ENGLISH: THE QUIET AMERICAN

“Conflict brings out the best and the worst in humanity.”

In the beginning was hope, and this hope was with America, and America was hope. All things were
made by America; and without it, no dreams were made that have been made. In it was democracy,
and that democracy was the light of all mankind. This democracy shineth in the darkness, and the
darkness comprehended it not.

The stream of American Presidents the world has seen since 1787 more or less represents this
ideal: the Gospel of Change We Can Believe In. No-one epitomises this more than the 44th
President of the United States, who like most leaders of this nation, has undergone a strange sort of
metamorphosing process as he responds to the issues and crises that strike him.

When a crisis first hits, the protagonist of this Gospel strikes back with the gentle hand of hope and
compassion. This kind of person is the community worker standing up for the rights of impoverished
black communities in Chicago, a city divided by race as much as it is by geographic divisions. And
in the midst of this turmoil is our community worker fighting for the right of families to live in
apartment blocks free of asbestos. He is a vision of hope, and a vision of a new America. His
identity spans Indonesia, Kenya, Hawaii and lllinois — the incarnation of the idea that in strength, we
have unity.

When crisis hit America again during the GFC, this same man was given a sweeping mandate to
solve America’s economic problems, the imprimatur of the people. The Office of the Presidency, of
course, came with its own challenges. He came to office in a period when America was fighting
wars in several countries — or defending and upholding freedom, whichever way you choose to look
at it. What kind of an approach has this Nobel peace laureate taken?

Every week the President hosts “Tuesday terror” meetings at the White House to discuss who will
be on that week’s “kill-list”. These drone targets are discussed with care as Obama hand-picks who
will die that week. He has signed off on executions that he knew would Kill innocent family
members. This is George W. Bush on steroids. Republicans claim the leak about these meetings
was deliberate, a re-election strategy to make him appear tough on national security. How this will
sit with the American people is another matter, but for those with an extra-American perspective, we
see a people struck down by the cruellest political hoax in recent history. Did Obama intend this?
Did he mean to sink this low? Does he see the harm in his response?

| don’t believe that he necessarily does — the human psyche shows a remarkable ability to warp and
reconstruct itself under pressure in extraordinarily inhuman ways. It is a lie that conflict always
brings out the best and worst in humanity. Conflict is what puts seismic pressure on our moral
norms and our sense of self. Conflict puts hundreds of thousands of tonnes of seismic pressure on
our humanity itself. What emerges is not humanity in diamond form. Nor is it humanity in its
crushed, depraved state. What comes out of conflict is a perversion of humanity altogether. Our
moral psychology is unable to cope with the very worst of wars, the very worst of clashes between
groups and individuals. Pre-historic men and women didn’t have to deal with drones, or nuclear
weapons, or lynching, or massacres, or dictators. They emerged from Africa and spread across the
continents, planting the seeds for a form of globalisation they could never handle themselves. He
built countries that were antithetical to humanity — above all America, whose huge military, perpetual
election process and enormous industrial capacity makes it a financially defunct war machine, which
exploits primitive human pride at the same time as acting against humankind.

Often the heroes who emerge in our conflicts are none other than self-important ideologues. They
believe they are right just as much as their enemy. Conflict just happens to bring out the right
combination of ideas and actions for our tastes — it is rare that they have come to the status of hero
as a result of considered rational reflection on what they are morally required to do. For many years
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Mubarak was the hero of the West and a friend of the US — praised for his courage in pursuing
dialogue with Israel, and his relatively women-friendly policies compared to other Arab nations —
pushed by his wife Suzanne Mubarak. Of course — when political, social and economic movements
shifted during the rise of the Arab story, this story was revised. Mubarak was reviled as the evil
dictator he truly was. This is a story which has repeated itself over and over — from Robert Mugabe,
former poster boy of African pride, to Bo Xilai in China.

This is, of course, not to say that truly good people exist. But they are rare — these saints. Our
modern day saints are often not nearly as pure as we’d like to think — in many ways they are a new,
up-to-date version of Graham Greene’s character Alden Pyle in the Quiet American. They are not
the child of democracy — but they are the child of human rights age — a post cold-war child trying to
repair a continent torn apart by internal conflict and devastating war. These are the saints who
infiltrate Africa to bring them their universal rights in the form of organisations like Knickers 4 Africa.
These are the spouses of journalists in hotels in Nairobi who spend half their time playing tennis
with contacts from Oxfam and half their time making sure that Africans look after their babies, that
Africans stay away from African animals, that African men look after the rights of the African woman,
that the African man has a plentiful supply of prophylactics, and that the rights of the gay African
couple are respected. These are our heroes who come home to conferences about development
and show photos of the photogenic Dina from Mauritania who sculpted for herself a traditional mug.
An actual mug. They explain to us that their job is to “give them a hand-up, not a hand-out” — which
is often no more than a euphemism for “show them the way, rather than just be at their service” and
probably strikingly similar to what York Harding — Alden Pyle’s idol in Greene’s novel — would have
said about The Question of Vietham. The Starving African wandering in a refugee camp right now,
awaiting the benevolence of the West, is the erstwhile Oppressed Vietnamese in the Quiet
American.

Of course, Obama’s actions are not new. Over the bombing campaign called Rolling Thunder,
President Lyndon B. Johnson chose himself which targets to attack in Indochina, believing that
“carefully calculated doses of force could bring about desirable and predictable responses from
Hanoi”. In 1954, Greene published his extraordinarily prescient novel — presenting a character, the
aforementioned Pyle, reminiscent of this President himself, but untamed by the trapping of the
Presidential Office and allowed to run rogue in the East trying to bomb Vietnam to a national
democracy — and free it from the nefarious, cold, clasping hands of Communism. Did Alden Pyle
feel bad about this? Not particularly — after all he was blinded by his good intentions. His
Vietnamese victims were victims to himself, as much as he was a victim to the American obsession.

And today, Pakistanis are victims of Obama, as much as Obama is the victim of the Gospel of
Change We Can Believe:

And there are also many other things which America did, the which, if they should be written every
one, | suppose that even the world itself could not contain the books that should be written. Amen.

Written explanation

This piece takes the form of a feature article for the Socialist Alternative, an online Australian
Socialist publication. Whilst this magazine would have a section for radical Marxist politics, this
article focuses more on criticising the existing system and responding to the current leaks about
Obama’s wartime tactics rather than proposing what ought to be the system. It is fiercely critical of
America’s role as a superpower, consistent with the far-left tendencies of the reader; it makes no
attempt to be sympathetic and takes a hard-line, often hyperbolic approach. It is largely expository
but opens and closes with a satirical modification of the beginning and end of the Gospel of John —
appropriate given that American political culture is often dominated by a quasi-religious expression
of nationalism, and also appropriately cynical for the readership, who would be largely non-religious.
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It draws upon several examples about Obama, past American Presidents and the contemporary
attitude of the West towards Africa, to make the point that different types of conflicts can induce
extraordinarily inhuman responses — whether in the midst of a conflict (e.g. in the Middle East) or,
trying desperately to re-invent one’s role in the aftermath of the conflict (e.g. after the Cold War). It
ties in the dialogue about autocratic American presidents with Indochina, and from there make’s a
comparison to Graham Greene’s the Quiet American. Alden Pyle is highlighted as an example of
how the responses of ideologues to conflicts vary over time. Whilst taking a hard line, it
nevertheless attempts to anticipate the objection that there must be some truly good people in the
world by responding that this is often a politico-cultural illusion.
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