
ENGLISH: THE QUIET AMERICAN 
 
It is difficult to remain a bystander in any situation of conflict. 
 
 
It is an easy thing to remain uninvolved in a conflict if we are not emotionally invested in its outcome, 
when we are ignorant to the effect is has on others, when we do not have anything at stake. 
However, when a situation of conflict involved who or what we hold closest to our hearts, that is 
when it becomes almost impossible to remain impartial. 
 
Imagine you are walking down King Street one evening, when you suddenly hear two men arguing 
on the other side of the road. Naturally, you sow down to watch it play out. But after a few heated 
exchanges, one man throws a punch and soon the two men are brawling. If we do not know these 
men, if we happen to have children with us, if we see that there are other, more capable mediators 
around, it is easy to not get involved. We walk away and we quickly forget such a conflict once 
existed in our lives. When we are not emotionally connected to the conflict, it is easy to remain a 
bystander. In a choice between fight and flight, we can all admit we have been guilty of the latter at 
least once in our lives. This is because some situations of conflict we just do not care enough about 
to become involved, because to be involved is to sacrifice, to some extent, our safety, wellbeing or 
resources. Living in a peaceful nation like Australia, and being so isolated from the rest of the world, 
we often neglect to become involved with the injustices that occur around the world, because 
sometimes they may feel too distant to care.   
 
This time, imagine that one of the men involved in the King Street brawl is your brother, your father, 
your boyfriends. Suddenly, the circumstances change. This is because, when those involved in a 
conflict are of some emotional importance to us. It becomes extremely difficult to remain a 
bystander. As Captain Trouin states in Graham Greene’s The Quiet American, “we all become 
involved in a moment of emotion”. This is why, when causes or charities want our attention, they will 
appeal to our emotions, because above all, we pick and choose our battles and our sides based on 
how we feel, not what is right or sensible or pragmatic. Fowler could remain detached from the 
global conflict he reported on because numbers and figures do not manipulate our emotions. 
However, once a threat was placed on his own wellbeing and happiness, his own relationships, 
Fowler becomes more involved. At the beginning of the narrative, he could say with confidence “let 
them fight…let them murder, I will not get involved”. However when he sees what he has to lose, 
when he see with his own eyes the legless torso or the broken child, he becomes engages, and 
ultimately complicit, in Pyle’s murder, and by virtue, the war. 
 
Similarly, when what we hold closest to our hearts becomes threatened or offended, we are likely to 
get involved. This does not only apply to those we love, but what we love: religions, ideologies, 
nations. The recent outcry of anger in the Middle East and North Africa was sparked by Sam 
Bacile’s viral video: “The Innocence of Muslims”. What was presented as an overreaction by the 
media, that of Muslim men burning America flags outside embassies in Egypt and Jordon, can also 
be seen as a result of emotion. These men could not remain bystanders to the inflammatory and 
offensive remarks expressed in the video against their sacred God, and so in a moment of emotion, 
they became involved. 
 
The trouble is that in our digital age, the opportunity for what we value most in the world to be 
offended in omnipresent and it is extremely difficult to remain impartial and calm. But people are 
often too quick to forget that being involved in a conflict can take more forms than just violence. 
Violence is not conflict, but a very primitive response to conflict. There are other ways to fight 
besides with arms and guns. Najaf Mazari sought to fight for peace and better conditions in 
Australia’s detention centres, not by protesting or aggression, but by sharing his story with the world. 
When we employ smarter, more peaceful methods to become involved in a situation of conflict, we 
not only begin to eradicate these conflicts, but we also encourage others to become involved in a 
peaceful way. When we read Najaf’s story, we also become emotionally invested in the refugee 
journey. Through this, we can also fight for better conditions for those like Najaf. We can flight by  



placing pressure on our leaders. It is this change in attitude, this change in perception that asylum 
seekers are not “queue-jumpers”, which will contribute to the betterment of conditions. These 
changes cannot be achieved through the throwing of rocks or burning of flags. 
 
 
When we become involved in a moment of emotion, it is impossible to remain a bystander. 
Therefore, we must seek to find more peaceful methods of action to fight the injustices of our world. 
We can no longer hide behind ignorance in our interconnected global community, and so it is even 
more difficult to remain uninvolved in conflicts around our world. Therefore we need to make our 
involvement is productive, not destructive, if we are to truly dispel such conflicts from our world.   


