
 
“It is difficult to remain a bystander in any situation of conflict” 
 

 
Conflict is a naturally occurring experience that individuals from around the world face each and 
every day. As conflict can be scaled from minor to major, to suggest that remaining a bystander is 
obtainable in all situations is ignorant, however, it is attempted for various reasons be it out of fear, 
beliefs and values or the understanding that it is not their matter to get involved in. Conversely, 
there are some that have such strong morals and beliefs that there is no other choice but to include 
themselves and take action, to make a change either for personal gain or in the wider community, 
despite the ramifications that may occur as a result.  
 
When involved in a dispute of any sort it is tough, however, not impossible to be a bystander, as 
emotions and morals are prominent traits of human kind. Graham Greene explores the difficulties 
faced in attempting to remain an observer in The Quiet American, through British journalist Thomas 
Fowler. “One day something will happen. You will take a side”, and for Fowler, his effort to remain 
‘objective’ and to report ‘only the facts’ came to an end after hearing Pyle’s unacceptable attempt to 
justify his reasoning for the bombing of innocents’ in the square. Fowler could no longer deal with 
Pyle’s extreme and naïve ideals that put countless innocents including Phuong, in danger. Fowler 
felt directly attached with the conflict, and forced to take action disregarding all previous beliefs and 
morals, in the aim to protect himself and others from Pyle’s destructive ‘innocence’. Therefore, it can 
be suggested that it is almost impossible for individuals to remain a bystander when a conflict 
personally affects them.  
  
Some individuals feel as if there is no choice, their passionate morals and beliefs overrule 
consequences of any kind, as making a change for personal or societal gain, is deemed more 
significant. Some individuals may be lead to believe the motivation for change is for the greater 
community, however underneath, it may only be for personal gain. Greene portrays such events 
through Pyle, the quiet American, whose “motives [were] good, they always [were].” Pyle’s great 
ideals of a ‘Third Force’, were perhaps to benefit Vietnam, and the war between the French and the 
communists, however his ‘plastics’ served no good, only devastation and destruction. No 
consequences were considered and countless innocents were murdered, all in the name of a ‘Third 
Force’, which was supposed to benefit them.  
 
Additionally; Fowler whom felt his actions were essential, in order to cease the devastation of Pyle’s 
murdering, as he knew he had to either “control [him] or eliminate [him].” However, the decisions he 
made may have been irrational, and the consequences of these decisions not properly considered, 
wishing that there “existed someone to whom [he] could say that [he] was sorry”, displaying the 
inner turmoil that occurs when guilt takes the place of heightened and frantic emotions.  
   
It is unsure as to whether Fowlers actions were truly for the protection of Vietnam citizens, or 
whether it was mostly for the regain of Phuong’s presence in his life. Either way, it can be concluded 
that in a time of conflict, though beliefs and morals are essential for guidance through conflict, 
repercussions need to be considered before drastic measures are taken whether for personal or 
community gain.  
 
Barry Heard, Vietnam War Veteran, was conscripted into the army at 20 years of age. Sent over to 
Vietnam with no real personal involvement, he was forced to fight a war that wasn’t his. Heard’s 
emotions, beliefs and morals were suppressed as “to be a soldier, you must have no emotion.” 
Heard’s role and course of action in the war was forced upon him, he wasn’t given the choice to be 
a bystander. The only time his emotions came into play, was when he got back to Australia, with the 
realization of what he had done. Heard attempted to be a bystander to his own emotions by 
suppressing them, however, the consequences of him doing so are ultimately everlasting, as even 
40 years after the war, he is still dealing with the self-hatred and guilt. Illustrating that at first it may  



seem as though an individual has successfully remained a bystander, eventually, the effects will 
reach them.   
 
In a society where each and every individual has their own rights, morals, beliefs and emotions 
conflict is inevitable, and to be under the assumption that remaining a bystander is effortless, is 
plain and simply, foolish. Despite the various reasoning’s individuals include or exclude themselves 
from conflict it is evident that excluding causes more negative results than positive.   
 
 
Statement of Explanation 
 
I chose to write an essay in the expository form, however at times I have been subtly persuasive. 
Upon reading the prompt it became evident that the consequences that occur when irrational 
decisions are made, or when individuals attempt to be a bystander. My purpose in doing so was to 
present the information and facts, and by subtly being persuasive, allowing the readers to come to 
their own conclusions about the issue.  
 
The audience I chose to write to, are my peers that have some former knowledge of the text and 
history I’ve chosen to draw upon, therefore the language I’ve written in is formal and sophisticated.  
 
The context, ‘Encountering Conflict’ was the basis of my prompt response. I drew most of my 
information from Graham Greene’s The Quiet American, however I also chose to draw upon history, 
in reference to Barry Heard to further emphasise my ideas.  


