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Going After Cacciato: Exploring Tim O'Brien’s Masterpiece and Its Enduring Impact

Going after cacciato isn’t just a phrase—it’s an invitation to dive deep into one of the most
compelling and innovative novels about the Vietnam War. Written by Tim O’Brien, this Pulitzer
Prize-winning work blends reality and fantasy, challenging readers to question the nature of war,
courage, and the human desire for escape. Whether you’re a literature enthusiast, a student
grappling with the text, or simply curious about its themes, understanding “Going After Cacciato”
offers rich insights into storytelling, history, and the complexities of the human psyche.

What Is Going After Cacciato?

At its core, “Going After Cacciato” tells the story of a soldier’s surreal journey during the Vietnam
War. The plot revolves around Private First Class Paul Berlin, who embarks on a fantastical pursuit
of a fellow soldier, Cacciato, who has mysteriously decided to walk away from the war and head
home to Paris. This premise sets the stage for a unique blend of war narrative and imaginative
escapism.

Unlike traditional war novels that focus solely on combat, Tim O’Brien’s book blurs the lines
between reality and fantasy. The novel explores the psychological effects of war on soldiers,
especially the conflicting emotions of fear, hope, and denial. The journey to find Cacciato becomes a
metaphor for confronting the horrors of war and the longing for peace.

The Significance of Tim O’Brien’s Narrative Style

One of the most remarkable aspects of “Going After Cacciato” is O’Brien’s storytelling approach. He
employs a nonlinear narrative, weaving together memories, hallucinations, and real events in a way
that reflects the fragmented mental state of soldiers in combat.

Blending Reality and Fantasy

The novel’s dreamlike sequences encourage readers to question what’s real and what’s imagined.
This technique serves a dual purpose: it highlights the chaos and confusion inherent in war, and it
offers a window into the soldiers’ coping mechanisms. For example, Cacciato’s desertion and journey
to Paris can be seen as a fantasy born from the desire to escape the brutality around him.

This blend of reality and fantasy is not merely a literary device but a powerful commentary on how
trauma affects perception. O’Brien invites us to walk alongside his characters as they navigate both
the physical battlefield and the internal war within their minds.



Use of Symbolism and Imagery

Throughout the novel, O’Brien uses vivid imagery to evoke the stark contrast between the grim
realities of Vietnam and the alluring dream of Paris. The city itself symbolizes freedom, hope, and
the possibility of a new life, standing in sharp opposition to the violence and despair of the war zone.

The physical journey to find Cacciato parallels an emotional and psychological journey. Symbols
such as the road, the landscape, and even the characters themselves carry deeper meanings about
resilience, fear, and camaraderie.

Themes Explored in Going After Cacciato

Understanding the major themes in “Going After Cacciato” adds layers to the reading experience
and helps grasp why this novel remains relevant decades after its publication.

The Morality and Absurdity of War

O’Brien doesn’t shy away from exposing the moral ambiguities of war. The soldiers in the story
grapple with orders that seem senseless and face dangers that underscore the futility of conflict. By
following the pursuit of a deserter, the novel also raises questions about duty, honor, and what it
means to be brave.

Escape and the Human Desire for Peace

The central act of following Cacciato on his journey home represents more than just a physical
chase. It symbolizes the universal urge to escape pain and seek peace. This theme resonates with
readers who understand the complexities of facing difficult situations and dreaming of a better
place.

Fear, Courage, and the Soldier’s Mindset

Tim O’Brien delves deeply into the emotional landscape of his characters. Paul Berlin’s internal
conflicts reveal the tension between fear and courage, showing how bravery is often intertwined
with vulnerability. Through intimate character studies, the novel portrays soldiers as
multidimensional individuals rather than one-dimensional heroes or villains.

Why Going After Cacciato Continues to Captivate
Readers



More than forty years after its release, “Going After Cacciato” remains a staple in discussions about
war literature. Several factors contribute to its enduring appeal.

A Fresh Perspective on War

Unlike many war novels that focus on action and tactics, O’Brien offers a psychological and
philosophical take. This fresh perspective invites readers to think critically about the cost of
war—not just in terms of lives lost, but also in how it shapes identity and reality.

Engaging and Accessible Prose

O’Brien’s writing style is both poetic and approachable, making complex themes understandable
without losing depth. His ability to balance narrative tension with moments of introspection keeps
readers engaged throughout the novel.

Relevance to Modern Conflicts

The questions raised in “Going After Cacciato” about morality, fear, and the desire to escape remain
relevant in today’s world. Readers can draw parallels between the Vietnam War setting and
contemporary conflicts, making the book a timeless exploration of war’s impact.

Tips for Reading and Analyzing Going After Cacciato

For those new to the novel or studying it in an academic context, here are some helpful strategies to
deepen your understanding:

Take Notes on Narrative Shifts: Pay attention to when the story moves between reality and
fantasy. Noting these shifts can help clarify the novel’s structure.

Reflect on Symbolism: Consider what places, objects, and characters might symbolize
beyond their literal roles.

Discuss Character Motivations: Engage with others or journal about why characters act as
they do, especially Cacciato’s decision to desert and Berlin’s pursuit.

Connect Themes to Current Events: Relate the themes of war and peace to modern-day
situations to see the novel’s ongoing relevance.

Explore Tim O’Brien’s Other Works: Reading O’Brien’s other Vietnam War stories, like
“The Things They Carried,” can provide further context and enrich your interpretation.



Adaptations and Cultural Impact

The influence of “Going After Cacciato” extends beyond the page. The novel was adapted into a film
in 1983, which, while not as critically acclaimed as the book, helped bring the story to a wider
audience. Its innovative narrative techniques have inspired countless writers and filmmakers to
experiment with storytelling methods that capture the psychological effects of war.

Moreover, “Going After Cacciato” is frequently included in school curricula, highlighting its
educational value. It challenges students to think critically about history, literature, and ethics,
making it a powerful tool for fostering empathy and understanding.

Why Study Going After Cacciato in Schools?

- It introduces young readers to the complexities of the Vietnam War beyond dates and battles.
- It encourages critical thinking about truth, memory, and storytelling.
- It humanizes soldiers, showing their fears and hopes rather than just their roles in conflict.

Final Thoughts on Going After Cacciato

Going after Cacciato is much more than a war novel. It’s a profound exploration of human nature,
the desire for hope amidst despair, and the blurry lines between reality and imagination. Tim
O’Brien’s masterful storytelling invites readers to experience the emotional and psychological toll of
war in a way that few books manage to achieve.

Whether you’re reading it for pleasure, study, or personal growth, “Going After Cacciato” offers an
unforgettable journey—one that stays with you long after the last page is turned. Its timeless themes
and innovative narrative make it a must-read for anyone interested in literature that challenges and
enlightens.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Going After Cacciato' by Tim
O'Brien?
The main theme of 'Going After Cacciato' is the psychological impact of war, exploring the blurred
lines between reality and imagination as a soldier deserts the Vietnam War and embarks on a surreal
journey to Paris.

Who is the protagonist in 'Going After Cacciato' and what is
his goal?
The protagonist is Paul Berlin, a soldier in the Vietnam War, whose goal is to track down and bring



back his deserter comrade, Cacciato, who has decided to walk away from the war to Paris.

How does Tim O'Brien use magical realism in 'Going After
Cacciato'?
Tim O'Brien employs magical realism by blending realistic war experiences with fantastical
elements, such as the soldiers' improbable journey to Paris, to highlight the surreal and
psychological nature of war.

What narrative style is used in 'Going After Cacciato'?
The novel uses a non-linear narrative style with shifting perspectives, combining first-person and
third-person viewpoints to reflect the fragmented memories and thoughts of soldiers during the
Vietnam War.

What significance does the journey to Paris hold in 'Going
After Cacciato'?
The journey to Paris symbolizes escape and the desire for peace, contrasting the horrors of war with
the hope for freedom and normalcy, while also representing the blurred boundary between reality
and imagination.

How does 'Going After Cacciato' address the concept of
courage?
The novel explores courage not only as physical bravery in battle but also as moral and psychological
strength, shown by characters confronting their fears, questioning authority, and seeking personal
liberation from the war.

Additional Resources
Going After Cacciato: An In-Depth Exploration of Tim O’Brien’s War Novel

Going after cacciato is more than just the title of Tim O’Brien’s acclaimed 1978 novel; it
represents a profound narrative journey into the psychological and moral complexities of war. Often
studied in academic settings and praised for its innovative storytelling, the book has become a staple
in discussions surrounding Vietnam War literature. This article delves into the thematic depth,
narrative structure, and cultural impact of Going After Cacciato, providing a thorough examination
suited for readers, students, and literary enthusiasts seeking to understand its enduring
significance.

Understanding the Core Narrative

At its heart, Going After Cacciato chronicles the story of a squad of American soldiers during the
Vietnam War who embark on an unexpected pursuit of a soldier named Cacciato, who defects from



the battlefield and decides to walk from Vietnam back to his home in Paris, France. This premise
sets the stage for a blend of reality and fantasy that challenges traditional war narratives.

Tim O’Brien’s story doesn’t function as a straightforward war chronicle. Instead, it intertwines the
literal and the surreal, creating a framework where memory, imagination, and trauma coexist. The
novel invites readers to question what is real versus what is mental escape, a reflection of the
psychological toll war exerts on individuals.

Narrative Techniques and Style

One of the defining features of Going After Cacciato is its narrative style, which employs a non-linear
timeline and multiple perspectives. The novel shifts between the protagonist Paul Berlin’s present
experiences and his recollections or fantasies, blurring the lines between the harsh realities of
combat and the desire for hope or escape.

This fragmented storytelling helps convey the chaos of war and the fractured psyche of soldiers. By
juxtaposing vivid battle scenes with moments of surreal imagery—such as the journey to Paris—the
novel captures the dissonance experienced by soldiers caught between duty and the longing for
peace.

Thematic Depth: War, Morality, and Escape

Thematically, Going After Cacciato grapples with the ethical ambiguities of war and the human
instinct to survive both physically and mentally. The act of “going after Cacciato” symbolizes a quest
for meaning amid senseless violence. Cacciato’s desertion represents a form of rebellion against the
machinery of war, and the squad’s pursuit embodies a confrontation with both external enemies and
internal conflicts.

Key themes include:

Survival: The soldiers’ struggle is not just against the enemy but against despair and fear.

Escape and Fantasy: The novel explores how imagination serves as a coping mechanism,
allowing soldiers to momentarily transcend their reality.

Morality in War: O’Brien examines the blurred lines between right and wrong, questioning
the justification and impact of violence.

Comparative Context Within Vietnam War Literature

Going After Cacciato occupies a unique space in the canon of Vietnam War literature. Unlike direct,
gritty accounts such as Michael Herr’s Dispatches or the political critiques found in works like Philip



Caputo’s A Rumor of War, O’Brien’s novel stands out for its poetic and symbolic approach.

Distinctive Features

Where many Vietnam War novels emphasize realism and reportage, Going After Cacciato’s
integration of magical realism sets it apart. This stylistic choice allows O’Brien to explore the war’s
psychological landscape in ways that straightforward narratives may not fully capture.

Additionally, the novel’s focus on a soldier’s internal journey aligns it with O’Brien’s broader body of
work, including The Things They Carried, which also delves deeply into memory and storytelling as
tools for understanding trauma.

Pros and Cons in Literary Reception

Critics and readers alike have praised Going After Cacciato for its innovative narrative and
emotional resonance. Its strengths include:

Complex character development that avoids simplistic heroism or villainy.

Use of allegory and metaphor to enrich the war story.

Engagement with moral ambiguity, fostering critical reflection.

However, some critiques note that the novel’s non-linear and at times ambiguous storytelling can
challenge readers expecting a conventional war narrative. The blend of reality and fantasy may
confuse those unfamiliar with literary techniques such as magical realism or stream of
consciousness.

The Cultural and Educational Impact

Going After Cacciato has had a significant influence on both cultural perceptions of the Vietnam War
and educational curricula. Its presence in high school and university syllabi attests to its value as a
tool for discussing war’s psychological effects and ethical dilemmas.

Use in Academic Settings

The novel is frequently analyzed in courses on American literature, war studies, and psychology due
to its rich thematic content and innovative structure. Students are encouraged to explore how
O’Brien humanizes soldiers, challenges traditional war narratives, and employs literary devices to
convey trauma.



Adaptations and Legacy

Beyond the page, Going After Cacciato was adapted into a television film in 1988, expanding its
reach to wider audiences. The adaptation, while more straightforward, captures the essence of the
novel's tension between reality and fantasy.

The novel’s legacy continues as a reference point in discussions about the Vietnam War and the role
of storytelling in healing and understanding trauma. It remains a pivotal work that challenges
readers to reconsider the meaning of courage and the costs of conflict.

Final Reflections on Going After Cacciato’s Enduring
Appeal

Going After Cacciato endures because it transcends the traditional war story, offering a layered
exploration of the human condition during a time of crisis. Its fusion of realism and surrealism
invites readers to engage with the psychological complexity of soldiers rather than just their physical
experiences.

By focusing on the pursuit of a deserter who symbolizes hope and escape, the novel confronts the
paradoxes of war—bravery and fear, duty and rebellion, reality and illusion. Its continued relevance
in literature and education speaks to Tim O’Brien’s masterful ability to capture the multifaceted
nature of war and memory in a way that resonates across generations.

Going After Cacciato
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Times of Tim O'Brien's now classic novel of Vietnam. Winner of the 1979 National Book Award,
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Paris. Will Cacciato make it all the way? Or will he be yet another casualty of a conflict that seems to
have no end? In its memorable evocation of men both fleeing and meeting the demands of the battle,
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Kovic's Born on the Fourth of July, Didion's Democracy, O'Brien's Going After Cacciato, Rabe's
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1989 attic exchange between American and Vietnamese writers on the eve of the publication of
O'Brien's most beloved book, The Things They Carried, years before the two countries normalized
relations. Peace is a Shy Thing is as much a history of the era as it is a story of O'Brien's life, from
his small-town midwestern mid-century childhood, to winning the National Book Award and his
status as literary elder statesman. A story which Vernon, a combat veteran of the Persian Gulf War
and a literary scholar trained by officers and professors of the Vietnam era, is uniquely suited to tell.
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Shaffer, 2011-01-18 This Encyclopedia offers an indispensable reference guide to twentieth-century
fiction in the English-language. With nearly 500 contributors and over one million words, it is the
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language. Contains over 500 entries of 1000-3000 words written in lucid, jargon-free prose, by an
international cast of leading scholars Arranged in three volumes covering British and Irish Fiction,
American Fiction, and World Fiction, with each volume edited by a leading scholar in the field
Entries cover major writers (such as Saul Bellow, Raymond Chandler, John Steinbeck, Virginia
Woolf, A.S. Byatt, Samual Beckett, D.H. Lawrence, Zadie Smith, Salman Rushdie, V.S. Naipaul,
Nadine Gordimer, Alice Munro, Chinua Achebe, J.M. Coetzee, and Ngûgî Wa Thiong’o) and their key
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  going after cacciato: How to Revise a True War Story John K. Young, 2017-01-15 “You can tell
a true war story if you just keep on telling it,” Tim O’Brien writes in The Things They Carried. Widely
regarded as the most important novelist to come out of the American war in Viet Nam, O’Brien has
kept on telling true war stories not only in narratives that cycle through multiple fictional and
non-fictional versions of the war’s defining experiences, but also by rewriting those stories again and
again. Key moments of revision extend from early drafts, to the initial appearance of selected
chapters in magazines, across typescripts and page proofs for first editions, and through continuing
post-publication variants in reprints. How to Revise a True War Story is the first book-length study of
O’Brien’s archival papers at the University of Texas’s Harry Ransom Center. Drawing on extensive
study of drafts and other prepublication materials, as well as the multiple published versions of
O’Brien’s works, John K. Young tells the untold stories behind the production of such key texts as
Going After Cacciato, The Things They Carried, and In the Lake of the Woods. By reading not just
the texts that have been published, but also the versions they could have been, Young demonstrates
the important choices O’Brien and his editors have made about how to represent the traumas of the
war in Viet Nam. The result is a series of texts that refuse to settle into a finished or stable form, just
as the stories they present insist on being told and retold in new and changing ways. In their lack of
textual stability, these variants across different versions enact for O’Brien’s readers the kinds of
narrative volatility that is key to the American literature emerging from the war in Viet Nam.
Perhaps in this case, you can tell a true war story if you just keep on revising it.
  going after cacciato: War in Tim O'Brien's The Things They Carried Gary Wiener, 2011-06-13
This did not happen is a common refrain throughout the stories in The Things They Carried. Tim
O'Brien's account of the Vietnam War purposely blurs the line between fact and fiction to get closer
to the truth of what soldiers actually experienced. This compelling volume explores the life of Tim
O'Brien and his attempts to wrestle with the trauma and shame of war in The Things They Carried. A
collection of related essays explore topics such as the moral complexity of war, writing as a path to
spiritual redemption, and the novel's portrayal of gender. Contemporary perspectives on war, such
as the need to help soldiers suffering from PTSD and not repeating the mistakes of Vietnam, are also
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of falling in art and literature. From the perspective of trauma theory, Aimee Pozorski provides close
readings of figures of falling in such exemplary American texts as Don DeLillo's novel, Falling Man,
Diane Seuss's poem, Falling Man, Jonathan Safran Foer's Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close,
Frédéric Briegbeder's Windows on the World, and Richard Drew's famous photograph of the man
falling from the World Trade Center. Falling After 9/11 argues that the apparent failure of these
texts to register fully the trauma of the day in fact points to a larger problem in the national



tradition: the problem of reference-of how to refer to falling-in the 21st century and beyond.
  going after cacciato: 360 Degrees of Reading W. E. Poplaski, 2007 What do Richard
Dawkins, Jackie Robinson, and St Teresa have in common? .They all can be found in this book 360 of
Reading is a literature reference guide for high school students. It makes a great stocking stuffer at
Christmas, or 'end of school year' gift for that special student. Any student who wants to read great
literature will benefit from this book. It has reference pages for 360 books that cover novels, drama,
poetry, and a broad range of non-fiction. Each reference page includes bibliographic information, a
descriptive note, keywords and more. Furthermore, the books are indexed by author, country of
origin, date of first publication, and keywords. It also has an appendix listing an additional forty
titles. Twenty-four books by Pulitzer Prize winners and twenty-six books by Nobel Prize in Literature
winners are among the works listed in this reference guide.
  going after cacciato: United States and Asia at War: A Cultural Approach Philip West, Steven I.
Levine, Jackie Hiltz, 2015-06-03 This text examines the Pacific War, the Korean War and the Vietnam
War, from the perspective of those who fought the wars and lived through them. The relationship
between history and memory informs the book, and each war is relocated in the historical and
cultural experiences of Asian countries.
  going after cacciato: Just War Theory and Literary Studies Ty Hawkins, Andrew Kim,
2021-09-01 This book questions when, why, and how it is just for a people to go to war, or to refrain
from warring, in a post-9/11 world. To do so, it explores Just War Theory (JWT) in relationship to
recent American accounts of the experience of war. The book analyses the jus ad bellum criteria of
just war—right intention, legitimate authority, just cause, probability of success, and last
resort—before exploring jus in bello, or the law that governs the way in which warfare is conducted.
By combining just-war ethics and sustained explorations of major works of twentieth and twenty-first
century American war writing, this study offers the first book-length reflection on how JWT and
literary studies can inform one another fruitfully.
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