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Abstract

This study looks at the complex link between language and trauma in The Things They Carried (1990) and In the
Lake of the Woods (1994) as the primary examples of Tim O’Brien’s use of language and narrative style to depict
traumatic experiences. The research makes use of trauma theory, specifically the work of Cathy Caruth, Judith
Herman, Shoshana Felman and Dori Laub, and Dominick LaCapra, to argue that O’Brien’s fiction portrays trauma
as an event that is resistant to direct representation and instead returns through fragmented language,
metafictional strategies, silence, and testimonial forms. Detailed readings illustrate how storytelling serves not
just as a method of witnessing but also as a contentious site of ethical negotiation. It provides a partial
reconstruction and shared bearing of pain while at the same time revealing the limitations of narrative in terms of
its ability to heal or completely transmit traumatic experience.

The Things They Carried and In the Lake of the Woods by O’Brien blend fact and fiction to show memory’s volatility
after disaster. His characters continuously recount their memories, but the reality remains vague, demonstrating
that war’s deep scars are hard to convey. Trauma causes incomplete or warped memories, as seen by fragmented
narrative and repetitive language. This study highlights O'Brien's work's focus on trauma and language: narrative
helps people cope with trauma, but it also shows language's limits in expressing it. O’Brien’s account of the soldier’s
mental and psychological weight illuminates’ war’s long-term effects and the quest for meaning amid agony.
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Introduction

Language has long been considered both a medium
and a barrier in the representation of trauma. In Tim
O’Brien’s works, language is a dual-edged tool: it
attempts to articulate the ineffable pain of war while
simultaneously acknowledging the impossibility of
fully capturing such experiences. O’Brien’s stories
about the Vietnam War delve into the fragmented
and cyclical nature of traumatic memory, often
blurring the boundaries between reality and fiction.
His narrative style not only reflects the disorienting
effects of trauma but also demonstrates how
storytelling can become a coping mechanism for
those grappling with the psychological aftermath of
war.

Elaine Scarry emphasises this paradox by noting,
“Physical pain does not simply resist language but
actively destroys it, bringing about an immediate
reversion to a state anterior to language” (4). Cathy
Caruth expands on this, claiming that trauma is
marked by “the delay that constitutes trauma: the
fact that its truth is not in the event itself but in the
way that its very unassimilated nature returns to
haunt the survivor later on” (Unclaimed Experience
4). Dori Laub, a Holocaust survivor and theorist,
adds: “The event produced no witnesses. It brought
about a collapse of witnessing” (65), pointing to the
impossibility of fully conveying trauma in language.
Thus, O’'Brien’s fiction demonstrates that

storytelling is both a survival tool and an exposure
of language’s limitations.

All three quotes highlight the paradoxical link
between suffering and language, essential to Tim
O’Brien’s novels. Elaine Scarry demonstrates how
sorrow ruins words, reducing communication to
pre-linguistic screams or silence, showing the
limitations of speech in the face of suffering. Cathy
Caruth expands on this notion, stating that trauma is
not truly experienced in the moment, but rather
later, when its unassimilated energy returns to
haunt the survivor—making storytelling both
essential and impossible. Dori Laub exacerbates this
contradiction by claiming that some catastrophic
occurrences render the bare possibility of
witnessing impossible, as language and testimony
crumble beneath the weight of what has happened.
These views highlight O'Brien's narrative strategies:
his fractured, recursive, and metafictional
storytelling reveals how language fails to convey
pain while emphasising storytelling as a form of
survival and recollection. In this manner, O'Brien
depicts the double-bind that trauma imposes: words
are insufficient to describe it, while silence risks
erasing it.

The Vietnam fiction written by Tim O’Brien is
prominent in American literature of the late
twentieth century, which is concerned with conflict,
memory, and trauma. Instead of portraying trauma
as a fixed thing that has to be labelled and explained,
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O’Brien dramatises the destabilising impact of
trauma through his formal choices. These choices
include repetition, shifting between voice and
focalisation, metafictional self-reflexivity, and
collage-like assembly of scenes and testimony. This
study aims to explore how O’Brien employs language
as both a medium and a problem of trauma.
Language not only becomes the method by which
memory is sought, told, and negotiated, but it also
becomes the arena in which the unrepresentability
of trauma is exposed. It shows that O’Brien’s fiction
models a rhetoric of traumatic memory by reading
The Things They Carried and In the Lake of the Woods
alongside key trauma-theory frameworks. His
fiction is a rhetoric that insists on storytelling as a
means of survival while refusing the illusion that
narrative can produce transparent knowledge of
traumatic events.

Narrative Strategies and the Fragmentation of
Trauma

Tim O'Brien uses fragmented narrative tactics in his
novels The Things They Carried and In the Lake of the
Woods to represent traumatic memory's
discontinuous and recursive character. Throughout
The Things They Carried, repetition, shifting
perspectives, and metafictional commentary—such
as the distinction between “story-truth” and
“happening-truth”—mirror the intrusive and
unstable recollections of Vietnam veterans. Events
such as Kiowa’s death resurface in multiple,
reframed tellings. Similarly, In the Lake of the Woods
challenges conventional narrative structures by
offering contradictory testimony, snippets from
historical documents, and speculative accounts of
Kathy Wade’s disappearance as Anne Whitehead
observes that trauma narratives often rely on “a
fragmented or repetitive structure which conveys
the insistent return of the event and the disruption
of chronology” (84). This is evident in O’Brien’s
cyclical return to death, disappearances, and moral
uncertainty. As Stef Craps points out, trauma fiction
must “refuse closure and instead foreground
absence and fragmentation as central features of
representing suffering” (Postcolonial Witnessing 32).
In this sense, O'Brien’s works formally enact the
disorientation trauma produces.

Anne Whitehead and Stef Craps both underscore
that trauma narratives include the trauma
experience itself, which is essential for
understanding Tim O’Brien’s work. Whitehead'’s
observation that trauma literature is characterised
by fragmentation and recurrence aligns with
O’Brien’s recurrent focus on unresolved instances of
death, loss, and guilt, disrupting linear temporality
to mirror the unsettling persistence of memory.
Craps’ assertion that narratives of trauma should
forgo completion in favour of highlighting absence
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and incompleteness aligns with O’'Brien’s reluctance
to provide definitive conclusions, as shown in The
Things They Carried and In the Lake of the Woods.
O’Brien’s use of silences, contradictions, and gaps in
his narratives formally illustrates the disorientation
induced by trauma, revealing that the narrative
structure itself is an embodiment of pain rather than
a mere documentation. Collectively, these
perspectives illuminate how O’Brien’s oeuvre
employs narrative fragmentation as both an artistic
strategy and a psychological need for representing
war trauma.

Tim O’Brien uses fragmented narrative tactics in his
novels The Things They Carried and In the Lake of the
Woods to represent traumatic memory’s
discontinuous and recursive character. In “The
Things They Carried,” O’Brien used repeated
language to emphasise the weight that troops
experience, both physically and emotionally. The
enumeration of goods, such as weapons, personal
memories, and intangible burdens, like dread and
shame, creates a rhythmic cadence. This cadence is a
reflection of the habitual mental processes that are
associated with traumatic experiences. The word
“they carried” is used several times to emphasise the
inevitability of these loads, which continue to exist
for a significant amount of time after the war
officially ends. Similarly, In the Lake of the Woods is
a work that challenges the conventional narrative
structure by presenting a collection of contradictory
testimony, snippets from documentaries, and
speculative ideas about the disappearance of Kathy
Wade. This film refuses to provide closure and
leaves crucial facts incomplete. Not only are gaps,
silences, and nonlinearity used as stylistic choices in
both works, but they are also used as formal
enactments of the disintegration that trauma causes.
This forces readers to face doubt, belatedness, and
the ethical challenge of completely understanding or
describing the past.

The fragmentation of narrative also serves to blur
the line between past and present, reflecting the
intrusive nature of traumatic memories. In stories
like “Speaking of Courage” and “In the Field,”
characters relive their wartime experiences in vivid
detail, unable to distinguish between memory and
reality. This disorientation is mirrored in O’Brien’s
nonlinear storytelling, which challenges readers to
piece together the narrative much like a survivor
might attempt to make sense of their fractured
memories.

Language, Recurrence, and the Deferred
Reemergence of Trauma

O’Brien’s writing in The Things They Carried often
revisits lists including things, worries, and
memories. Alongside their tangible manifestations
(letters, firearms, images), the entities denoted by
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the title also possess metaphorical significance
(guilt, terror, and shame). This cataloguing method
is a literary technique that mirrors traumatic
belatedness, wherein characters own items that
evoke memories that remain incompletely
processed in the present, leading to their recurrence.
Roger Luckhurst notes that “trauma fiction is
characterised by repetition, gaps, and lists that
replicate the intrusive recurrence of the traumatic
past” (Luckhurst 89). Both lists and catalogues
function as incantations, linguistic attempts to
encapsulate sorrow in words, notwithstanding the
inadequacy of such expressions. This corresponds
with Dominick LaCapra’s assertion that “repetition
is not merely a symptom of trauma but also an
endeavour, albeit incomplete, to process it”
(LaCapra 21). O’Brien’s writing often returns to lists
of items, fears, and recollections. These catalogues,
whether physical objects or metaphorical burdens,
become incantations through which trauma
reemerges. The repetition echoes what Caruth
portrays in these lines;

Inherent Belatedness of trauma: the trauma is not
fully known at the time of its occurrence, but only in
its repeated possession of the survivor (Unclaimed
Experience 151)

Cathy Caruth’s notion of the “inherent belatedness of
trauma” suggests that trauma is challenging to
understand during its occurrence; it inundates the
psyche at that moment and is not fully “realised”
until much later, due to its continual intrusion into
the survivor's memory. The word “belatedness”
denotes that the traumatic experience fails to
integrate into the past, instead persistently
resurfacing in the present, often appearing as
flashbacks, nightmares, or obsessive recounting.
This concept is vividly illustrated in Tim O’Brien’s
war literature, particularly in The Things They
Carried, where characters like Norman Bowker and
the narrator struggle to comprehend the battlefield
atrocities as they unfold; instead, they obsessively
recount and re-narrate these events in fragmented
forms. The repetitive structure of O’Brien’s
narrative, constantly revisiting Kiowa’s death,
reflects Caruth’s assertion that trauma is not a
discrete event relegated to history but a persistent
recurrence that “possesses” survivors, thereby
obscuring the distinction between past and present.
The narrative voice of O’Brien often undermines the
distinctions between the author and the narrator, as
well as between reality and fiction. For example,
when O’Brien discusses the difficulty and perhaps
impossibility of distinguishing between “story-
truth” and “happening-truth,” the tales highlight the
unclear connection between factual and emotional
truth. This differentiation is a reflection of Caruth’s
observation that trauma is not merely an event, but
rather an event that is experienced later, through
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symptoms and repetition; O'Brien’s metafictional
insistence on multiple kinds of truth stages the
delayed emergence of traumatic meaning and the
inadequacy of straightforward, factual reporting
about the event. Joshua Pederson explains that such
strategies in trauma fiction reflect the impossibility
of narrative closure: “Trauma fiction eschews tidy
endings and instead insists on deferred
understanding, a perpetual return to the past” (337).
O’Brien’s vacillation between “story-truth” and
“happening-truth” dramatizes this belatedness and
forces readers to experience trauma as repetition
rather than resolution.

Language as a Reflection of Guilt and Moral
Ambiguity

In O’Brien’s writings, language is a medium for
examining the deep-seated shame and moral
ambiguity inherent in warfare. The characters often
struggle with expressing their emotions, use
euphemisms, omissions, or silences to manage the
burden of their acts. In “The Man I Killed,” O’Brien
meticulously delineates the physical attributes of a
young Vietnamese soldier he had slain, while
deliberately refraining from confronting his feelings
directly. The story focuses on the fictive existence of
the deceased soldier, establishing a psychological
detachment that protects the narrator from facing
his guilt. The use of repetitious and obsessive detail
reflects the intrusive thoughts inherent in trauma,
yet the absence of direct emotional expression
highlights the challenge of describing these
experiences. Kali Tal posits that “silence is one of the
most potent strategies of coping with trauma, but it
also functions as a powerful signifier of what cannot
be spoken”(Worlds of Hurt 7). Giorgio Agamben
asserts that “the survivor bears witness to an
impossibility: the impossibility of bearing witness”
(Remnants of Auschwitz 34). This paradox parallels
O’Brien’s narrators, whose omissions and reticence
convey profound insights regarding the intolerable
burden of moral responsibility in warfare. As Kali Tal
argues,

Survivors of trauma frequently speak in a language
of allusion and fragmentation, unable to put into
words the direct experience of horror. (p 15)

The above statement encapsulates the essence of
trauma theory and is directly pertinent to Tim
O’Brien’s storytelling techniques. Trauma interrupts
typical memory and expression processes,
compelling survivors to revisit their memories
instead of narrating them directly. This leads to
disjointed speech, pauses, and allusions, narrative
techniques that reflect the shattered essence of
traumatic memories. O’Brien’s writings, such as The
Things They Carried, demonstrate this through
repetition, metafictional pauses, and varying
viewpoints, formally representing the survivor’s
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struggle to express the inexpressible. Through
allusion, diversion, and fragmentation, O’Brien’s
characters demonstrate both the essence of tragedy
and its inexpressibility, revealing that the structure
of language itself serves as a testament to terror
when words are inadequate.

Language also reflects the moral ambiguity of war,
where traditional notions of heroism and villainy are
often subverted. In stories like “Ambush” and “Good
Form,” O’Brien grapples with the ethical
complexities of killing in combat. By presenting
multiple versions of events and acknowledging his
unreliability as a narrator, O’Brien invites readers to
confront the uncomfortable reality that truth in war
is often murky and subjective. James Dawes notes
that trauma narratives usually circle guilt without
directly confronting it: “Trauma stories resist simple
moral legibility; they mark the collapse of
conventional ethical categories” (Dawes 145).
O’Brien’s “Ambush” and “Good Form” exemplify this
collapse, suggesting that the truth of war cannot be
confined to neat binaries of good and evil. Trauma
narratives reveal the complexity and uncertainty
inherent in intense situations. In the circumstances
of warfare, brutality, or oppression, survivors may
exhibit conflicting behaviours simultaneously
embodying both victimhood and perpetration—
rendering their experiences challenging to
categorise within traditional ethical frameworks.
The term “collapse” denotes how trauma
undermines the moral frameworks we often depend
on to comprehend human behaviour. In O’Brien’s
The Things They Carried, soldiers grapple with
remorse, survival, compassion, and brutality
concurrently, illustrating that tragedy defies
simplistic moral assessments. Rather than providing
clarity, these narratives emphasise complexity,
contradiction, and ethical ambiguity, reflecting the
psychological disorientation induced by trauma.
Authenticity, Metafiction, and Ethical
Storytelling

An ethics of representation is carried out through
O’Brien’s metafictional actions, which consist of the
author interrupting, questioning, and revising the
story. Simple comfort through narrative is not
something he accepts. For example, the reader must
consider how storytelling may disclose and conceal
information in The Things They Carried. This is
because the narrator admits that he occasionally
makes up tales inside stories. Some of O’'Brien’s
stories appear to be stuck in reenactment, which is
the repetition of traumatic scenes without any
symbolic reworking.

On the other hand, other moments hint at working
through, as they transform experiences into stories
that can be shared and negotiated. This echoes
LaCapra’s distinction between acting out and
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working through. The techniques that O’Brien
employs are reminiscent of LaCapra’s distinction
between acting out and working through: some of
his stories appear to be stuck in reenactment, which
involves repeating traumatic scenes without
symbolic reworking. On the other hand, other
moments seem to gesture towards working through
by transforming experience into a story that can be
shared and negotiated. An ethics of representation is
carried out through O’Brien’s metafictional acts,
admitting fabrication, questioning memory, and
refusing closure. Dominick LaCapra distinguishes
between “acting out” and “working through”
portrayed in these lines;

Acting out is the compulsive repetition of the
traumatic scene, while working through involves
critically engaging with that repetition to make
sense of it” (144).

The above statement differentiates between two
primary reactions to trauma: acting out and working
through. Acting out refers to the survivor's
unconscious and obsessive reenactment of the
traumatic event, manifested in flashbacks, intrusive
memories, or repetitive narratives without the
capacity to comprehend or transcend it. It illustrates
how trauma persists in the present rather than being
confined to the past. Conversely, working through is
a more introspective process when the survivor
faces the horrific experience, critically examines its
recurrence, and progressively assimilates it into a
narrative that can be reconciled with. In Tim
O’Brien’s The Things They Carried, this distinction is
evident: O’Brien’s recurrent exploration of themes
such as death, guilt, and memory illustrates acting
out, whereas his metafictional commentary
interrogating the capacity of narratives to convey
truth signifies an endeavour at working through.
Consequently, the quote underscores the conflict
between the unavoidable recurrence of trauma and
the therapeutic capacity of story comprehension.
Shoshana Felman insists that testimony is not simply
recounting, but an ethical act: “Testimony is a mode
of address, an appeal to the listener to share
responsibility for the event” (Felman and Laub 204).
In this way, O’Brien refuses to offer readers comfort
or neat conclusions. The uncertainty of In the Lake of
the Woods insists, as Craps puts it, that “trauma
narratives carry an ethical obligation to resist
resolution” (42).

Conclusion

The works of Tim O’Brien indicate that language,
even though it is intrinsically restricted, continues to
be one of the most effective instruments for dealing
with traumatic experiences, moulding memories,
and maintaining acts of witness. Through fractured
frameworks, recursive storytelling, and
metafictional self-awareness, his tales reject the
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closure that would mistakenly indicate that trauma
can be healed in a clean and tidy manner. Instead,
they infuse the reader with the disorientation,
repetition, and silences that characterise the
traumatic experience, establishing a connection
between form and content that cannot be separated.
In his work, O’Brien demonstrates that telling a tale
is not only a matter of retelling events. It is a dynamic
negotiation process between truth and invention,
the past and the present, and the individual and the
community. As a result, his works are closely aligned
with the trauma theory’s focus on witness, ethical
listening, and community responsibility. This
reveals that recovery is neither completely private
nor finished. The tales of O’Brien emphasise the
lasting significance of language, not as a method of
closure, but rather as a continual social act of
recollection, engagement, and moral reckoning. This
is even though language may never be able to
properly contain the depth of the emotional traumas
that war causes. Through fragmented forms,
recursive storytelling, and metafictional self-
awareness, O'Brien’s narratives reject closure while
foregrounding trauma’s persistence. Caruth reminds
us that “to be traumatized is to be possessed by an
image or event” (Unclaimed Experience 4), and
O’Brien’s fiction enacts this haunting possession.

An examination of O'Brien through the prism of
trauma theory exposes a basic paradox: despite the
fact that language is the primary medium through
which trauma may be expressed and processed, it
continues to be bound by the invasive, fragmented,
and disconnected character of traumatic experience.
Through the use of metafictional tactics, O’'Brien's
fiction is able to convey both the potential and the
constraints of storytelling. He does this by exposing
the narrative's manufactured nature while
supporting its position as a necessary human
reaction to calamity. In this regard, his works are
consistent with the trauma theory's focus on
witness, testimony, and ethical responsibility. They
imply that the act of narration is never adequate on
its own, but rather that it must be accompanied by
attentive and responsible listening.

Furthermore, O’Brien emphasises the need for
collective responsibility, bringing to our attention
the fact that psychological trauma cannot be faced or
healed in isolation, but rather calls for the
acknowledgement and participation of the
community as a whole, as well as the commitment to
bear witness collectively. As Felman notes,
storytelling is not about healing in isolation in these
lines, “a call to the community to engage with
memory and responsibility” (205). O’Brien’s tale
invites communal reflection on memory and
responsibility. He turns silent pain into a communal
drama by describing war’s fragmentary and
terrifying facts, causing readers to notice. Language
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reconstructs identity and promotes community
responsibility by reminding the community that
trauma memory is ethical and resists erasure.
O’Brien’s refusal of resolution, his blurring of truth
and fiction, and his emphasis on shared witnessing
align his fiction with trauma theory’s emphasis on
ethical listening and collective responsibility. His
stories reveal that while language may falter in the
face of trauma, its struggle becomes a testimony to
survival and remembrance.

Language is a delicate, transformative medium for
trauma recollection, rebuilding, and sharing. His
story shows how memory shifts between calm,
repetition, fragmentation, and re-imagination.
O’Brien blurs fact and fiction to show that pain
eludes perfect depiction, yet language helps people
heal and understand it. His stories highlight that
storytelling creates a dialogue between pain,
memory, and meaning.
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