
ENGLISH: THE QUIET AMERICAN 
 
Individual desires often exacerbate conflict. 
 
 
Conflict is omnipresent and is experienced by individuals regularly, whether as aggressors; as 
bystanders; as unwilling adversaries. Yet, conflicts do not always occur in the same manner and for 
the same reasons; it is one’s reaction to a discord which contributes to these major differences. 
When individuals have clashing goals and ambitions, dissension becomes almost inevitable and 
often escalates beyond the original case, drawing more parties into the conflict, causing harm both 
physically and psychologically. It is also in these situations, when people are caught up in their 
emotions, where the most dangerous conflicts are brought to the fore, often leading to devastating 
consequences.  
 
Having aspirations is often deemed as beneficial to one’s development, yet ironically it can also lead 
to the detriment of one’s surroundings, when one becomes too adamant in achieving these goals. It 
is a quintessential human condition to uphold one’s steadfast and immovable beliefs, hence when 
individuals become driven by these feelings, they can often be impossible to contain. Humans are 
cognizant and emotional creatures, whom when presented with confronting ideologies, are likely to 
rebel and take action to defend one’s inner wants and views, to the extent of dragging other 
innocent parties amidst an adverse circumstance for their own interests. This can lead to severe 
ramifications, as exemplified in The Quiet American by Pyle, a naïve “soldier of democracy” who is 
“determined that belief is more important than peace, ideas more vital than people.” Pyle is 
somewhat biased in his views, as he is preoccupied with “mental concepts” in believing the “half-
baked ideas” of York Harding, and is convinced that democracy will “save” Vietnam. However, Pyle 
does not recognise his own ignorance for the real world and the inherent risk involved in seeking 
political idealism. This self righteous intransigence to impose democracy on Vietnam becomes 
Pyle’s sole purpose in “arguing for the sake of arguing” with Fowler that he “shouldn’t be against 
York.” In order to remove communism, Pyle goes to the extent of supplying bicycle bombs which the 
communists will be blamed for, evidently losing his rationale, as a result of his pure desire to impose 
his own set of ideology upon the people of Vietnam to get rid of communism. Moreover, Pyle 
becomes dehumanised and detached from his emotions, as exemplified when he cares more about 
the blood stain on his shoes than the “war casualties” he callously deems to have caused and 
causes further tension between Fowler and Pyle. Having ambitions can become dangerous when 
one is overly zealous in their actions to achieve their goals, resulting in the heightened conflict.  
 
One who has no explicit desires can often worsen a conflict, in causing speculations between other 
individuals, ultimately resulting in a fevered dispute. Not all individuals express their feelings openly 
with others and often it is those individuals who remain silent or act tacitly who instigate the most 
trouble. Assumptions are not supported by evidence and it can act as a catalyst for disagreement, 
especially when different individuals believe that their version of speculation is indeed the most 
correct. Phuong is characterised as an illiterate woman of few words, and is often seen as 
submissive. She behaves in a tacit manner which ironically acts as a catalyst for the embroiled 
conflict between Pyle and Fowler, with her seemingly unknown desires apart from an “occidental 
passion” for the West, as illustrated in her love for dancing and for Western movies. In satisfying 
their own needs, Pyle and Fowler are respectively “inventing a character” for Phuong, for “one never 
knows another human being.” Their speculations highlight the tension between the two men, who 
both desire Phuong for their own self interests. Individuals do not need to have an explicit desire in 
order to incite conflict, while speculations can sometimes be a damaging force. 
 
Sometimes, a desire of moving on in life can allow one’s traumatic past to again rise to the surface, 
stirring up old wounds and inducing moral dilemmas. People need to move on in life, and 
sometimes it becomes unavoidable that they are forced to relive their past memories and emotional 
scars in order to do so. There are of course ways for individuals to find an escape and hide from the 
truth of things, but if the individual is to truly forget their past and commence a new beginning, their 
feelings of sorrow and distress may be again brought to the foreground. Pyle wishes to divorce his  



previous wife so that he may marry Phuong, yet in doing so, he realises “how open the sexual 
wounds remain over the years” and is forced to experience his “own scars”. Due to Fowler’s selfish 
desire, he sets “her bleeding again”, placing both of them again in the spotlight of despair and 
sorrow. Although ultimately Fowler is liberated and is granted the divorce his longed for, he has 
been punished with feelings of guilt and has “hurt her as well as” himself. Discord, in the form of 
inner turmoil and emotional scars, can often aggravate one’s feelings, compounded by other 
complications which stem from the original conflict.  
 
Every individual has different wants and needs, and the extent to which individuals are willing to go 
to seek these desires is what determines the severity of the resulting conflict. In most cases, the 
discord spreads outside the borders of the original event and worsens a situation. Yet in other cases, 
where one does not blatantly seek to fulfil their desires, adverse circumstances can still be evoked, 
as a consequence of speculations and false assumptions. Ultimately, conflicts escalate naturally, 
but individual desires can act as a catalyst to quicken the process. 


