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Tim O Brien Going After Cacciato

Tim O'Brien Going After Cacciato: An In-Depth
Exploration

Introduction: The Significance of "Going After Cacciato"

Tim O'Brien's novel Going After Cacciato stands as a groundbreaking work in American literature,
blending the genres of war fiction, philosophical inquiry, and metafiction. The phrase "Tim
O'Brien going after Cacciato" encapsulates the novel's central quest—an intense pursuit of
escape, meaning, and self-identity amid the chaos of war. This article delves into the thematic
richness of the novel, its narrative structure, and the significance of the characters' pursuits,
particularly focusing on the metaphorical and literal journey after the elusive Cacciato.

The Context of "Going After Cacciato"

Background of the Novel

Published in 1978, Going After Cacciato is set against the backdrop of the Vietnam War. O'Brien,
renowned for his war stories, employs a narrative that challenges traditional war narratives by
infusing elements of fantasy, allegory, and introspection. The novel follows a squad of soldiers
from the United States Army who embark on a surreal journey to France, where the eponymous
Cacciato has purportedly escaped the horrors of war, seeking peace and safety.

The Central Theme of Pursuit

At its core, the novel explores the idea of pursuit—both literal and metaphorical. "Going after
Cacciato" symbolizes a quest for escape from the brutality and chaos of war, a desire for peace, or
even an attempt to find meaning in a senseless conflict. The pursuit is complex, involving physical
chase, psychological struggle, and philosophical questioning of what constitutes truth and reality.

The Character of Paul Berlin and the Pursuit of Cacciato

Paul Berlin: The Narrator and His Quest

Paul Berlin, the novel's protagonist and narrator, embodies the soldier's innocence and
vulnerability. His desire to "go after Cacciato" reflects his yearning to escape the horrors of war
and find a safe haven. His pursuit is not merely physical but also spiritual, representing a search
for innocence lost and hope amidst despair.



The Character of Cacciato

Cacciato is portrayed as a symbol of peace, safety, and escape. His name becomes synonymous
with the ideal of fleeing from violence and chaos. Throughout the novel, Cacciato’s elusive
presence fuels the soldiers’ journey, embodying the human desire to escape suffering—even if
only temporarily.

The Significance of the Pursuit

The act of going after Cacciato signifies more than a physical chase; it embodies the universal
human longing for transcendence beyond suffering. It raises questions about the nature of reality,
the possibility of escape, and the human capacity to create meaning in the face of chaos.

The Narrative Structure and Its Reflection of the Pursuit

Blurring of Reality and Fantasy

O'Brien employs a non-linear, multi-layered narrative that oscillates between reality and fantasy.
This structural choice reflects the confusion and disorientation experienced by soldiers in war,
where distinctions between what is real and imagined often blur.

Metafictional Elements

The novel is self-referential, with characters commenting on storytelling itself. This metafictional
approach emphasizes the fluidity of truth and the subjective nature of experience, aligning with
the theme of pursuit—constantly seeking meaning that may be elusive or constructed.

Symbolism within the Narrative

- The journey to France symbolizes escape from war. - Cacciato's ghostly presence indicates the
longing for peace. - The desert landscape acts as a liminal space, representing transition and the
psychological terrain of the soldiers.

Thematic Analysis of "Going After Cacciato"

The Illusion of Escape

The novel questions whether true escape from war and suffering is possible. Cacciato's flight is
symbolic of the human desire to evade pain, but the narrative suggests that such escape may be
illusory or incomplete.
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The Search for Meaning in War

O'Brien explores how soldiers cope with the absurdity of war by creating myths, stories, and
pursuits. The quest after Cacciato becomes a way to impose order and purpose on chaos.

The Role of Courage and Fear

Throughout the novel, characters grapple with their fears and acts of bravery. Going after
Cacciato involves confronting these fears, emphasizing the human cost of the pursuit.

Memory and Storytelling

Memory serves as both a refuge and a trap. The soldiers' stories about Cacciato and their
experiences shape their identities and perceptions, illustrating how storytelling is intertwined
with pursuit and meaning.

The Cultural and Literary Impact of the Pursuit

Reimagining War Literature

O'Brien's approach challenges traditional war narratives that focus solely on heroism or trauma.
By framing the pursuit of Cacciato as a fantastical journey, the novel broadens the scope of war
literature to include psychological and existential dimensions.

Influence on Contemporary Literature

The novel's innovative structure and thematic complexity have influenced numerous writers and
scholars. Its exploration of pursuit—whether literal or metaphorical—has become a vital lens for
understanding human responses to conflict.

Critical Reception and Interpretations

Critics have lauded Going After Cacciato for its inventive narrative and profound thematic
insights. Some interpret the pursuit as a critique of American militarism, while others see it as a
universal allegory for human longing and the quest for peace.

Conclusion: The Enduring Legacy of "Going After
Cacciato"

"Tim O'Brien going after Cacciato" encapsulates a profound exploration of the human condition
amid the chaos of war. The novel's pursuit is both literal and symbolic—an odyssey that questions
the possibility of escape, the nature of reality, and the search for meaning. Through its innovative
narrative techniques and layered themes, O'Brien invites readers to reflect on the enduring



human desire to seek peace and understanding, even in the most tumultuous circumstances.
Ultimately, Going After Cacciato remains a testament to the power of storytelling as a means of
navigating the complexities of war, memory, and identity.

Tim O’Brien Going After Cacciato: An In-Depth Analysis Tim O’Brien’s Going After Cacciato
stands as a masterful exploration of war, myth, and the human psyche. This novel, published in
1978, pushes the boundaries of traditional storytelling by blending realism with surrealism,
creating a layered narrative that challenges readers to reconsider notions of heroism, trauma, and
the American military experience. In this comprehensive review, we will examine the novel’s
themes, structure, characters, stylistic elements, and its significance within American literature.

Introduction to Going After Cacciato: A Brief Overview

Tim O’Brien’s Going After Cacciato is a unique war novel that defies conventional narratives.
Instead of chronicling battlefield events in a linear fashion, it navigates the psychological
landscape of soldiers during the Vietnam War, combining elements of fantasy, allegory, and
satire. The story follows Private Paul Berlin and his squad as they embark on a surreal journey to
capture the elusive soldier Cacciato, who has decided to walk from Vietnam to Paris to escape the
horrors of war. Key Aspects of the Novel: - Blends realism with fantasy and myth. - Explores the
psychological impact of war on soldiers. - Questions the notions of heroism, courage, and
morality. - Uses allegory to critique American militarism and cultural myths.

Thematic Depth and Symbolism

War and Its Psychological Toll

At its core, Going After Cacciato delves deep into the mental and emotional scars inflicted by war.
O’Brien examines how soldiers cope with violence, fear, and moral ambiguity, often through
surreal or symbolic episodes. - The journey motif symbolizes a psychological escape from trauma.
- The soldiers’ fantasies and hallucinations serve as defense mechanisms. - The novel portrays war
as a disorienting experience that blurs reality and illusion.

Myth, Heroism, and American Ideals

O’Brien interrogates the American myth of the hero—glorified in wartime propaganda—and
exposes its contradictions. - Cacciato himself embodies the mythic hero who seeks peace over
violence. - The quest to find Cacciato reflects a desire for meaning and moral clarity. - The novel
satirizes the romanticization of war and heroism, revealing its absurdities.

Escape and the Search for Meaning

The narrative raises questions about the human desire to escape suffering and find purpose. -
Cacciato’s walk to Paris symbolizes an impossible quest for peace. - The soldiers’ journey
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becomes an allegory for seeking salvation or understanding amid chaos. - The recurring motif of
walking signifies both literal and metaphorical movement toward resolution.

Structural and Stylistic Analysis

Narrative Style and Tone

O’Brien’s writing in Going After Cacciato is characterized by a lyrical, poetic quality that elevates
the story beyond mere reportage. - The prose oscillates between stark realism and poetic fantasy.
- The tone shifts from humorous to somber, reflecting the complexities of war. - Use of stream-of-
consciousness and fragmented imagery enhances psychological depth.

Blurring of Genres and Reality

One of the novel’s most innovative aspects is its fluidity in genre and reality. - The narrative
seamlessly transitions between realistic war stories and mythic tales. - Surreal episodes—such as
soldiers dreaming of home or hallucinating—blur the boundary between real and imagined. - This
blending challenges the reader’s perception of truth and fiction.

Symbolism and Motifs

The novel employs rich symbolism to deepen its themes. - Cacciato’s walk to Paris symbolizes
hope, escape, and the quest for innocence. - The landscape and journey mirror internal
states—fear, longing, despair. - Specific objects (e.g., the rifle, the soldier’s boots) carry symbolic
weight.

Character Analysis

Private Paul Berlin

- The narrator and protagonist, Berlin embodies innocence and moral questioning. - His reflective
narration provides insight into the soldier’s psyche. - Berlin’s journey is both physical and
introspective, representing a quest for understanding.

Corporal Cacciato

- The elusive figure around whom the story revolves. - Embodies the mythic hero and symbolizes
escape from violence. - His decision to walk to Paris questions notions of heroism and cowardice.

The Squad and Supporting Characters

- Each soldier reflects different facets of war experience, from cynicism to idealism. - Their
interactions reveal the camaraderie and tensions inherent in wartime. - Characters like Sarko and



Doc Peret serve as foils and contribute to thematic richness.

Major Themes and Their Relevance

Illusion vs. Reality

The novel prompts readers to question what is real, especially in the context of war narratives. -
Surreal episodes challenge the notion of objective truth. - Soldiers’ hallucinations and fantasies
serve as coping mechanisms. - The narrative’s fluidity emphasizes subjective experience over
factual accuracy.

Morality and Ethical Ambiguity

O’Brien explores the moral complexities faced by soldiers. - The line between right and wrong
becomes blurred under the chaos of war. - The pursuit of Cacciato raises questions about justice
and morality.

Escape and the Human Condition

The desire to escape suffering is universal. - Cacciato’s walk symbolizes hope and the longing for
peace. - The novel examines whether true escape is possible or merely an illusion.

American Cultural Myths

O’Brien critiques the romanticized narratives of American patriotism and heroism. - The novel
exposes the discrepancies between myth and reality. - It invites reflection on national identity and
collective memory.

Critical Reception and Literary Significance

Going After Cacciato received widespread acclaim for its innovative approach to war literature.
Critical Highlights: - Recognized for its poetic language and experimental narrative. - Celebrated
for its deep psychological insight. - Seen as a critique of American militarism and cultural myths.
Awards: - Pulitzer Prize for Fiction (1979), highlighting its literary excellence. Influence: - The
novel has influenced subsequent war literature, emphasizing psychological realism. - It
challenged traditional war narratives, opening avenues for more experimental storytelling.

Conclusion: Why Going After Cacciato Remains a
Landmark

Tim O’Brien’s Going After Cacciato is more than a war novel; it is a philosophical meditation on
the nature of truth, heroism, and human resilience. Its innovative blending of fantasy and realism
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creates a narrative that is as intellectually stimulating as it is emotionally compelling. The novel’s
exploration of the psychological scars of war, coupled with its critique of American myths, makes
it a timeless work that continues to resonate with readers and scholars alike. In an era where the
realities of war are often sanitized or mythologized, O’Brien’s work reminds us of the complex,
often contradictory human experiences behind the stories of valor and sacrifice. Going After
Cacciato challenges us to rethink what it means to be brave, what we seek in our stories, and how
we confront the traumas of conflict. Its lasting significance lies in its ability to capture the chaos,
hope, and ambiguity that define the human condition amidst the horrors of war. In summary, Tim
O’Brien’s Going After Cacciato is a profound and innovative exploration of war’s psychological
landscape, myth-making, and the human desire for peace. Its layered narrative, poetic language,
and thematic depth make it a cornerstone of American war literature and a compelling read for
anyone interested in understanding the complex realities of conflict and the power of storytelling.

Questions & Answers About tim o brien going after
cacciato

N
o

Question Answer

1 What is the main theme of Tim
O'Brien's 'Going After
Cacciato'?

The novel explores themes of heroism, the absurdity of
war, and the blurred lines between reality and illusion
during the Vietnam War.

2 How does Tim O'Brien depict
the character of Paul Berlin in
'Going After Cacciato'?

Paul Berlin is portrayed as a naive and idealistic soldier
who embarks on a surreal quest to find and bring home
Cacciato, symbolizing a desire for escape and hope
amidst chaos.

3 Why is 'Going After Cacciato'
considered a blend of genres?

The book combines elements of satire, fantasy, and
traditional war narrative, using surreal and allegorical
storytelling to critique the realities of Vietnam War.

4 What is the significance of
Cacciato's character in the
novel?

Cacciato symbolizes the desire to escape the horrors of
war and the human longing for peace, representing an
idealized retreat from violence.

5 How does Tim O'Brien use
surrealism in 'Going After
Cacciato'?

O'Brien employs surreal elements, such as characters
traversing impossible terrains and fantastical events, to
emphasize the absurdity of war and the psychological
impact on soldiers.

6 What awards or recognition has
'Going After Cacciato' received?

The novel was awarded the National Book Award for
Fiction in 1979, highlighting its critical acclaim and
significance in American literature.

7 How does 'Going After Cacciato'
compare to other Vietnam War
novels by Tim O'Brien?

While many of O'Brien's works, like 'The Things They
Carried,' focus on the tangible realities of war, 'Going
After Cacciato' stands out for its allegorical and
fantastical approach to exploring war's psychological
and moral dimensions.
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