
ticon that brings the natural world into focus even as it opens a lens into the 
infinite. Shelley’s “awful doubt” (77) is revealed in the conditional stance of the 
unanswered closing question, but so is the sublime power of his imagination, 
expressed finally in the lyric balance of silence and solitude in “Mount Blanc.”

—JOAN REISS WRY, St. Michael’s College
Copyright © 2008 Heldref Publications

KEYWORDS

aesthetics, “Mont Blanc,” Percy Bysshe Shelley, the sublime

WORKS CITED

Bloom, Harold. The Visionary Company. Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1961.
Burke, Edmund. A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and the 

Beautiful. Ed. James Boulton. Notre Dame: Notre Dame UP, 1958.
Kant, Immanuel. Critique of Judgement. Trans. J. H. Bernard. New York: Hafner, 1966.
Shelley, Percy Bysshe. “Mont Blanc.” Shelley’s Poetry and Prose. Ed. Donald H. Reiman and 

Neil Fraistat. New York: Norton, 2002. 96–101.

Graham Greene’s THE QUIET AMERICAN

Graham Greene’s The Quiet American achieves one of the rarest elements 
of craft in a political novel: psychological realism. Unlike many other so-
called “protest novels,” The Quiet American is at its best when portraying 
the inner lives of characters caught up in the larger political drama. Greene 
never sacrifices complexity or ambiguity for the sake of a readily digest-
ible ideology. His commitment to character, however, while commendable, 
would not be noteworthy without the novel’s controversial subject matter. 
Greene’s real power comes from his ability to translate external political 
conflicts into internal character struggles, particularly in the case of the nar-
rator, Thomas Fowler. 

Fowler embodies a skeptical intelligence confronted with difficult ethical 
choices. Those choices simultaneously involve his critical position as an Eng-
lish newspaper reporter of the French war in Indochina and his involvement 
in a love triangle with the lovely Vietnamese woman Phuong and his rival and 
friend, the American economic attaché Alden Pyle. Each of these separate but 
related conflicts tests Fowler’s supposed objectivity in a country divided by 
war and political maneuvering. Greene views eroticism as the driving force 
behind political engagement. Simply put, people choose their ideology based 
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on whom they love. A reading of the love triangle as a metaphor for old and 
new colonial interests in Vietnam is allowable and even advisable, but Greene 
never forgets that his characters are real people. Fowler, Pyle, and Phuong are 
never cleverly arranged objects designed to drive an authoritative meaning 
or message. Instead, the dark romance surrounding the courtship of Phuong 
embraces a broader understanding of sexual and psychological anxieties 
while still touching on the political conflict. This complexity is never clearer 
than when Fowler says to Pyle:

“I hope to God you know what you’re doing there. Oh, I know your motives 
are good, they always are.” He looked puzzled and suspicious. “I wish 
sometimes you had a few bad motives, you might understand a little more 
about human beings, and that applies to your country too, Pyle.” (124)

Political and sexual motives inform one another. Fowler’s longing for 
Phuong explains his bitterness against Pyle but does not provide him with 
sufficient motive to oppose and ultimately betray the man. For Fowler, 
his love of Phuong cannot justify hatred of Pyle. However, when the café 
bomb orchestrated by Pyle explodes in Saigon, killing more than two dozen 
innocent Vietnamese people, Fowler recognizes his ethical obligation to 
stop Pyle’s interference in the country. The café explosion forces Fowler to 
confront the insufficiency of his critical detachment and marks a moment of 
transcendence wherein his love for Phuong becomes a greater love for the 
Vietnamese people. Eros transforms into ethos, signifying Fowler’s awaken-
ing to true empathy. The terrible irony for Fowler then becomes his need to 
be part of the conspiracy that murders Pyle. As Fowler poignantly notes, “one 
is not betrayed by an enemy” (132).

Fowler’s psychological complexity largely explains Greene’s anticlimactic 
conclusion to the novel. With Pyle’s death and the British newspaper’s approval 
of Fowler’s request to stay in Vietnam, the only remaining obstacle to Fowler 
and Phuong’s marital happiness is the necessary agreement of Fowler’s religious 
wife to a divorce. Throughout the novel, her refusal to set Fowler free serves as a 
dramatic point of tension between Fowler, Phuong, and Pyle. When her approval 
arrives as a deus ex machina, however, the result falls pronouncedly flat. Greene 
sets this tone to illustrate the fundamental humanistic change Fowler has under-
gone. His selfish indulgence in an extramarital love affair with Phuong has given 
way to a greater love for humanity and ethics. While Fowler may still not believe 
in God (repeatedly reminding the reader of his atheism), he does believe in doing 
what is right. The most moving element in this readjusted philosophy is Fowler’s 
lasting sorrow. Although he believes that he has made the necessary choice, his 
final words carry great meaning by connecting Fowler’s erotic gain to his ethi-
cal stalemate: “Everything had gone right with me since he had died, but how I 
wished there existed someone to whom I could say that I was sorry” (180).
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