ENGLISH 30-1

LECTURE NOTES:

On the Rainy River by Tim O’Brien

· This story is an excerpt from the novel “The Things They Carried” by the same author

· The short story explores:

· The role of shame in a war – guilt about going against personal principles and becoming a soldier

· Embarrassment is a recurring theme and motivating factor

· This is a piece of fiction: The real Tim O’Brien did struggle with his decision to follow the draft, but never ran to the Canadian border, nor stayed at the Tip Top Lodge.

· The focus of the story is the feelings behind the situation: the story conveys an emotional truth about war and personal struggles with it

· Many soldiers suffered a moral dilemma when going to Vietnam as the community did not support it

· The narrator’s point of view is key to understanding the irony behind this story.  

· O’Brien discusses the guilt of avoiding the draft against the guilt of committing atrocities against other humans.

· O’Brien also discusses the idea that war twists moral structures and makes it impossible to take a morally clear course

· Elroy Berdalh is a father figure for the narrator.  His effect is that of a mirror, says nothing, expects nothing, and leads him to the river but does not encourage him

· O’Brien puts the repsonsiblity in the reader as he asks “What would you do?”  “Would you cry, as I did?” – forcing the reader to understand the difficulty of his decision

· How is the river an example of symbolism in this story?

