War that stand alone just as strongly as they tie together. Although O’Brien is a Vietnam War veteran, unwillingly drafted in 1968 and serving until 1970, he purposively fictionalizes the war experience throughout The Things They Carried while simultaneously insisting that the essence of the work is true, a notion that many scholars question.

Teasing out which experiences O’Brien describes are true, which are folklore, and which are imagination would be a near impossible task because many of the tales mix. Rather, the importance of O’Brien’s work is his employment of metafiction narrative as a representative vehicle for the Vietnam War. Countless war stories have been published, particularly on the Vietnam War, and the impact or influence of these works greatly depends on the literary genre chosen to tell them.  Although many critics
 have commented on O’Brien’s reinterpretation of “truth,” the necessity of metafiction to establish a reinterpretation has yet to be adequately explored.  In this essay, I will discuss the use of metafiction and its ultimate accomplishment—redefining what is “true”—within O’Brien’s Vietnam War story, The Things They Carried.


To begin, the definition of metafiction must be considered. Patricia Waugh, considered a leading expert on postmodernist literature, has written in her work Metafiction: the Theory and Practice of Self-Conscious Fiction, “Metafiction is a term given to fictional writing which self-consciously and systematically draws attention to its status as an artefact in order to pose questions about the relationship between fiction and reality” (2). Writers of metafiction, such as O’Brien, openly consider the relationship between fiction and memoir, often distrusting memory to accurately depict an event. While the author draws on many factual events or details, much of the work is also purely invented, and the author will frankly state that the work is not true. For example, The Things They Carried contains the warning, “This is a work of fiction. Except for a few details regarding the author’s own life, all the incidents, names, and characters are imaginary.” Yet, the true elements invoke the feeling of an autobiography, memoir, or other type of nonfiction. For instance, the central character and narrator of The Things They Carried is named Tim O’Brien (like the author), is a Vietnam War veteran in his late forties who is now a writer (like the author), and has published the book Going After Cacciato (also, like the author). These are clearly more than “a few details.” The distinction between Tim O’Brien, the person, and Tim O’Brien, the character, is difficult for the reader to balance, and ultimately, raises the question of what is fiction and what is reality. 


As the reader attempts to untangle the intertwined relationship between fiction and nonfiction, the author of a metafiction will comment on the writing of the piece. In the case of O’Brien, his comments remind the reader that his stories are invented. For example, before divulging into a gruesome story of a soldier slowly killing a baby water buffalo, O’Brien writes, “This one does it for me. I’ve told it before--many times, many versions--but here’s what actually happened” (78). By admitting that the story has been told in several ways, O’Brien is admitting the story has been fictionalized. Even when he writes, “but here’s what actually happened,” readers have been forewarned that the story has become an invention (after being told several different ways), and readers must remember that The Things They Carried is a fiction. While the phasing implies the true story is about to be told, “what actually happened,” is only true for The Things They Carried. This commentary establishes the work as a metafiction, separating it from other genres of literature. Clearly, traditional fictions do not interrupt the story line to remind readers the events are a work of imagination or to comment that the stories have been told before in various ways. As O’Brien writes about writing, he is establishing a relationship of trust between the readers and himself. Although the baby water buffalo story is told in many different ways, readers trust that they are hearing the true story because O’Brien tells them, “here’s what actually happened.”


Although instances of O’Brien’s metafiction occur early in the text, he does not establish the requirements for a war story, his most direct form of metafiction, until the sixth chapter (or short story). After recalling several tales from Vietnam for the reader, O’Brien takes a step back to analyze what is and is not a war story, as he writes a war story. His credentials for war stories establish a premise for the rest of the collection. “How to Tell a True War Story” tells readers that, “A true war story is never moral. It does not instruct, nor encourage virtue, nor suggest models of proper human behavior, nor restrain men from doing the things men have always done” (68). Furthermore, “In many cases a true war story cannot be believed. If you believe it, be skeptical. It’s a question of credibility. Often the crazy stuff is true and the normal stuff isn’t, because the normal stuff is necessary to make you believe the truly incredible craziness” (71). Many of O’Brien’s short stories follow these rules. In just one example, O’Brien describes a group of soldiers instructed to listen in the jungle, never speaking to each other, for movements of the Viet Cong. After several nights, the team begins to hears the sounds of a cocktail party: popping champagne corks, several simultaneous conversations, opera-style music. Sanders, the soldier telling the story, says, “All these different voices. Not human voices, though. Because it’s the mountains. Follow me? The rock—it’s talking. And the fog, too, and the grass and the goddamn mongooses” (O’Brien 74). The requirements for a “true” war story have been established, including the necessity of believing the “crazy stuff.” As a result, readers have been told to believe this story of the cocktail party in a Vietnamese jungle. Of course, to believe this story is to follow O’Brien’s rules while reading O’Brien’s novel.  


If readers follow O’Brien’s rules, then each story presented in The Things They Carried must be continually questioned. Although the work is classified as a fiction, O’Brien calls on the reader to question the credibility of the stories, which insinuates that the stories may be true since their validity is in question. This technique, which creates uncertainty for the reader, mimics the uncertainty young foot soldiers must have felt while fighting in Vietnam, from political questions to personal safety. Steven Kaplan elaborates on this point in his essay “The Undying Uncertainty of the Narrator in Tim O’Brien’s The Things They Carried: “In The Things They Carried, representation includes staging what might have happened in Vietnam while simultaneously questioning the accuracy and credibility of the narrative act itself… the reader is permitted to experience at first hand the uncertainty that characterized being in Vietnam” (48). The use of metafiction allows Tim O’Brien to directly speak to the reader about his writing, and thus, establish inconstancies between fact and fiction. 


As “How to Tell a True War Story” discusses the process of writing war stories, other pieces, such as “Speaking of Courage” with its counterpart “Notes,” as well as “The Lives of the Dead,” discuss the effects of the stories once they are written. In “Speaking of Courage,” the protagonist becomes a young soldier, Norman Bowker, who struggles to come to terms with his inability to save the life of his best friend, Kiowa, during a mortar attack as the platoon is camped in a field of excrement. In his hometown following the war, Norman cannot restart his life because he cannot accept his self-described lack of courage in “the shit field.” Following “Speaking of Courage,” O’Brien places “Notes,” a short piece that claims Norman Bowker wrote to O’Brien after the war, asking him to tell the story of the night of Kiowa’s death. Since O’Brien, the character, is a writer, Bowker feels he will be able to describe the experience with accuracy. The letter from Norman reads, “What you should do, Tim, is write a story about a guy who feels like he got zapped over in that shithole. A guy who can’t get his act together and just drives around town all day and can’t think of any damn place to go and doesn’t know how to get there anyway” (157). In response to Bowker’s request, O’Brien writes “Upon Almost Winning the Silver Star,” for his work Going After Cacciato. However, “Notes” admits that Bowker disapproved of “Upon Almost Winning the Silver Star.” “‘It’s not terrible, he [Norman] wrote me, ‘but you left out Vietnam. Where’s Kiowa? Where’s the shit?’” (O’Brien 160). “Speaking of Courage” is O’Brien’s second attempt to accurately describe the night in the shit field, following Bowker’s suicide not long after the publication of Going After Cacciato. His second version attempts to create emotion for the reader, to make the reader feel as though he or she experienced the night in the field under mortar attack firsthand. While the readers may be given a better version, it is too late for Bowker, who may have needed the story the most.


This style of metafiction is more indirect than sections like “How to Tell a True War Story,” which frankly tells readers how O’Brien wrote The Things They Carried. Yet, “Speaking of Courage” and “Notes” uses metafiction’s function of a story discussing stories just a strongly. By explaining to readers that this story has been written more than once, and the first attempt resulted in the suicide of Norman Bowker, O’Brien demonstrates to readers the challenges of writing a war story as he attempts to write a war story. In “‘How to Tell a True War Story’: Metafiction in The Things They Carried” Catherine Calloway clearly explains O’Brien’s technique by writing, “O’Brien writes a war story as he examines the process of writing one… the medium becomes the message” (251). From Bowker’s story, readers know O’Brien is struggling with how to accurately present his experience in Vietnam. He is admitting that telling his stories can be destructive if the right emotions are not invoked, if the story does not have the right indefinable feel. 


Although war stories can be told incorrectly, O’Brien also conveys to his readers that the stories are invaluable. The theme of “The Lives of the Dead” is quickly stated; the first line reads, “But this is true too: stories can save us” (255). After O’Brien examines the potential destruction of literature (with Bowker as an example), he insists upon the prevailing worth of literature. For O’Brien, stories can make events happen over again, can bring back to life ones we’ve lost. He writes, “The thing about a story is that you dream it as you tell it, hoping that others might then dream along with you, and in this way memory and imagination and language combine to make spirits in the head” (230). The Things They Carried, then, brings back to life for O’Brien lives such as Norman Bowker and Bowker’s best friend Kiowa. 


Since stories can have such an incredible effect, they “save us.” The “us” implies O’Brien, other veterans, as well as general readers. Starting with O’Brien, he writes within “Speaking of Courage,” “I do not look on my work as therapy, and still don’t. Yet when I received Norman Bowker’s letter, it occurred to me that the act of writing had led me through a swirl of memories that might otherwise have ended in a paralysis or worse” (158). The very act of writing The Things They Carried is healing for O’Brien and, thus, saves him. By using metafiction as a vehicle for the Vietnam War, O’Brien is able to discuss with readers why the stories are told and retold. Readers are better able to understand the aftereffects on veterans and relate to experiences they may never personally undergo. While other genres are often able to achieve the same end,  O’Brien pushes readers to realize that literature is achieving this end. 


Vietnam stories are also resources for other war veterans. Norman Bowker passes away before he can be saved by stories, but O’Brien implies that finding the right words to tell the right story might have saved him, had it been told. After telling readers of Norman’s suicide, O’Brien writes, “Now, a decade after his death, I’m hoping that “Speaking of Courage” makes good on Norman Bowker’s silence. And I hope it’s a better story” (160). If Norman had seen the better story, he may have come to terms with his inability to save Kiowa. “The Lives of the Dead” also elaborates on this point, that literature has the power to change mindsets For example, the piece says, “It’s easier to cope with a kicked bucket than a corpse; if it isn’t human, it doesn’t matter much if it’s dead. And so a VC nurse, fried by a napalm, was a crispy critter” (238-9). While these lines appear inhumane, they give insight to how a young, drafted soldier dealt with constant death in Vietnam. It gives insight to the power of language and literature, that using the right phrases can keep a soldier from mental collapse during and after a war. These lines show the importance of finding the right diction to not only cope with war experiences but to also tell war experiences.


Therefore, the use of metafiction in The Things They Carried is creating a base for O’Brien to question what is and is not a “true” story of the Vietnam War. Although The Things They Carried is classified as a fiction, the story is true for the soldiers that were sent the Vietnam and for readers looking to learn about the Vietnam War. As a literary technique, the use of metafiction creates instability for the reader, similar to instability that soldiers experienced. When O’Brien outlines what is needed for a war story to be true, and readers learn to question if his stories could be true, even though they have been edited for effect and flow. Also, the stories become outlets for healing and understanding, even as they are rewritten and reinvented. These points are established through the use of metafiction, a technique that other genres do not employ. By explaining to readers how The Things They Carried operates on different levels, O’Brien is arguing that his fiction piece is more accurate than nonfiction pieces on the Vietnam War. Even when O’Brien exaggerates the truth or changes the details of a story, he does so to make the Vietnam War more real for the readers. As explained through the story of Norman Bowker and in “How to Tell a True War Story,” for O’Brien, the truth of a story depends almost solely on how real the experience seems for the readers.


One of the best examples of this assertion is O’Brien’s distinction between “happening-truth” and “story-truth,” which he has discussed in a number of forums from his novels to interviews. For O’Brien, the happening-truth comes from actual facts. Although the happening-truth does not exaggerate or falsify the story, a reader may not gain a greater understanding of an event. Happening-truths are given to readers in textbooks, and similar to texts, they can be dry and fail to invoke emotions. Robin Silbergleid, author of “Making Things Present: Tim O’Brien’s Autobiographical Metafiction,” writes, “In this way, “happening truth” remains historically and emotionally distant” (133). Conversely, story-truth happens when a writer does exaggerate (and ultimately falsify) a story as a sacrifice to invoking emotions. If the story is not technically true, at least the reader understands the significance of the event. Silbergleid notes story truth, “is full of excruciating detail and specificity” (133). O’Brien uses story-truth to recreate Vietnam for outsiders. 


In The Things They Carried, happening-truth and story-truth is exemplified by O’Brien’s account of the death of a young Vietnamese boy he may or may not have killed. From the happening-truth prospective O’Brien writes, “I was a once a soldier. There were many bodies, real bodies with real faces, but I was young then and I was afraid to look” (180). In candid prose, O’Brien admits he does not know what the dead looked like, and drawing from his own memories, he would not be able to describe for readers what killing a man would visually entail. However, strategically placed earlier in the work, O’Brien goes into great detail on this Vietnamese boy who has died. O’Brien writes:

His jaw was in his throat, his upper lip and teeth were gone, his one eye was shut, his other eye was a star-shaped hole, his eyebrows were thin and arched liked a woman’s, his nose was undamaged, there was a slight tear at the lobe of one ear, his clean black hair was swept upward into a cowlick at the rear of the skull, his forehead was lightly freckled, his fingernails were clean, the skin at his left cheek was peeled back in three ragged strips, his right cheek was smooth and hairless, there was a butterfly on his chin, his neck was open to the spinal cord and the blood there was thick and shiny and it was this wound that had killed him. (124) 

O’Brien presents two contradictory ideas: first that he did not see the dead young man and second that the details are burned into him. He is able to do both because he describes for readers the difference between the two accounts and why they are told differently, employing the technique of metafiction.


Since O’Brien has been using metafiction throughout the piece to directly address readers on how and why the piece is written as it is, his story-truth accounts of Vietnam are taken more seriously. His openness about the difficulties of finding the right words, balancing what factually happened with what appeared to happen, and the effect stories have on him personally creates a relationship of trust between the reader and O’Brien. Even if O’Brien is creating uncertainty for the reader by forcing the reader to question the truth behind his self-described fiction pieces, he is doing so to give the reader the opportunity to understand Vietnam. Whether the stories should be taken as accurate accounts of the Vietnam War is highly debatable, as they rely on story-truth much more than happening-truth; however, most readers do take The Things They Carried as an accurate depiction of the Vietnam War experience. Silbergleid notes, “Indeed, for many of my students, O’Brien’s narrative is the only sustained history of Vietnam they have read” (139). 


In conclusion, Tim O’Brien’s use of metafiction for The Things They Carried is quite successful on a number of levels. By calling into question the truth of his stories, he disorients readers who are expecting to read a standard fiction, where the events are undoubtably false. He also shows readers why reinventing a story may be more important than telling the story just as it is remembered. Norman Bowker disapproves of O’Brien’s first attempt to describe a horrific battle, and, therefore, O’Brien feels the need to rewrite the story. Essentially, O’Brien must remember the event in a new way that makes the story more real for Bowker and other readers. Finally, O’Brien explains to readers why stories must be told, even with the risk telling the story the “wrong” way. He insists stories can bring people back to life or soften a difficult situation to mentally handle.  


These uses of metafiction create a relationship between the reader and O’Brien where the reader trusts O’Brien’s account of Vietnam. O’Brien admits on numerous occasions to fictionalizing The Things They Carried, and, ironically, his fictionalization makes the account more true. He is able to redefine what is true by showing readers that a sensationalized account of Vietnam can be more accurate than a textbook version of the war if the readers are able to feel the same emotions as the soldiers. If the readers can fully imagine the shit field where Norman Bowker lost his best friend because of a sudden lack of courage, then that story of Vietnam is real. Although a Norman Bowker may not have ever existed, may only be a character in the fiction piece The Things They Carried, his experience undoubtedly happened to other soldiers. Even with exaggeration and falsification, the reality of Vietnam is accurately created by O’Brien. The character Mitchell Sanders summarizes The Things They Carried best:


“I got a confession to make,” Sanders said. “Last night, man, I had to make up a few things. Yeah, but listen, it’s still true.” (O’Brien 77)
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