
War and Social Issues in Tim O'Brien's The
Things They Carried
Tim O'Brien's novel The Things They Carried is a powerful and moving
account of the Vietnam War. The novel follows a group of young American
soldiers as they fight their way through the war, and it explores the
psychological and emotional effects of combat. In addition to the horrors of
war, O'Brien's novel also explores a number of social issues, including
race, class, and gender.

Race

One of the most important social issues explored in The Things They
Carried is race. The novel's protagonist, Tim O'Brien, is a white man, and
he often struggles to understand the experiences of his black comrades.
For example, in the chapter "Sweetheart of the Song Tra Bong," O'Brien
recounts the story of a black soldier named Henry Dobbins who is killed in
action. O'Brien is haunted by Dobbins' death, and he begins to question his
own role in the war. He realizes that he has been complicit in the
oppression of black people, and he begins to feel a sense of guilt and
shame.
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Class

Another important social issue explored in The Things They Carried is
class. The novel's characters come from a variety of backgrounds, and they
often experience the war in different ways. For example, the character of
Rat Kiley is a wealthy young man who is able to escape the worst horrors
of the war. He is able to use his money to buy his way out of combat, and
he is able to avoid the psychological trauma that many of his comrades
experience. In contrast, the character of Norman Bowker is a poor young
man who is drafted into the war. He is forced to fight in some of the most
dangerous battles of the war, and he is severely injured. Bowker's
experiences in the war highlight the class disparities that exist in American
society, and they show how the poor are often forced to bear the brunt of
the burden of war.

Gender

The Things They Carried also explores the issue of gender. The novel's
characters are all male, and they often struggle to understand the
experiences of women. For example, in the chapter "The Man I Killed,"
O'Brien recounts the story of a young Vietnamese woman who is killed by
one of his fellow soldiers. O'Brien is horrified by the woman's death, and he
begins to question the morality of the war. He realizes that the war is not
just about fighting the enemy, but it is also about fighting against the
oppression of women.
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The Things They Carried is a powerful and moving novel that explores a
number of important social issues. The novel's characters are complex and
well-developed, and their experiences in the war are both heartbreaking
and inspiring. O'Brien's novel is a must-read for anyone who wants to
understand the human cost of war.
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