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 Tim O’Brien states a great number of things in regards to what makes a war story in the 

chapter “How to Tell a True War Story” in the book The Things They Carried. He says things 

such as that these stories are never moral, and if one seems to be or if you felt you got some 

satisfaction out of it, it was a lie. He says that true war stories are uncompromising in their 

allegiance to obscenity and evil, meaning that the true stories don’t hold back anything. He says 

that in these stories, it can be difficult to tell what really happened and what didn’t, and how the 

true war stories are the least believable ones. True war stories never seem to end he says, and that 

they’re more about the light at the end of the tunnel than the war itself, and doing things that you 

are afraid of. 

 What I believe O’Brien is saying, is that real war/war stories have a special sort of 

legitimacy to them, a kind of brutal honesty one can’t really just “make up”. I have reason to 

believe that The Deer Hunter does indeed follow these statements and principles. 

 The film clearly demonstrates the lack of compromise on how dire the situation really is, 

for example, during the scene when our main characters are captured and forced to play Russian 

roulette. Having the protagonists held at gunpoint so that they hold themselves at gunpoint is 

such a depraved concept that it follows this principle to the letter. The viewer can see for 

themselves the kind of insanity that occurred. His statement that it can be difficult to tell what 

really happened I believe applied in this case towards the characters’ understanding of what 



happened. The characters in Vietnam were unsure what happened to Nick, what happened to 

Steve, and their friends and family were just as much in the dark.  

 When O’Brien says only the most far-fetched stories are the true ones makes sense in 

context of this story as well. If any of the characters tried to describe their experience in a few 

sentences it would more than likely sound completely insane. For example, Mike was captured, 

force to play Russian roulette against his friends, escaped down river before being picked up by a 

chopper, went home to find out what happened to Steve, then went all the way back to Vietnam 

to try (and fail) to stop his now amnesiac friend from killing himself in the same Russian roulette 

games. Something like that sounds too outlandish to be real. 

 O’Brien closes this chapter saying that war is really about love and memories. I think that 

even this applies as Mike kept his promise to Nick not to leave him behind. While the movie 

may be fictional, it certainly seems to have the traits of a true war story, with the brutal honesty 

behind it all. 


