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How Does The Character Change (from Beginning To End) During The Story? "Ambush"

Understanding character development is essential to appreciating the depth and message of any
story. In the short story "Ambush" by Tim O'Brien, the protagonist undergoes significant internal
transformation, shaped by the events he experiences and the truths he confronts. Analyzing this
change reveals themes of guilt, memory, responsibility, and the complex nature of truth. This article
explores how the character evolves from the beginning to the end of "Ambush," highlighting key
moments that mark his psychological and emotional journey.

Initial State of the Character: Naiveté and Idealism

Setting the Stage: The Young Soldier's Perspective

At the story's outset, the narrator is a young soldier serving in the Vietham War. He begins with a
sense of innocence and a reliance on heroism and patriotism. His perspective is shaped by societal
narratives that frame war as noble and justified.

e He perceives himself as part of a righteous cause.

e He is eager to serve and to prove his bravery.

e He views the war and his actions with a degree of detachment, not fully grasping the moral
complexities involved.

Attitudes Toward Violence and Combat

Initially, the protagonist sees violence as a necessary, even honorable, part of warfare. The soldier's
thoughts are centered on the immediate dangers and his own safety, rather than the moral
implications of his actions.

e He describes the war as an adventure or a test of courage.

e He is somewhat detached from the consequences of killing, viewing it as part of duty.

» His sense of self is tied to notions of masculinity and heroism.



Key Event: The Ambush and the Killing

The Incident with the Young Man

The pivotal moment occurs when the narrator, during a patrol, encounters a young enemy soldier.
Under the pressure of the moment, he kills the young man, an act that seems straightforward at the

time.
e The soldier perceives the act as necessary for self-defense.
¢ He experiences no immediate remorse, viewing it as part of wartime duty.

» This event marks the beginning of his internal conflict.

Initial Justification and Suppression of Guilt

Immediately after the killing, the narrator rationalizes his actions, convincing himself that it was an
unavoidable part of war. He suppresses any feelings of guilt or doubt, aligning his narrative with
societal expectations.

* He perceives his act as justified and necessary.

¢ He avoids confronting the moral weight of his actions.

¢ He maintains a facade of stoicism and heroism.

Emergence of Guilt and Internal Conflict

The Weight of the Memory

As time passes, the narrator begins to grapple with the moral implications of his actions. Memories of
the incident haunt him, revealing the first cracks in his initial self-image.

* He experiences recurring dreams and intrusive thoughts about the young soldier.

e He questions the righteousness of his actions, feeling a sense of moral unease.



* He recognizes a disconnect between his public persona and his private feelings.

Recollection and Self-Examination

The story delves into the narrator’s introspection, revealing how he re-examines the incident and his
role in it.

» He reflects on whether he was truly justified or merely acting out of fear.

* He considers the possibility that his initial perceptions were naive or misguided.

e This process marks the beginning of a more complex understanding of morality and
responsibility.

Climactic Transformation: Confronting the Truth

Facing the Reality of War and Its Consequences

By the end of the story, the narrator confronts the uncomfortable truth that his actions cannot be
easily justified. The internal conflict intensifies as he recognizes the emotional toll of his experiences.
e He admits to himself that the war has changed him profoundly.
e He acknowledges feelings of guilt and shame that he previously suppressed.

e The realization that war blurs moral boundaries becomes clearer.

Acceptance and Self-Understanding

The character’s evolution culminates in a nuanced acceptance of his own fallibility and the moral
ambiguity of war.

e He accepts that he cannot fully reconcile his actions with his earlier beliefs.

* He recognizes that the story he told himself at the beginning was simplistic and self-protective.

e This acceptance signifies a mature, if painful, understanding of human complexity.



Final State: The Reconstructed Self

From Naive Soldier to Reflective Individual

By the story’s conclusion, the narrator has transformed from a young, naive soldier into a more self-
aware and morally reflective person.

¢ He no longer sees himself solely as a hero but as a person shaped by difficult truths.
* He recognizes the importance of honesty in understanding his experiences.

e The story ends with a sense of unresolved guilt but also acceptance of human imperfection.

Implications of His Transformation

The character's journey underscores the theme that personal growth often involves confronting
uncomfortable truths.

e He learns that morality in war is complex and often ambiguous.
e He understands that stories we tell ourselves can be comforting but may obscure truth.

e This transformation encourages readers to reflect on their own perceptions of morality and
responsibility.

Conclusion: The Significance of Character Change in
"Ambush"

The evolution of the narrator in "Ambush" exemplifies how personal experiences, especially traumatic
ones like war, can fundamentally alter one’s worldview. From initial innocence and naive patriotism,
he progresses through denial and suppression, culminating in acknowledgment and acceptance of
moral ambiguity. His internal journey highlights the profound impact of confronting truth, recognizing
human imperfection, and grappling with guilt. Ultimately, "Ambush" demonstrates that character
change is a vital aspect of storytelling, offering insights into the complex nature of morality, memory,
and personal growth amidst chaos and violence.



Frequently Asked Questions

How does the main character's perspective on war evolve
throughout 'Ambush'?

At the beginning, the character views war as a distant, perhaps noble endeavor, but by the end, they
realize its brutal and personal toll, leading to a more somber and disillusioned outlook.

What internal conflicts does the character experience from
the start to the end of 'Ambush'?

Initially, the character struggles with fear and a sense of duty, but as the story progresses, they
confront guilt and trauma resulting from the deadly encounter, leading to emotional growth and
reflection.

In what ways does the character's attitude toward danger and
death change over the course of the story?

The character begins with a cautious but somewhat naive attitude, but after facing real peril and
witnessing loss, they become more aware of the harsh realities of war, fostering a deeper respect for
life and danger.

How does the character's understanding of heroism or
bravery develop from beginning to end?

At first, the character sees heroism as standing firm and fighting bravely, but by the end, they realize
that true courage involves survival, awareness, and making difficult moral choices.

What emotional transformation does the character undergo
during the story?

The character transitions from innocence or detachment to experiencing fear, grief, and ultimately a
sense of loss, which prompts a deeper emotional maturity and understanding of the costs of conflict.

How does the character's view on their role in the war change
from the beginning to the end?

Initially, they may see themselves as a participant or soldier fulfilling a duty, but after the encounter,
they question the purpose and meaning of war, leading to existential doubts and a shift in their self-
perception.

What lessons does the character learn about human nature
through their experience in ‘Ambush'?

The character learns that humans are capable of both cruelty and compassion, and that war often



reveals the darker aspects of human nature, prompting a more nuanced understanding of morality
and human behavior.

Additional Resources

Character Development in "Ambush": A Deep Dive into Transformation

Understanding how characters evolve throughout a story offers invaluable insight into its themes,
messages, and emotional impact. In "Ambush," a compelling narrative filled with tension, moral
complexity, and human emotion, the protagonist undergoes a significant transformation from
beginning to end. This journey is not only pivotal to the story’s narrative arc but also serves as a
mirror to the internal conflict, growth, and realizations faced by the character. Let’s explore this
transformation in meticulous detail.

Initial Character Profile: The Beginning of the Journey

1. The Character’s Setup and Persona at the Start

At the outset, the protagonist in "Ambush" is introduced with a clear set of traits that establish their
initial worldview and emotional state. Typically, this character might be depicted as:

- A cautious, perhaps even naive individual, who perceives the world in black and white.

- A soldier or a person involved in conflict, with a sense of duty but also underlying doubts or fears.
- Emotionally detached or guarded, possibly due to previous experiences or the nature of their
environment.

- Focused on survival and mission objectives, with little regard for the moral ambiguities that may
exist.

This initial portrayal functions to set a baseline, allowing readers to understand the character’s
starting point—one characterized by simplicity, limited understanding, or innocence.

2. Internal State and Motivations
At this stage, the character’s internal motivations tend to be straightforward:
- Obedience to authority or mission directives.

- A desire to avoid danger.
- A sense of duty or patriotism that might overshadow personal feelings.

This internal state often reflects a lack of awareness about the broader implications of their actions or
the moral complexities involved.



The Catalyst for Change: Inciting Incidents and
Challenges

1. The Encounter and Its Impact

In "Ambush," a pivotal moment—such as the protagonist’s accidental or deliberate encounter with an
enemy or a moral dilemma—serves as the catalyst for change. This event might involve:

- A sudden threat that forces the character into a life-or-death situation.
- An act of violence or betrayal that shatters their initial perceptions of enemies and allies.
- A moment of moral ambiguity, where the right course of action is unclear.

This incident acts as a mirror, forcing the character to confront their assumptions, fears, and moral
compass.

2. Emotional and Cognitive Repercussions
Following this event:
- The character experiences confusion, guilt, or doubt.

- They may begin questioning authority, orders, or their own motives.
- Fear morphs into awareness of mortality, prompting introspection.

This phase is crucial because it marks the beginning of internal conflict, a necessary component for
meaningful character evolution.

Mid-Story Transformation: The Journey of Inner Conflict

1. Confronting Moral Ambiguity

As the story progresses, the protagonist is faced with complex situations that challenge their initial
beliefs. For instance:

- Realizing that enemies are human beings with their own stories.
- Recognizing that the "enemy" might not be entirely evil.
- Understanding the gray areas of war and conflict.

This confrontation often leads to:
- Inner turmoil, as the character grapples with what is morally right versus what is necessary for

survival.
- Questioning authority or their previous worldview.



2. Empathy and Humanization
A significant aspect of the character’s evolution involves developing empathy. They might:
- Observe the humanity in their enemies or victims.

- Feel guilt or remorse for actions taken.
- Reconsider their role within the conflict and its toll on human lives.

This phase fosters emotional growth and begins to soften previously rigid attitudes.

3. Behavioral and Attitudinal Changes

Internally, the character begins to:

- Show hesitation or reluctance in carrying out violent orders.
- Express internal conflict openly, perhaps questioning commands aloud.
- Demonstrate increased awareness of the costs of violence.

Externally, these changes might manifest as:

- A more cautious or hesitant approach to missions.
- Expressions of doubt or moral concern.

Climax and Resolution: The Character’s End-State

1. The Turning Point

The climax often involves a decisive event where the character must choose between following orders
or acting according to their conscience. This could involve:

- Refusing to shoot or harm innocents.
- Sacrificing personal safety for moral reasons.
- Making a critical decision that signifies moral growth.

This moment encapsulates the character's internal transformation, highlighting how far they have
come.

2. The Character’s Final State

By the end of "Ambush," the protagonist’s character is markedly different from the beginning. The key
aspects of this transformation include:

- From naivety or unquestioning obedience to moral awareness and internal conflict.

- A deeper understanding of the complexities of conflict and human nature.

- An awakening to the costs of violence and war, often accompanied by qguilt, regret, or a sense of
loss.



- Potential acceptance of their flawed humanity, leading to humility or remorse.

Some characters might emerge with a sense of disillusionment, having realized the harsh realities of
their situation, while others might find a renewed sense of purpose grounded in moral clarity.

3. External Manifestations of Change

The character’s outward behavior at the story’s conclusion reflects their internal growth:

- More cautious or hesitant in subsequent decisions.

- A tendency to question authority or the morality of their actions.
- Expressing empathy and understanding toward others.

- Possibly seeking redemption or peace.

Deeper Themes in Character Evolution

1. Loss of Innocence

The character’s journey typically involves losing innocence—facing the brutal realities of war and
violence, which shatter their idealistic notions.

2. Moral Awakening

A shift from seeing enemies as purely evil to recognizing their humanity signifies moral growth and a
more nuanced worldview.

3. Internal Conflict and Resolution

The ongoing struggle between duty and morality adds depth to the character's evolution, culminating
in either acceptance or rejection of their previous beliefs.

Conclusion: The Significance of Character Change in
"Ambush"

The transformation of the protagonist in "Ambush" is a testament to the story’s exploration of human
nature, morality, and the complexities of conflict. From the beginning—marked by naivety, obedience,
or detachment—to the end—characterized by moral awareness, empathy, and internal conflict—this
evolution provides a powerful narrative arc. It prompts readers to reflect on the nature of war, the
human capacity for both violence and compassion, and the possibility for growth amidst chaos.



This character development underscores that stories about conflict are not merely about external
events but are deeply rooted in internal human struggles. The protagonist’s journey from innocence
to experience, from moral simplicity to nuanced understanding, encapsulates the profound nature of
human growth and the enduring quest for moral clarity in a tumultuous world.
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