
rat kiley the things they carried
rat kiley the things they carried is a significant character study within Tim O’Brien’s acclaimed
novel, *The Things They Carried*. This article explores Rat Kiley’s role, personality, and symbolic
importance in the narrative, shedding light on how he represents the psychological and emotional
burdens soldiers endure during the Vietnam War. Rat Kiley, a medic in the Alpha Company, is
portrayed with vivid complexity, reflecting themes of courage, trauma, and the coping mechanisms
used by soldiers. Through an in-depth analysis, this article examines his relationships, storytelling,
and the broader implications of his character in the context of war literature. The discussion also
highlights O’Brien’s use of Rat Kiley to illustrate the human side of warfare beyond the battlefield. The
following sections will cover Rat Kiley’s character overview, his narrative contributions, his symbolic
significance, and his impact on the story’s themes.
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Character Overview of Rat Kiley
Rat Kiley is a prominent character in *The Things They Carried*, depicted as the company medic for
Alpha Company during the Vietnam War. His real name is never revealed, which adds to the
archetypal nature of his character, embodying the collective experiences of many medics in combat.
Rat Kiley is characterized by his bravery, humor, and penchant for storytelling, traits that make him
stand out among the soldiers. His personality serves as a coping mechanism, allowing him and his
comrades to handle the stress and horrors of war. Rat Kiley’s character is complex; he is
simultaneously compassionate and hardened, illustrating the duality faced by those in war zones.

Physical and Personality Traits
Physically, Rat Kiley is described as a strong, capable soldier with a commanding presence.
Personality-wise, he is known for his wit and his ability to maintain morale in difficult situations. His
humor, while sometimes dark, provides relief to the men around him. Rat Kiley also displays a deep
sense of loyalty and empathy, especially evident in his role as a medic, where he tends to the
wounded with dedication and care.



Importance in the Narrative
Within the larger story, Rat Kiley serves as a lens through which the readers can understand the
emotional and ethical challenges faced by soldiers. His actions and stories provide insight into the
realities of war beyond combat, including the psychological toll and the necessity of human
connection. Rat Kiley’s presence enriches the narrative by adding depth and nuance to the portrayal
of soldiers' experiences.

Rat Kiley’s Role as a Medic
As the medic of Alpha Company, Rat Kiley holds a critical and unique position in the unit. His primary
responsibility is to provide medical care to injured soldiers, a role that places him at the intersection
of life and death on the battlefield. This position exposes Rat Kiley to intense situations that shape his
character and influence his behavior throughout the novel.

Medical Duties and Challenges
Rat Kiley’s medical role involves treating wounds, performing emergency first aid, and often dealing
with the psychological trauma of his fellow soldiers. His expertise and calm under pressure are vital
for the survival of many men in the company. However, the constant exposure to injury and death
profoundly affects him, leading to moments of vulnerability and emotional strain.

Impact on Group Dynamics
Beyond his technical skills, Rat Kiley’s presence as a medic influences the morale and cohesion of the
company. Soldiers rely on him for physical healing and emotional support, strengthening the bonds
within the group. His ability to listen and share stories helps alleviate fear and anxiety, making him a
central figure in maintaining unit stability.

Storytelling and Narrative Techniques
Rat Kiley is not only a medic but also a storyteller, a role that Tim O’Brien uses to explore the power
of narrative in war. His stories blur the lines between fact and fiction, emphasizing the subjective
nature of memory and trauma. Rat Kiley’s storytelling serves as a coping mechanism and a means to
preserve the humanity of soldiers amidst the brutality of combat.

The Function of Rat Kiley’s Stories
His stories often revolve around his experiences, heroic acts, and the losses he has witnessed. These
narratives provide insight into his psyche and reveal the emotional complexities of war. Rat Kiley’s
tales range from humorous anecdotes to deeply tragic accounts, reflecting the multifaceted reality of
soldier life.



Examples of Notable Stories
One of Rat Kiley’s most famous stories is about the death of his friend Curt Lemon, which is both a
tribute and an expression of grief. Another significant narrative involves his exaggerated account of
his own wounds, illustrating how storytelling can be a form of self-preservation and emotional release.

Symbolism and Themes Associated with Rat Kiley
Rat Kiley embodies several key themes in *The Things They Carried*, including bravery, trauma, and
the human cost of war. His character symbolizes the complexity of soldier identity and the struggle to
maintain sanity in the face of chaos. The contradictions in Rat Kiley’s nature highlight the paradoxes
inherent in war itself.

Bravery and Vulnerability
Rat Kiley’s courage is evident in his willingness to face danger to save others, yet his vulnerability
surfaces through his emotional reactions and eventual breakdown. This duality symbolizes the fragile
balance soldiers maintain between strength and fragility.

The Burden of Memory
Through Rat Kiley, the novel explores how memories of war weigh heavily on soldiers. His storytelling
is not only a narrative device but also a manifestation of the burden of recollection and the difficulty
of confronting trauma directly.

Rat Kiley’s Relationships within Alpha Company
Rat Kiley’s interactions with other members of Alpha Company reveal much about the social dynamics
of soldiers in war. He is both a caretaker and a comrade, fostering connections that are essential for
survival in combat conditions.

Friendships and Camaraderie
Rat Kiley forms close bonds with several soldiers, including Tim O’Brien, the narrator, and Curt
Lemon. These friendships are characterized by mutual support, shared experiences, and a collective
effort to endure the hardships of war.

Conflicts and Tensions
Despite his generally positive influence, Rat Kiley also experiences conflicts, illustrating the stress and
strain of prolonged combat. These tensions highlight the psychological pressure that affects all
members of the unit.



The Psychological Impact on Rat Kiley
The novel details the psychological toll that the Vietnam War exacts on Rat Kiley, culminating in his
ultimate decision to shoot himself in the foot to escape the war zone. This act underscores the
extreme mental and emotional distress experienced by soldiers.

Signs of Trauma and Breakdown
Throughout the story, Rat Kiley exhibits signs of trauma, including emotional outbursts and
withdrawal. His breakdown is a poignant example of the limits of human endurance and the
devastating effects of war-related stress.

Representation of War’s Psychological Cost
Rat Kiley’s psychological struggles serve as a powerful representation of the invisible wounds of war.
His experiences emphasize the need for understanding and addressing mental health issues among
veterans.

Key Characteristics of Rat Kiley

Brave and dedicated medic

Skilled storyteller and humorist

Emotionally complex and vulnerable

Strong sense of loyalty and camaraderie

Symbol of psychological trauma and resilience

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is Rat Kiley in 'The Things They Carried'?
Rat Kiley is a medic in Tim O'Brien's novel 'The Things They Carried.' He is known for his storytelling,
bravery, and emotional responses to the horrors of the Vietnam War.

What role does Rat Kiley play in the Vietnam War setting of
the novel?
Rat Kiley serves as the platoon's medic, responsible for providing medical care to wounded soldiers



during the Vietnam War, which places him in both a physically and emotionally demanding position.

How does Rat Kiley cope with the stress of war in 'The Things
They Carried'?
Rat Kiley copes with war stress through storytelling, humor, and sometimes exaggeration. He often
tells vivid and sometimes exaggerated stories to process the trauma and maintain morale among the
soldiers.

What is a significant story Rat Kiley tells in the novel?
One significant story Rat Kiley tells is about his friendship with a soldier named Curt Lemon, including
the dramatic and tragic incident of Lemon’s death, which highlights the harsh realities of war.

How does Rat Kiley's character contribute to the themes of
the novel?
Rat Kiley embodies themes of trauma, the power of storytelling, and the psychological impact of war.
His narratives reveal how soldiers use stories to make sense of their experiences and deal with loss.

What does Rat Kiley's injury and subsequent actions reveal
about his character?
After suffering a severe leg injury, Rat Kiley deliberately injures himself further to be evacuated from
the war zone, showing his vulnerability and the psychological toll the war takes on him.

How does Rat Kiley's storytelling affect other soldiers in the
novel?
Rat Kiley's storytelling provides a sense of camaraderie, distraction, and emotional release for the
soldiers, helping them to cope with the fear and trauma of combat.

What narrative technique is used through Rat Kiley's stories
in 'The Things They Carried'?
Tim O’Brien uses metafiction and unreliable narration through Rat Kiley’s stories, blurring the lines
between fact and fiction to explore the nature of truth in war stories.

How does Rat Kiley's character highlight the theme of
innocence lost in the novel?
Rat Kiley's experiences and reactions, including his eventual self-inflicted injury, show the loss of
innocence and the profound emotional damage caused by the brutal realities of war.



In what way does Rat Kiley's character represent the
emotional complexity of soldiers in 'The Things They Carried'?
Rat Kiley exhibits a mix of toughness, sensitivity, humor, and vulnerability, representing the complex
emotional states soldiers endure, balancing bravery with fear and trauma.

Additional Resources
1. The Things They Carried by Tim O'Brien
This is the original novel where Rat Kiley is a central character. The book is a collection of linked short
stories about a group of soldiers fighting in the Vietnam War. It explores themes of trauma, memory,
and the burdens that soldiers carry, both physical and emotional.

2. Going After Cacciato by Tim O'Brien
Another novel by Tim O'Brien, it follows a soldier’s surreal journey to escape the Vietnam War. Like
The Things They Carried, it blends reality and imagination, offering insight into the psychological
impact of war. Rat Kiley's character and wartime experiences resonate with this narrative’s tone.

3. Dispatches by Michael Herr
This is a raw and vivid first-person account of the Vietnam War. Herr, a war correspondent, captures
the chaos and complexity of the conflict, providing context to the world Rat Kiley inhabited. It
complements the fictional portrayal in The Things They Carried with real-life perspectives.

4. Born on the Fourth of July by Ron Kovic
An autobiographical account of a Vietnam War veteran who becomes an anti-war activist. The book
delves into the physical and emotional scars left by the war, similar to the struggles faced by Rat
Kiley. It offers a powerful look at the veteran experience during and after Vietnam.

5. In Pharaoh’s Army: Memories of the Lost War by Tobias Wolff
This memoir recounts the author’s experiences as a soldier in Vietnam. Wolff’s reflections on war,
fear, and camaraderie provide another personal perspective akin to Rat Kiley’s narrative. The book is
noted for its poignant and understated prose.

6. If I Die in a Combat Zone by Tim O'Brien
A memoir by Tim O'Brien about his own service in Vietnam, this book explores the moral ambiguities
and fears of war. It provides background to the fictional characters in The Things They Carried,
including Rat Kiley, grounding their stories in real experiences.

7. The Yellow Birds by Kevin Powers
A novel about two young soldiers in Iraq, it draws thematic parallels to The Things They Carried. The
book explores the psychological trauma and brotherhood formed in combat, echoing Rat Kiley’s
complex emotional journey. It highlights the timeless nature of soldiers’ struggles.

8. Matterhorn by Karl Marlantes
This novel offers an intense and realistic portrayal of the Vietnam War from a Marine’s perspective. It
shares the themes of bravery, fear, and the chaos of combat that are central to Rat Kiley’s story. The
detailed depiction of soldier life deepens understanding of the wartime experience.

9. Fields of Fire by James Webb



Written by a former Marine, this novel explores the bonds between soldiers and the brutal realities of
Vietnam. It complements the narrative of The Things They Carried by focusing on the human
elements of war, similar to Rat Kiley’s character development. The book is praised for its authenticity
and emotional depth.
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