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1. Introduction to the Novel: Origins and Early Developments  
1.1. The Novel: Origins, Early Development, and Contemporary Reflections in The 

Things They Carried 

The novel is one of the most dynamic and enduring literary forms, evolving over centuries to 

become a platform for deep psychological exploration, social critique, and narrative 

experimentation. At its core, the novel is a long-form prose narrative that prioritizes character 

development, realistic settings, and the moral and emotional journeys of individuals. From its 

roots in ancient storytelling to its modern manifestations, the novel has consistently adapted to 

reflect the changing realities of human experience (Doody, 1996; Watt, 2001). 

1.2. Early Development of the Novel 

Although the novel came into prominence in the 18th century, its origins stretch back much 

further. In classical antiquity, prose narratives such as The Golden Ass by Apuleius or Daphnis 

and Chloe by Longus explored romantic and adventurous themes in early fictional formats. 

These works influenced later medieval romances, which centered on heroic quests and idealized 

love. However, these early narratives often lacked the realism and psychological complexity 

that would come to define the novel as a literary form (Hunter, 1990). 

The transition toward modern novels began during the Renaissance, when writers like 

Boccaccio (in The Decameron) experimented with realistic scenarios, framing stories within the 

everyday lives of ordinary people. This realism took a transformative turn in the 17th and early 

18th centuries with the publication of Miguel de Cervantes’ Don Quixote (1605/1615), often 

regarded as the first true modern novel. Cervantes blended comedy, tragedy, and metafictional 

techniques to satirize chivalric traditions, while also reflecting on the nature of reality and fiction 

(Doody, 1996). 

In England, the rise of the middle class, higher literacy rates, and advances in printing 

technology laid fertile ground for the novel's popularity. Authors like Aphra Behn (Oroonoko, 

1688), Daniel Defoe (Robinson Crusoe, 1719), and Samuel Richardson (Pamela, 1740) 

developed new narrative techniques, such as epistolary forms and first-person realism, that 

brought readers closer to the interior worlds of their characters. These early English novels 
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focused heavily on morality, identity, and social mobility, themes that remain essential in 

modern literature (Watt, 2001; Armstrong, 2005). 

1.3. From Realism to Modern War Narratives 

As the novel evolved through the 18th and 19th centuries, it increasingly reflected social 

realities, exploring issues such as class division, gender roles, and colonialism. Authors like 

Henry Fielding, Jane Austen, and Charles Dickens used fiction to critique and document 

contemporary life. By the 20th century, novelists began to question not only society but the very 

structure of storytelling itself, leading to innovations in modernist and postmodernist fiction. 

One such modern literary work that exemplifies both continuity and innovation in the novel form 

is Tim O’Brien’s The Things They Carried (1990). While not a traditional novel in structure, 

the book is often categorized as a composite novel or novel-in-stories, a format that reflects the 

fragmented and traumatic nature of war. O’Brien weaves together linked short stories about a 

platoon of American soldiers during the Vietnam War, blending fact and fiction to interrogate 

the nature of truth, memory, and storytelling itself. 

This blending of autobiographical realism, fictional invention, and philosophical reflection 

aligns O’Brien’s work with the long history of the novel’s evolution. Just as Defoe blurred the 

lines between journalism and fiction, and Sterne played with the boundaries of narrative 

structure in Tristram Shandy, O’Brien uses the form of the novel to question the reliability of 

narrative and the emotional cost of war. In stories like “How to Tell a True War Story,” 

O’Brien asserts that factual accuracy is often less important than emotional truth, suggesting that 

stories must be felt rather than merely understood (O’Brien, 1990). 

1.4. Continuity of Themes and Innovations in Form 

Despite its fragmented structure, The Things They Carried shares key thematic elements with 

early novels. Like Pamela, it explores personal morality and internal conflict; like Oroonoko, 

it critiques systems of violence, injustice, and colonialism. O’Brien also follows in the tradition 

of psychological realism found in early and modern novels, exposing the fear, guilt, grief, and 

camaraderie experienced by soldiers. 
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However, what sets O’Brien apart is his explicit meta-narrative approach—he doesn’t just tell 

stories; he constantly reflects on how and why stories are told, making the reader aware of the 

constructed nature of narrative. This self-reflexivity links back to Cervantes and Sterne, showing 

that even in the postmodern age, novelists draw on—and reshape—the conventions developed 

over centuries. 

1.5. Why the Novel Endures 

From its origins in ancient and medieval tales to the psychologically complex and formally 

innovative works of the 20th century, the novel has remained a powerful tool for exploring the 

human condition. In The Things They Carried, O’Brien continues the novel’s long-standing 

mission: to represent the inner lives of individuals, challenge dominant narratives, and offer 

new ways of seeing the world. By weaving memory, imagination, and metafiction into a 

cohesive narrative about war, loss, and storytelling, O’Brien reaffirms the novel’s place as a vital 

and evolving literary form. 
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