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Tim O’Brien Going After Cacciato is a seminal work in American literature that explores the
complexities of war, memory, and the human experience through a unique narrative style. Tim
O’Brien, an author best known for his poignant depictions of the Vietnam War, intricately weaves the
story of Paul Berlin and his surreal journey in pursuit of his comrade, Cacciato. This article delves
into the themes, characters, and literary devices that make "Going After Cacciato" a profound
reflection on the nature of war and the human psyche.

Overview of "Going After Cacciato"

"Going After Cacciato," published in 1978, is a novel that straddles the line between reality and
imagination. The plot centers around Paul Berlin, a soldier in Vietnam who grapples with the horrors
of war and the desire to escape. When his fellow soldier, Cacciato, decides to leave the war and
embark on a journey to Paris, Berlin's pursuit of Cacciato becomes a metaphor for the quest for
peace and purpose amidst chaos.

Key Themes in the Novel

The novel addresses several themes that resonate deeply with readers:

The Absurdity of War: O’Brien illustrates the senselessness of conflict through the surreal
experiences of the soldiers. The narrative often shifts between reality and fantasy, highlighting
the absurd conditions of war.

Memory and Trauma: The fragmented storytelling reflects the fragmented memories of
soldiers. O’Brien explores how trauma affects the psyche and shapes one's perception of
reality.

Escape and Freedom: Cacciato’s journey symbolizes the desire for freedom from the burdens
of war. Berlin’s pursuit becomes a quest for understanding and liberation from his own fears.

The Nature of Truth: O’Brien challenges the concept of truth in storytelling. He emphasizes
that truth can be subjective and that fiction can convey deeper truths than mere facts.

Character Analysis

The characters in "Going After Cacciato" are richly developed, each representing different aspects of
the soldier's experience during the Vietnam War.



Paul Berlin

Paul Berlin is the protagonist whose internal conflict drives the narrative. He is portrayed as
introspective and sensitive, often reflecting on the meaning of his experiences. His pursuit of
Cacciato serves as both a physical journey and a metaphorical exploration of his own fears and
desires.

Cacciato

Cacciato, the character that Berlin chases, embodies the idea of escape. His decision to leave the
war and head to Paris represents a longing for a different life, one free from violence and chaos.
Cacciato's character challenges the idea of loyalty and duty in the face of overwhelming
circumstances.

Supporting Characters

The supporting characters in the novel, including the other soldiers, provide depth to the narrative.
Each character reflects different coping mechanisms and responses to the war:

Doc Peret: The medic who tries to maintain a sense of humanity amidst the brutality of war.

Lieutenant Corson: A symbol of authority and the pressures of leadership during wartime.

Richie: Represents the camaraderie and bonds formed in the face of adversity.

Literary Devices and Narrative Techniques

Tim O’Brien employs various literary devices in "Going After Cacciato" that enhance the storytelling
and deepen the reader's engagement with the text.

Surrealism and Magical Realism

O’Brien’s use of surrealism allows him to explore the absurdities of war in a way that is both
engaging and thought-provoking. The blending of reality and fantasy creates a dreamlike quality
that mirrors the soldiers' experiences and psyche. For instance, the idea of a soldier walking from
Vietnam to Paris serves as a metaphor for the desire to escape the harsh realities of war.



Nonlinear Narrative Structure

The novel’s nonlinear structure reflects the fragmented nature of memory and the chaos of war.
O’Brien shifts between different timelines and perspectives, allowing readers to experience the
disorientation that soldiers face. This technique emphasizes the complexity of memory and how it
shapes one’s understanding of the past.

Symbolism

O’Brien employs rich symbolism throughout the novel. Some notable symbols include:

Paris: Represents an idealized escape and the pursuit of peace.

The Journey: Serves as a metaphor for self-discovery and the search for meaning amidst
chaos.

War Equipment: Symbolizes the dehumanizing aspects of conflict and the burdens carried by
soldiers.

Impact and Legacy of "Going After Cacciato"

"Going After Cacciato" has left a lasting impact on American literature and the discourse
surrounding the Vietnam War. It is regarded as one of the key texts in understanding the
psychological effects of war on soldiers and the complexities of storytelling.

Critical Reception

Upon its release, the novel received critical acclaim for its innovative narrative style and profound
themes. Many critics praised O’Brien’s ability to blend fiction and reality, making the experiences of
soldiers relatable and poignant. Over the years, it has become a staple in literature courses, often
studied for its exploration of war and memory.

Influence on Contemporary Literature

Tim O’Brien’s work has influenced a generation of writers who seek to address the themes of war,
trauma, and the search for identity. His unique approach to storytelling has inspired authors to
experiment with narrative structures and delve deeper into the psychological aspects of their
characters' experiences.



Conclusion

In "Going After Cacciato," Tim O’Brien crafts a powerful narrative that transcends the boundaries of
traditional war literature. Through the journey of Paul Berlin and his pursuit of Cacciato, O’Brien
explores the complexities of war, memory, and the human experience. The novel serves as a
reminder of the absurdities of conflict and the enduring quest for peace and understanding in a
chaotic world. As readers engage with O’Brien’s poignant writing, they are invited to reflect on the
nature of truth, the impact of trauma, and the profound search for meaning in the face of adversity.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Going After Cacciato'?
The main theme of 'Going After Cacciato' is the blurred line between reality and imagination,
exploring the desire to escape the horrors of war and the quest for personal meaning amidst chaos.

Who is the protagonist in 'Going After Cacciato'?
The protagonist is Paul Berlin, a soldier in the Vietnam War who grapples with his experiences and
the concept of courage as he pursues his fellow soldier, Cacciato.

How does Tim O'Brien use narrative structure in 'Going After
Cacciato'?
Tim O'Brien employs a non-linear narrative structure, blending reality with fantasy, which reflects
the fragmented nature of memory and the psychological impact of war on soldiers.

What role does Cacciato play in the story?
Cacciato represents the ideal of escape and freedom; his decision to leave the war and walk to Paris
symbolizes a longing for peace and a different life, challenging the other soldiers' perceptions of
duty and survival.

How does the setting influence the characters in 'Going After
Cacciato'?
The setting of the Vietnam War creates a backdrop of confusion and danger, influencing the
characters' mental states and driving their desire to escape both physically and psychologically from
their traumatic experiences.

What literary techniques does O'Brien use to convey the
experience of war?
O'Brien uses techniques such as surrealism, stream of consciousness, and metafiction to convey the
complexities of war, emphasizing emotional truths over factual accuracy.



What does the journey to Paris symbolize in the novel?
The journey to Paris symbolizes hope, possibility, and the yearning for a life untouched by war,
serving as a contrast to the grim realities faced by the soldiers in Vietnam.

How does O'Brien address the concept of courage in 'Going
After Cacciato'?
O'Brien examines courage as a multifaceted concept, questioning traditional notions by portraying
characters who grapple with fear, guilt, and the societal expectations of bravery in the context of
war.

What impact did 'Going After Cacciato' have on American
literature regarding the Vietnam War?
'Going After Cacciato' had a significant impact on American literature by providing a unique
perspective on the Vietnam War, blending fiction and reality, and influencing subsequent narratives
about the psychological complexities of soldiers' experiences.
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