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4. Narrative Techniques and Basic Elements: Stream of Consciousness and 

Epistolary Form with Reference to Tim O’Brien’s The Things They Carried 

(1990) 

Introduction 

Narrative techniques are essential tools that shape how stories are told and understood. Among 

the wide range of methods available to writers, stream of consciousness and the epistolary 

form are two significant techniques that have had a lasting impact on the development of the 

novel. Each engages with the representation of thought, memory, and communication in unique 

ways, offering insight into both individual psychology and broader cultural contexts. Tim 

O’Brien’s The Things They Carried demonstrates how aspects of these techniques can be 

employed to enhance the complexity of war narratives, particularly in capturing memory, 

trauma, and emotional truth. 

4.1. Stream of Consciousness: General Overview 

Stream of consciousness is a narrative technique that seeks to represent the continuous flow of 

thoughts, feelings, and sensory experiences inside a character’s mind. Instead of following 

traditional, orderly narration, it mimics the fragmented and nonlinear nature of human thought. 

Often associated with modernist writers such as James Joyce (Ulysses, 1922) and Virginia Woolf 

(Mrs. Dalloway, 1925), this technique breaks away from conventional grammar and structure, 

using shifts in time, free associations, and internal monologue. Its goal is not simply to recount 

external events but to immerse readers in the immediacy of consciousness, offering an intimate 

perspective on the character’s inner world. 

4.2. Stream of Consciousness in The Things They Carried 

While O’Brien does not employ stream of consciousness in the pure modernist sense, elements 

of the technique appear throughout The Things They Carried. The narrative frequently slips into 

interior reflection, where memories and present experiences blend. O’Brien often moves between 

descriptions of external action and the characters’ unspoken anxieties, capturing the disjointed 

way soldiers process fear, guilt, and loss. The fragmented structure of the text—where events are 

retold from different angles—also reflects the fluid, nonlinear qualities of consciousness. In this 
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way, O’Brien adapts aspects of the stream of consciousness technique to convey the 

disorientation of war and the persistence of traumatic memory. 

4.3. Epistolary Form: General Overview 

The epistolary form is a narrative technique in which a story is told through letters, diary entries, 

or other personal documents. This method became especially popular in the 18th century, with 

works such as Samuel Richardson’s Pamela (1740) and Clarissa (1748). The form is valued for 

its ability to create immediacy and intimacy, as readers encounter characters’ voices directly, 

often without an intrusive narrator. Epistolary narratives can also provide multiple perspectives, 

since different correspondents may describe the same events in varying ways, allowing readers to 

compare and question their accounts. At its core, the technique emphasizes authenticity and 

subjectivity, blurring the line between fiction and personal testimony. 

4.4. Epistolary Elements in The Things They Carried 

Although The Things They Carried is not an epistolary novel, it incorporates epistolary elements 

to enrich its narrative. The most notable example is Lieutenant Jimmy Cross, who carries letters 

from a woman named Martha. These letters function not only as physical artifacts but also as 

symbolic anchors for his longing, guilt, and distraction. Through their presence, O’Brien 

introduces the intimacy of private correspondence into the war narrative, highlighting how 

personal connections sustain soldiers amid chaos. More broadly, the text often adopts a 

confessional tone—resembling the immediacy of a letter or diary—where the narrator addresses 

the reader directly. This echoes the epistolary tradition by emphasizing subjectivity, emotional 

honesty, and the blurred boundaries between fiction and testimony. 

Conclusion 

Stream of consciousness and the epistolary form represent two powerful narrative techniques that 

expand the expressive capacity of the novel. Stream of consciousness allows readers to enter the 

shifting, nonlinear flow of thought, while the epistolary form creates intimacy and authenticity 

through personal communication. In The Things They Carried, Tim O’Brien draws on aspects of 

both techniques to portray the complexities of war. Through interior reflections, fragmented 

narration, and the use of letters and direct confessional tones, the text conveys the psychological 
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weight of memory and the fragile connections that sustain individuals in times of conflict. These 

adaptations demonstrate how O’Brien situates his work within a broader literary tradition while 

also innovating to capture the realities of Vietnam War experience. 
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