ENGLISH: THE QUIET AMERICAN

Conflict leads to deep self understanding

Form: Creative expository

Language: Evocative and thought provoking. Drawing on language and perspectives from Graham
Greene as seen partly through Fowler

Audience: An educated readership with an interest in Greene, his perspectives and work on The
Quiet American. Also open to views alternative to the mainstream.

Purpose: To explore the idea of how conflict can leads to self-understanding.

Context: Interview conducted by an American after the Quiet American was published in the midst
of Americans labelling Greene’s work as anti-American.

“‘Many people view The Quiet American as an anti-American novel, what are your thoughts on this?”
As Graham Greene raises his gaze from his whiskey glass | get the sense he is not looking at me
but into me. | break eye contact and look to my prepared questions in search for something to ease
the tension.

“Possibly,” his expression gives nothing away.

By now, after months of pursuing an interview, I've learned that Greene values his privacy;
nevertheless | proceed to prod him into a meaningful response.

“In the novel you often refer to a ‘third force’. During your time in Vietham, did you pick up on
anything that resembled this?”

This time his eyes focused somewhere behind me in. | interpret it as an action to deprive me of his
attention and assert his power. As | watch him | find myself intrigued in the mystery of the man, yet
irritated at his immature intention to not engage with me.

‘I have heard some things, and | have seen some things,” he takes a long sip and eases slightly
back into his chair. “You are American, try to imagine yourself having just witnessed an explosion in
time square. A mother covering half her child’s face with her hat, sprawled on the pavement which is
coloured red.” Somewhere Greene seemed to slip into a recollection. “You see a Vietnamese
reporter taking the perfect cover shot just as the bomb goes off, crouched in a position precisely out
of range but close enough to capture the people being hurled into the air. Now tell me what you
would have thought?”

I nod.

“Really, what would you have to assume?” Now he head leans forward as he presses me.

‘I am a reporter; | can’t afford to have opinions,” | respond after some thought.

“Well you and | are not so different after all,” he chuckles.

I have to provoke Greene if | want a chance at making the cover story.

‘I can’t imagine the horror you have described in your book of the car bombs in Saigon? Having
experienced a similar scene in Saigon, have you gained a deeper level of understanding?”
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He pours another glass of whiskey and holds it delicately to his lips; with every sip his shoulders
relax a centimetre.

“Yes, it was most horrific. | still have dreams of the poor Mother cradling her bloodied baby. | think
that this kind of conflict, this raw encounter that elicits one’s true character, has helped me to better
understand myself. For in these moments of crisis we do not think about what we say or do;
whatever happens is genuine and from this, we are able to learn something new about ourselves.”

“Would you say that you have learned anything from Fowler’s...”

Suddenly he rises to his feet. | know the interview is over and | wondered what it is that triggered
the abrupt response

“Will that be all that be all then?” He said it in a tone that made clear it was not a question.
“Yes, thank you for your time Mr Greene.”

| sit down and sigh as | watch him slowly make his way across the café in a laborious manner as if
every step was a matter of extreme effort. With his body language and our limited dialogue, | could
sense his longing to return to Indo-China.

* * *

Greene could no longer stand it.
“This is why | never take interviews,” He thought to himself. “Especially with Americans.”

That god dammed journalist may as well have come straight out in the beginning and accused
Greene of being a Communist fighting against democracy. As he stepped outside the cool British air
sent a chill through his weak lungs while the hustle and bustle congested his thinking; though one
thing was clear, he longed to be back in Vietham. At night he would lay in bed for hours in despair,
with the knowledge that he could not even have one pipe, or sleep by the comfort of a pretty young
Vietnamese lady. As a result his alcoholism was getting worse and consequently so was his writing.

The last question lingered in his mind despite efforts to dismiss it; “Who cares about goddamn
Fowler anyway, he was just a character invented for a story.” Yet deep down Greene knew the
significance that Fowler’s actions had on him; in essence they were inextricably related. In the end
Greene would have to come to terms with the fact that he too would have murdered Pyle; “We all
get involved in a moment of emotion and then we cannot get out.” At the crux of it all Vietham was
home, and slowly as each arduous London day went by, Greene came to terms with this. As he
opened the door to his cluttered room, he collapsed on his bed and fell into a drunken slumber. The
next morning he awoke with a certain assurance as the knots of ambivalence in his insides began to
unwind. That night he had dreamt of the car bombs in Saigon of 1952; though he still witnessed
those innocent deaths, he managed to save one woman in a peasant hat with her young child.
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