VCE English

The Quiet American by Graham Greene

Themes

THE QUIET AMERICAN – THEMES
Themes
What are themes? 
A theme is "a subject or topic of discourse or artistic representation" (Merriam Webster's Collegiate Dictionary, tenth ed.); in other words, a theme is a universal idea worth thinking and talking about. 

Themes are simply layers of meaning within any story that essentially drive the narrative. They tend to formed on the basis of opposites that create tensions between one direction or choice and another possible direction or choice (usually viewed as opposites). This “narrative tension” – between being and becoming – often forces characters to resolve the pulling forces of these ideas and make a decision about which one that character may follow. So for example, Graeme Greene’s “The Quiet American” has a number of very obvious tensions, perhaps the most easily understood is between Youth and Old Age (between Pyle and Fowler). 
Questions that refer to themes test your ability to look at how particular lines fit into the larger arguments or themes in a novel. They also have you test “hidden assumptions” within a text – ideas that we would normally not challenge or analyse as they are often part of the un-examined factors within a text.

THEMES IN THE QUIET AMERICAN

1. Western Colonialism:  Old Traditional European colonial system versus new and sinister American variant (95)
“We’ve no business here. It’s their country.” (107)

Issues: What rights do we have interfering in another sovereign country’s government? 

2. Love story, adventure story
“War and Love – they have always been compared.” (152)
Issues: There are competing views of love in “The Quiet American”. There is Pyle’s view, Phuong’s view (perhaps not articulated through her own words, but through her actions as described by Fowler), and finally there is Fowler’s view. How much is “love” symbolic of war?
3. Guilt, repentance and atonement, conscience, belief and the question of a higher authority
Issues: How much is Fowler’s sense of guilt based on western religion and his beliefs about the existence or non-existence of “God” and the values of Christianity? How much does he suffer from Christian guilt? Does he “repent” and will he be forgiven?
4. Personal salvation of Fowler (130, 138, 140, 168, 171)
Issue: How can Fowler redeem himself? Or is he doomed to live a life plagued by  guilt? 

5. One cannot remain innocent, detached, and yet human too. (152-153, 174, 183, 185)
Issue: How objective can a person be (or even a reporter)? Don’t we all have to take sides and then get involved? Can we live our lives without being involved?
6. What is one’s obligation as the superpower?   What commitments must we have?  How prepared are we to engage in a foreign struggle? (21, 176, 179). 
7. Armed Redeemer (Pyle)
8. Relationship between world of individual and public world we all inhabit
9. Disinformation

10.  Love and Loyalty

11. Youth and Aging

12.  Sovereignty and Colonialism

13.  Innocence and Experience
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