
 
“He’d tried to pull off a trick that couldn’t be done, which was to remake himself.” Why can’t 
John Wade ‘remake’ himself? 
 

 
“He had happened to dissever himself from the world – to vanish – to give up his place and privilege 
with living men, without being admitted among the dead,” the narrator’s words poignantly allude to 
the crux of Tim O’Brien’s post-modernistic novel, In the Lake of the Woods, where John’s 
disappearance indicated that he was unable to redeem himself his life’s mistakes. Silhouetted 
against the sepulchral backdrop of post-war, O’Brien delves into the character of Wade, illustrating 
that John’s childhood and upbringing formed a deeply-seated self-doubt, which he was never able 
to fully overcome. Moreover, as John’s character progressively unravels and his flaws become 
fleshed out in more concrete forms, readers understand that John cannot remake himself because 
of his public humiliation from his failed political career. However, O’Brien also challenges readers to 
understand that John’s involvement in the war forced him into self-deception and self-delusion to a 
point where he was never able to be his true self. 
 
In In the Lake of the Woods, O’Brien elucidates that John’s inability to remake himself stemmed 
from his rough childhood. As the intricacies of the plot unfold, John becomes subject to neglect from 
his father through pejorative terms such as “Jiggly John”, which diminished the remnants of his self-
esteem. In spite of this, John always desired “approval from his father”, which he never received, 
forcing him into a self-delusional realm in the form of an “old mirror”, a fictional construct where his 
“father would smile all the time”. In turn, John became intrigued with the nature of perception 
through magic and “illusion”. John was fascinated with the fact that “in every trick there are two lines 
– the way it is and the way it looks”. However, what John failed to understand was the complex 
relationship between these two lines which stimulated a belief that everything was reality. As a 
result, John became entrapped in a claustrophobic enclosure of “pretending” as the means of 
surviving, weakening his chance to ‘remake’ himself in the future. The novel dwells on the notion 
that John’s “unhappy childhood” and fascination with perception and illusion entraps him in a realm 
of pretending which he never is able to escape from. 
 
Moreover, the public humiliation regarding the disclosure of John’s involvement in the My Lai 
massacre distorted John’s character, forcing him into total denial, delusion and self-doubt. John 
entered politics in order to satisfy his relentless desire for control and approval, and believe that he 
could have “sovereignty over the world”. However, John failed to recognise that “politics was 
manipulation…like a magic show” and when the media extracted information about his involvement 
in the My Lai massacre, public opinion fell and poll data diminished. O’Brien challenges readers to 
consider that the crux of John Wade’s character is based on the judgements of others because he 
seeks their approval, and once public opinion ceased, the character of John Wade collapsed to a 
state that was unable to be mended or recreated. In addition, John’s failed election also affected his 
marriage, and his wife, Kathy Wade, could “know long know who he was”. He became “obsessed 
with secrets” and believed “love without mystery” was pointless and unworthy. Indeed, O’Brien 
implores his readers to comprehend that John’s failed political career diminished the remnants of 
morality and self in John Wade, and the effect of this on his marriage was never repairable. 
 
However, it would be remiss to ignore the effect the war had on John Wade, particularly the 
detrimental effect of post-war trauma. “It is a critical moment in a soldier’s life when he is ordered to 
perform a deed that is at variance to his own notions of right and good”. This notion is crystallised 
when John, the paradigm of ambiguity, murders an innocent old man carrying “a wooden hoe”. The 
consequences of these actions were “Kill Jesus” nightmare fits and an entrapment of self-delusion 
and “pretending” to escape reality. Furthermore, John’s nickname of Sorcerer was “an emblem of 
brotherhood and belonging” which enabled him to have the power and authority he desired. When 
he was “Sorcerer”, John had “sovereignty over the world”. However when John returned to civilian 
lifestyle, in order to continue to satisfy his desire for control, he merged the two worlds into one – 
the world of the Sorcerer and the world of John – which unequivocally created the “pretending” and   



the construction of a new reality. Such self-delusion epitomised by John Wade underpins O’Brien’s 
fervent polemic that John Wade could never remake himself. 
 
Ultimately, In the Lake of the Woods critically examines the character of John Wade and how his 
entrapment in self-delusion became so volatile that he was never able to remake or recreate himself. 
In lieu of O’Brien’s intended message of delusion and its inherent ramifications, it seems fitting to 
recall the narrator’s poignant cogitation: “Among the missing, as among the dead, is the flux of 
possibility”. As such, we must regard John Wade as a possibility rather than a truth. 


