
figurative language in the things they
carried
Figurative language in "The Things They Carried" is a crucial element that enriches
Tim O'Brien's exploration of the Vietnam War experience. The novel is not just a collection
of war stories; it is a profound examination of memory, trauma, and the complexities of
truth. Through the use of various figurative language techniques, O'Brien creates a
tapestry of emotion and meaning that resonates deeply with readers. This article will delve
into the different forms of figurative language utilized in "The Things They Carried,"
including symbolism, metaphors, similes, personification, and imagery, and discuss their
significance in conveying the themes of the narrative.

Understanding Figurative Language

Figurative language refers to the use of words or expressions that deviate from their
literal interpretation to convey complex meanings or evoke emotions. It is a literary device
that enhances the richness of a text. In the context of "The Things They Carried," O'Brien
employs figurative language to depict the harsh realities of war, the burden of memory,
and the emotional weight of trauma.

Symbolism

Symbolism is one of the most prevalent forms of figurative language in the novel. The title
itself, "The Things They Carried," serves as a symbolic representation of both the physical
and emotional burdens the soldiers endure. Each item carried by the soldiers symbolizes
different aspects of their experiences and identities.

- Physical Objects: The soldiers carry tangible items such as weapons, personal mementos,
and supplies. For instance:
- Kiowa's Bible: Represents faith and spirituality amidst chaos.
- M-16 Rifle: Symbolizes the soldiers' roles as warriors and their struggle with the violence
of war.

- Emotional Baggage: Alongside physical items, the soldiers also carry psychological
burdens:
- Guilt: Many characters carry guilt over their actions or the deaths of their comrades.
- Fear: The omnipresent fear of death and injury weighs heavily on each soldier.

Through these symbols, O'Brien illustrates how the soldiers' burdens extend beyond mere
physical items, delving into the emotional scars left by the war.



Metaphors and Similes

Metaphors and similes are also prominent in O'Brien's writing, allowing for vivid
comparisons that enhance the reader's understanding of the characters' experiences.

- Metaphors: O'Brien often uses metaphors to convey the emotional landscape of the
soldiers. For example, he describes the war as a "black hole," symbolizing the inescapable
nature of trauma and despair. This metaphor encapsulates the idea that once the soldiers
are drawn into the war's gravitational pull, it becomes nearly impossible for them to
escape its effects.

- Similes: Similes serve to create relatable and striking images. A notable example is when
O'Brien compares the sound of gunfire to "the sound of a thousand firecrackers." This
comparison not only emphasizes the chaos and danger of combat but also evokes a sense
of childhood innocence disrupted by the brutality of war.

These figurative comparisons allow readers to grasp the intense emotions felt by the
soldiers, bridging the gap between their experiences and the reader's understanding.

Personification

In "The Things They Carried," O'Brien uses personification to imbue inanimate objects
with human qualities, thus emphasizing their significance. For instance, he describes the
weight of the soldiers’ burdens as if they possess a life of their own. The "things they
carried" seem to take on a personality, representing the emotional toll of their
experiences.

- The Burden of Memory: Memory is personified throughout the novel. O'Brien frequently
refers to memories as "haunting" the soldiers, suggesting that their past experiences are
active agents that intrude upon their present lives. This personification reinforces the
theme of memory as a persistent and inescapable force.

Through personification, O'Brien illustrates the intimate connection between the soldiers
and their burdens, making the emotional weight of their experiences palpable.

Imagery

Imagery plays a vital role in O'Brien's narrative, allowing readers to visualize the stark
realities of war. His use of descriptive language creates vivid mental pictures that evoke
emotional responses.

- Visual Imagery: O'Brien’s descriptions of the Vietnam landscape are rich and detailed.
For example, he describes the "lush green jungles" juxtaposed with the "cloying smell of
death." This contrast highlights the beauty of Vietnam while simultaneously
acknowledging the horror of war.



- Sensory Imagery: O'Brien employs sensory details to immerse readers in the soldiers’
experiences. He describes the sounds of the jungle, the heat, and the tactile sensations of
carrying heavy packs. Such imagery evokes a visceral response, allowing readers to feel
the soldiers’ struggles.

Imagery in "The Things They Carried" not only serves to create a vivid setting but also
deepens the emotional resonance of the soldiers' experiences, illustrating the stark
contrasts of beauty and brutality.

Thematic Significance of Figurative Language

The use of figurative language in "The Things They Carried" is not merely decorative; it
serves to underscore the novel's central themes. O'Brien's adept use of symbolism,
metaphor, simile, personification, and imagery contributes to a deeper understanding of
the multifaceted nature of war and its impact on soldiers.

Exploration of Truth and Memory

One of the novel's central concerns is the nature of truth and memory. O'Brien grapples
with what it means to tell a story about war, often blurring the lines between fact and
fiction.

- Symbolism of Storytelling: The act of storytelling becomes a symbolic device for coping
with trauma. O'Brien portrays storytelling as a means for the soldiers to share their
burdens and confront their memories. The figurative language used in these stories
illustrates how they reshape their experiences into narratives that can be understood and
shared.

- Metaphors of Memory: By using metaphors to describe the haunting nature of memory,
O'Brien emphasizes the lasting impact of war. The soldiers are constantly confronted by
their past, and the figurative language reflects the complexity of their emotional struggles.

The Weight of Trauma

The figurative language in the novel powerfully conveys the weight of trauma carried by
the soldiers.

- Symbolic Burdens: The physical items symbolize the psychological burdens that the
soldiers bear. As they carry their gear, they also carry the weight of their experiences,
fears, and regrets.

- Imagery of Pain: O'Brien's vivid imagery evokes the physical and emotional pain
associated with war. The details of injury and loss resonate deeply, highlighting the
trauma that continues long after the battle ends.



Conclusion

In "The Things They Carried," Tim O'Brien masterfully employs figurative language to
explore the complexities of war, memory, and trauma. Through symbolism, metaphors,
similes, personification, and imagery, O'Brien creates a rich tapestry that captures the
emotional weight of the soldiers’ experiences. These literary devices not only enhance the
narrative but also invite readers to engage with the profound themes of truth and the
burdens of memory. Ultimately, O'Brien's use of figurative language transforms the novel
into a poignant meditation on the nature of war and its lasting impact on the human soul.

Frequently Asked Questions

What role does metaphor play in 'The Things They
Carried'?
Metaphor is used to convey the emotional weight of the soldiers' experiences, illustrating
how the physical items they carry symbolize their psychological burdens.

How is personification used in Tim O'Brien's narrative?
Personification is used to give human-like qualities to inanimate objects, such as the
landscape, which reflects the soldiers' emotions and experiences during the war.

Can you identify an example of simile in the text and its
significance?
One notable simile is when O'Brien compares the weight of the soldiers' gear to the weight
of their memories, emphasizing how the past continues to haunt them long after the war.

What is the effect of imagery in 'The Things They
Carried'?
Imagery in the book creates vivid mental pictures that immerse the reader in the setting
and experiences of the soldiers, making their struggles and fears more tangible.

How does O'Brien use hyperbole to convey the soldiers'
experiences?
O'Brien employs hyperbole to emphasize the extreme emotions and situations the soldiers
face, often exaggerating the horrors of war to reflect their psychological states.

In what ways does O'Brien utilize alliteration in his



writing?
O'Brien uses alliteration to create a rhythmic quality in his prose, enhancing the emotional
impact of his descriptions and making certain phrases more memorable.

What is the significance of symbolism in the items the
soldiers carry?
The items symbolize not just the physical burdens of war but also the emotional and
psychological struggles each character faces, linking their personal stories to broader
themes of trauma.

How does foreshadowing function in 'The Things They
Carried'?
Foreshadowing is used to hint at future events and outcomes, creating tension and
anticipation while also reflecting the uncertainty and fear experienced by soldiers in
combat.

What is the impact of tone in relation to figurative
language in the narrative?
The tone varies throughout the narrative, and the use of figurative language helps to
convey this tone effectively, ranging from somber and reflective to darkly humorous,
revealing the complexity of war.
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