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Year 12 VCE English: Encountering Conflict – The Quiet American 
 

FOCUS 2: Conflicting Beliefs and Values 
 
PROMPTS:     ‘In a conflict of ideas, the reasonable and rational will always prevail.’ 

or 
‘Staying true to our core values is the best way to deal with conflict.’ 

or 
‘Even people with the best intentions can create conflict for others.’ 

 
The conflicting values of Pyle and Fowler drive much of the story. Fowler does not believe in America’s 
intervention in the affairs of other countries, while Pyle does. Pyle has gathered his youthful belief system 
from his privileged upbringing, his education at Harvard and his reading of ‘serious’ political material. He 
spouts York Harding. Fowler spouts himself, influenced only by what he has seen rather than by the words 
of others. Whereas Pyle wants to be ‘involved’, Fowler does not. He simply wants to report what he sees 
rather than think about it. While Fowler may not value his own life greatly, he does value the lives of others 
in a way that Pyle doesn’t. Their differing reactions at Place Garnier highlight this. Pyle seems immune in 
his ignorance. ‘He was impregnably armoured by his good intentions and his ignorance.’  
 
Greene also explores religious belief in the novel. While Fowler is an atheist, he does want something in 
which to believe. It could be argued that his words at the end of the novel suggest a desire to appease his 
guilt; ‘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’. Fowler is also unable to share his wife’s religious beliefs. Her 
Catholicism and refusal to divorce him keep him tied to her, something he no longer wants. Greene also 
weaves in other religious imagery. The house at Phat Diem is where Fowler sees two pictures of the 
Sacred Heart and the Mother and Child. The inhabitants have been killed, but Fowler stops long enough to 
observe, ‘One knew what these people believed even if one didn’t share their belief…’.  
 
Mr Heng provides a contrast to Colonel Thé. Both forces, communist and nationalist, are pursuing the 
same objective – taking control of Vietnam form the French – however, their means of achieving this goal 
are different. Fowler’s seeking out of Mr Heng implies a favouring of the communist position and therefore, 
opposes American intervention and Pyle’s underhanded activities. Even Vigot the policeman, says of Pyle’s 
death: ‘I am not altogether sorry. He was doing a lot of harm.’ (p.11) 
 
 

• What influences people in the development of their religious and political values and beliefs, their 
sense of right and wrong, their prejudices? Jot down some ideas. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
• Create a representation that shows the different ideologies, beliefs and values relevant to the novel, 

and the conflict they give rise to. Indicate the ways that these differences are managed, or given 
expression.  
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CONFLICTING IDEOLOGIES 

Alden Pyle’s arrival in Vietnam does nothing to mitigate the textbook theories he has absorbed. He literally 
does not ‘see’ the Vietnam that has so engaged Fowler – ‘those silk-trousered figures moving with grace 
through the humid noon’ (p.18). He is simply preoccupied with ‘the dilemmas of Democracy and the 
responsibilities of the West’ (p.10). Armed with York Harding’s summation on The Advance of Red China 
(p.16), Pyle views the country and the conflict it sustains as a cause that needs to be addressed. Pyle is 
described by his erstwhile friend as a ‘quiet American’ (p.9). He is, of course, anything but and does not 
hesitate to air his ‘pronounced and aggravating views’ (p.4) on the United States’ international mission to 
anyone prepared to listen. Nevertheless, he is a ‘quiet’ American in the sense that he operates insidiously 
behind the scenes with underhand, deadly purpose. Ostensibly he works for the harmless and altruistic 
Economic Aid Mission; in reality, he is supplying his ‘Third Force’ with Diolacton to make bombs that the 
Communists will be blamed for.  

Pyle appears to be motivated by genuine idealism. He is convinced that democracy will ‘save’ Vietnam and 
is determined to play his part in ridding the world of communism. However, the text acknowledges the 
inherent risks of political idealism in terms of instigating conflict. Pyle ‘never saw anything he hadn’t heard 
in a lecture-hall’ (p.23) and his lack of experience, coupled with his dangerously blinkered mindset means 
that he is unable to appreciate the ramifications of his actions. Belatedly, Fowler discovers Pyle’s 
substantial capacity to inflict damage: ‘Innocence always calls mutely for protection when we would be so 
much wiser to guard ourselves against it: innocence is like a dumb leper who has lost his bell, wandering 
the world, meaning no harm’ (p.29). The notion of Pyle’s ‘innocence’ is referred to frequently throughout the 
novel. Fowler’s dismissal of him with the sentence ‘Go away and play with plastics’ (p.125) evokes an 
image of a guileless child, but the ‘plastics’ in question are lethal. Pyle’s gullibility is juxtaposed against the 
true innocents – those whose lives are needlessly sacrificed – and Fowler berates himself for not 
recognising early enough the American’s ‘fanatic gleam’ (p.17).  

Fowler’s response to the conflict that surrounds him has been to sit on the sidelines. He insists on political 
neutrality and refuses to become involved. Maintaining detachment has become an article of faith: ‘The 
human condition being what it was, let them fight, let them love, let them murder, I would not be involved’ 
(p.20). Like others in his position, Fowler is in danger of becoming thoroughly desensitised to the hostilities 
that he covers for the British public. Usually the war is kept at a ‘tidy and clean’ (p.38) distance and the 
reporter’s cynicism provides a kind of protection that anaesthetises him from its many horrors. 
Occasionally, the conflict comes closer, threatening to undo his carefully cultivated equilibrium. At Phat 
Diem, Fowler is confronted with a canal ‘full of bodies’ like ‘an Irish stew containing too much meat’ (p.43) 
and is reminded of the anonymous brutality of death.  
Though Fowler recognises that ‘even an opinion is a kind of action’ (p.20), he finds himself debating the 
legitimacy of the conflict in Vietnam with Pyle. He accuses Pyle of meddling: ‘You and your like are trying to 
make a war with the help of people who just aren’t interested’ (p.86). He also rejects Pyle’s assertion that 
‘They don’t want Communism’ and retaliates with the argument for self-determination: ‘They don’t want our 
white skins around telling them what they want’ (p.86). At the same time, despite Fowler’s criticism of the 
American and his ideas, there is, initially at least, a grudging respect for the latter’s candid desire to make a 
difference: ‘All the time that his innocence had angered me, some judge within myself had summed up in 
his favour, had compared his idealism, his half-baked ideas founded on the works of York Harding, with my 
cynicism. Oh, I was right about the facts, but wasn’t he right too to be young and mistaken, and wasn’t he 
perhaps a better man for a girl to spend her life with?’ (pp.148–9).  

The two men, in fact, present an ironic contrast. Pyle’s sanctimonious theorising leaves him curiously 
untouched by the conflict he is helping to perpetuate and the real people who are hurt by it. Immediately 
after the Saigon bombing, he is shocked, preoccupied by the blood on his shoe. Later, ‘impregnably 
armoured by his good intentions and his ignorance’ (p.155), he is callously dismissive of the mayhem for 
which he has been indirectly responsible. The victims of the attack ‘were only war casualties’ who, anyway, 
‘died in the right cause’ (p.171). His primary concern is with the ‘awkward’ (p.10) possibility that Westerners 
might be inadvertently caught up in the violence. On the other hand, despite Fowler’s avowed policy of 
disinterest, he is profoundly moved by the level of suffering that he encounters. His focus is on the 
individuals whose lives have been randomly destroyed: the mother with a dead baby in her lap, the 
twitching torso of a trishaw 
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Yes, messed this up. Just read it!  
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A CLOSE PASSAGE ANALYSIS FOR YOU TO COMPLETE 
 
 
Part Two Chapter 2 (Section 3): pp. 94–96 / pp. 86–88  From “‘Sometimes the Viets have a 
better success with a megaphone than a bazooka’” to “‘They thought we’d stay. But we 
were liberals and we didn’t want a bad conscience.’” 

The argument between Fowler and Pyle about the merits of further intervention in Vietnam is given 
its most sustained and articulate expression in this passage when the two are trapped in the 
tower. 

• What is the essence of the case that Fowler is arguing against Pyle? For instance, when he 
says derisively ‘Isms and ocracies. Give me facts’ what does he mean and what is he 
objecting to in Pyle’s arguments?  
 

• At the start of the discussion Fowler seems to be arguing against any colonial presence in 
Indo-China and other Asian countries. Does he shift his argument? For instance, look at the 
section of the passage that begins ‘Anyway the French are dying every day – that’s not a 
mental concept’. Does he contradict himself at all?  

 
• This discussion has all the markings of a representative statement of two opposed views of 

experience and political activity that run through the novel. Do you think that Greene gives 
Pyle an opportunity to state his position fairly? For instance, what is the effect of Pyle’s 
constantly referring back to York Harding for authority whereas Fowler merely gives his own 
opinion?  

 
• Towards the end of the passage, Fowler makes a vitriolic attack on the concept of 

liberalism and liberals in general. What do you think he means by ‘liberalism’? Does his 
sense of it distort the way in which the concept is customarily employed? On the basis of 
your own knowledge and reading, how justified do you think his criticisms are?  

 
 
WRITE A PARAGRAPH ON ONE OF THE FOCUS PROMPTS, USING THE IDEAS AND SOME 
QUOTES FROM THIS SECTION OF THE NOVEL.  
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OTHER QUOTES FROM THE QUIET AMERICAN TO USE FOR THIS FOCUS: 
 
Pyle was very earnest and I had suffered from his lectures on the Far East. P4 
 
‘God save us always,’ I said, ‘from the innocent and the good.’ p12 
 
Perhaps I should have seen that fanatic gleam. P17 
 
They killed him because he was too innocent to live. He was young and ignorant and silly and he got 
involved. P23 
 
Death was the only absolute value in my world. P36 
 
Perhaps to the soldier the civilian is the man who employs him to kill, who includes the guilt of murder in the 
pay-envelope and escapes responsibility. P45  
 
‘The history books gloss it over’ p66 
 
It belonged to a psychological world of great simplicity, where you talked of Democracy and Honor’ p82 
 
‘Thought’s a luxury’ ‘Isms and ocracies. Give me facts....Why don’t you call that Colonialism’ p87 
 
‘You are English. You are neutral’ p120 
 
‘I’m not fighting a colonial war.’ p143 
 
‘It’s not a matter of reason or justice. We all get involved in a moment of emotion and then we cannot get 
out.’ p144 
 
Compared his idealism, his half-baked ideas founded on the works of York Harding, with my cynicism. Oh, I 
was right about the facts, but wasn’t he right too to be young and mistaken, and wasn’t he perhaps a better 
man for a girl to spend her life with?’ pp148-149 
 
‘Sometimes we have a kind of love for our enemies and sometimes we feel hate for our Friends.’ p168 
 
‘There’s always a point of change,’ I said. ‘Some moment of emotion...’ p171 
 
I had judged like a journalist in terms of quantity and I had betrayed my own principles’ 
P175 
 
 
ADD MORE QUOTES ON YOUR OWN: 
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What do we mean by values, principles, and assumptions? 
 
The terms values, principles, and assumptions are sometimes used as if they all mean the same thing – the 
underlying truths on which we base our dealings with the world.  In fact, although they are all “truths” to 
some extent, they are different in meaning and substance. Although we realize how similar they are, we’ll 
try to consider each of the three separately in this section.  Understanding the difference can help us sort 
out when we’re operating on facts or well-examined experience, when we’re applying moral or ethical rules 
or judgments, and when we’re responding to emotion or bias or unexamined “knowledge” that may not be 
accurate. 

All of these  – facts and experience, morality, ethics, bias, emotion, “common knowledge” – can be 
legitimate reasons for action in some circumstances.  (It’s hardly logical to be non-violent in the face of 
racist police armed with clubs and vicious dogs, but if those in the Civil Rights Movement hadn’t done so, 
African-Americans in the American South might still be denied voting rights.  The moral imperative was 
more important than facts and experience in that situation.)  The importance of knowing the difference 
is understanding your own motivation, and acting accordingly 

  

1.  Values. Values are our guidelines for living and behavior.  Each of us has a set of deeply held beliefs 
about how the world should be.  For some people, that set of beliefs is largely dictated by a religion, a 
culture, a peer group, or the society at large.  For others, it has been arrived at through careful 
thought and reflection on experience, and is unique.  For most of us, it is probably a combination of 
the two. Values often concern the core issues of our lives: personal and sexual relationships, morality, 
gender and social roles, race, social class, and the organization of society, to name just a few. 

Examples of statements of values: 

• Spending time with your kids is more important than staying late at the office. 

• Becoming rich is the most desirable goal in life. 

• Everyone deserves a fair chance in life. 

• Homosexuality is wrong. 

2.  Principles.   

Scientific and logical principles are derived from experience and experiment, from knowledge (which itself 
comes from experience and experiment on the part of someone else), from logical analysis, and/or from 
theory.  They are as “objective” – as free of bias, untested assumptions, etc., and as firmly based on 
provable fact or reasoned analysis – as they can be, and are considered true until proven otherwise.  They 
include the physical and other laws by which the universe operates, and their extensions into the sphere of 
human action (If you run into a tree at 70 miles an hour, you’ll probably be seriously injured or killed.  If you 
drive your car when you’re drunk, you don’t have much judgment or control, and your reflexes are just 
about worthless, making it much more likely that you’ll hit that tree at 70 miles an hour.  Principle: Don’t 
drive drunk.) 

Scientific and logical principles are typified by such statements as “For every action there is an equal and 
opposite reaction” (Newton’s Third Law of Motion) or “Dinosaurs were the largest land animals for millions 
of years.”   Such principles are either verifiable by observation – a cannonball shooting out of a cannon 
drives the cannon itself back in the opposite direction, consistent with Newton’s Third Law – or are 
supported by all the evidence available – thousands of dinosaur fossils, various chemical and geological 
dating systems – and are “theories” only in the sense that they can’t be fully proven because of the 
impossibility of traveling back in time or across interstellar space. 

Moral and ethical principles are where values come in.  These principles grow out of deeply held beliefs 
and values, and are often the principles upon which community work is founded.  Devotion to democratic 
process, to equity and fair distribution of resources, to a reasonable quality of life for everyone, to the 
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sacredness of life, to the obligation of people to help one another – these all come not from logic or 
scientific experiment, but from a value system that puts a premium on human dignity and relationships. 

It is not always the case that these are the values behind community health and development work.  Self-
interest, for instance – greater personal security, more comfort, more economic opportunity – often plays a 
role, as do other factors. 

One of the clearest statements of moral/ethical principle is that of the American Declaration of 
Independence, written by Thomas Jefferson (with Benjamin Franklin’s help) in 1776: “We hold these truths 
to be self-evident: that all men are created equal; that they are endowed by their Creator with certain 
unalienable rights; that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness;…” (But of course, this 
principle didn’t apply to the slaves of the time, just as the Australian Constitution would neglect to include 
indigenous Australians. Think about how you could apply this to The Quiet American. Surely, the 
Vietnamese people would aspire to these same rights. But does the American interpretation fit with 
the Vietnamese interpretation?) 

This statement is actually a good demonstration of how values and principles form a loop, with principles 
based on values, but stated as if the value were a principle.  Jefferson and Franklin may have held these 
“truths” to be self-evident (i.e. so obvious that they don’t have to be explained or supported), but, at the 
time, just about all the world outside the American colonies held the opposite to be self-evident.  The 
certainty of the American founding fathers had to do with their values, not with any scientific proof 
that they were right. (You could link this to other examples of wars or clashes of political/religious 
value. I think of George Bush’s speech after 9/11: “You’re either with us or against us.”  

At the same time, people may hold the same principles, but interpret them through different value 
systems.  Two individuals may both believe, for instance, that all humans are created equal.  For one, this 
may mean that she has a duty to treat everyone as an equal, and to try to gain equity for all.  For the other, 
it may mean that since everyone starts out equal, anyone who doesn’t achieve or do well is at fault for his 
failure, and therefore deserves no help or respect. (…or as soon as the principle is applied to ‘different’ 
types of people, it changes. E.g. We’re all equal unless we’re black, brown, gay, atheist, Asian, disabled…) 

Even scientific principles are, in some sense, based on values.  The use of the scientific method, the 
adherence to empirical evidence (i.e., evidence actually observed or experienced), the willingness to 
believe the evidence even when it conflicts with religious or cultural assumptions – these are all 
characteristics of a value system that puts a high priority on logical and scientific thinking and on the pursuit 
of knowledge in the real world. (This point fits in well with Galileo and his conflict with the Catholic Church.)  

Many people around the world subscribe to different values, which place much more importance on 
religious or cultural traditions, and see the work of science as worthless when it conflicts with those 
traditions.  Thus, many Christians in America do not believe in evolution, because the concept of humans 
having animal ancestors extending back to the single-celled creatures of two or three billion years ago flies 
in the face of the Judaeo-Christian tradition that the world was created as it is in six days.  

3.  Assumptions.  Assumptions are the next level of truths, the ones we feel we can take for granted, 
given the principles we have accepted.  If we accept, for instance, that life is an “unalienable right” – a right 
of every human being that cannot be taken away – then we will usually assume that killing another person 
is wrong, or at least that we don’t have the right to do it. 

Assumptions are often unexamined.  They are the facts or beliefs that we don’t question, because we 
“know” they’re accurate, even though they may not be.  The line “But I assumed…” doesn’t mean trouble 
only in the movies.  Most of us have been in situations where we’ve had to face the consequences of our 
incorrect assumptions.  

  
Values are neither true nor untrue, accurate nor inaccurate – although our values may dictate that 
we see others’ values as morally or ethically (or even logically) wrong – but rather an expression of 
an individual’s beliefs and preferences.  Our values are a reflection of the way each of us sees and 
addresses the world.  By the very nature of values, we see our own values as right, and defend 
them with our arguments, with our votes, and sometimes with our lives. 

Although values can and do change as people grow and learn, there are some basic values that 
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most people hold: the need to protect and preserve human life, for instance, or the responsibility of adults 
to care for children.  These and a number of other values – many set down in lists of rules such as the 
Judaeo-Christian Ten Commandments – are held by the majority of people in most societies, and are often 
the foundation of laws and social norms.  

NOW FOR SOME SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIAL: 
 
Remember, I mentioned the Scopes ‘Monkey Trial’ to you? Go back and revisit the example. Here’s some 
links.  

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/evolution/library/08/2/l_082_01.html 

http://law2.umkc.edu/faculty/projects/ftrials/scopes/evolut.htm 

Here is a link to a full documentary about the Scopes Trial. You may like to watch it over the holidays. This 
whole conflict between creationism and evolution/Darwinism is perfect to use in your context responses. It 
will also link beautifully to ‘Life of Galileo’ if you so choose. You can also find snippets from the film based 
on the trial, ‘Inherit the Wind’ on YouTube. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IVD4TjxnJ0M  

 
 

 
If you think that Australia is immune from this debate, read the newspaper article below.  
http://www.smh.com.au/national/education/christian-schools-angry-over-ban-on-teaching-creationism-
20100302-pgjb.html 
 
And if you would like to listen to a radio podcast from earlier this year, follow this link. This is a Radio 
National discussion about the teaching of Christianity and creationism in some Queensland schools. 
http://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/lifematters/creationism-in-queensland-schools/4496260 
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EVEN LITERATURE CAN PROVOKE CONFLICT 
 
Last year, a Victorian teacher complained about a novel on the Year 12 VCE Literature list, Love in the 
Time of Cholera. It took one complaint but the result was a VCAA check on the appropriateness of the text 
(which had already passed Literature text list criteria when it was selected). At least 2 Victorian schools 
removed the novel from their text list after the media fuss. If you are interested, here’s the links to 
Christopher Bantick’s arguments why the novel should be delisted and Josh Parker’s eloquent response.  
 
http://www.theage.com.au/federal-politics/society-and-culture/sex-with-a-child-is-not-the-stuff-of-the-school-
curriculum-20121205-2avl6.html 
 
http://www.smh.com.au/federal-politics/society-and-culture/confrontational-is-still-educational-20121207-
2b10t.html 
 
 
 
BACK TO RELIGION 
 
You may have heard on the news recently that a church in Melbourne had protested against the building of 
a mosque next door. There may be perfectly rational reasons for protesting against the planning permit 
(such as parking, noise issues) but there is also a view from some that the protests are based on 
religious/cultural conflict.  
 
http://www.heraldsun.com.au/news/victoria/council-gives-go-ahead-for-mosque-to-be-built-next-to-a-
church-in-melbournes-north/story-fni0fit3-1226704629019 
Similar protests have occurred on the Gold Coast. 
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2010-09-17/residents-against-mosque-have-nothing-to-fear/2264970 
 
And these comments from a ‘political party’ website against a new mosque in Newcastle are quite shocking 
and extreme. 
http://www.protectionist.net/2010/03/10/protectionist-party-protest-new-mosque-in-newcastle/ 
 
 
THIS ARTICLE MAKES INTERESTING READING. IT ALSO CONTAINS SOME VERY USEFUL 
VOCABULARY. 
 
At the dawn of the twenty-first century, a casual glance at world affairs would suggest that religion is at the 
core of much of the strife around the globe. Often, religion is a contentious issue. Where eternal salvation is 
at stake, compromise can be difficult at or even sinful. Religion is also important because, as a central part 
of many individuals' identity, any threat to one's beliefs is a threat to one's very being. This is a primary 
motivation for ethno-religious nationalists. 
 
However, the relationship between religion and conflict is, in fact, a complex one. Religiously-motivated 
peace builders have played important roles in addressing many conflicts around the world. This aspect of 
religion and conflict is discussed in the parallel essay on religion and peace. This essay considers some of 
the means through which religion can be a source of conflict. 
 
Religion and Conflict 
Although not necessarily so, there are some aspects of religion that make it susceptible to being a latent 
source of conflict. All religions have their accepted dogma, or articles of belief, that followers must accept 
without question. This can lead to inflexibility and intolerance in the face of other beliefs. After all, if it is the 
word of God, how can one compromise it? At the same time, scripture and dogma are often vague and 
open to interpretation. Therefore, conflict can arise over whose interpretation is the correct one, a conflict 
that ultimately cannot be solved because there is no arbiter. The winner generally is the interpretation that 
attracts the most followers. However, those followers must also be motivated to action. Although, almost 
invariably, the majority of any faith hold moderate views, they are often more complacent, whereas 
extremists are motivated to bring their interpretation of God's will to fruition. 
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Religious extremists can contribute to conflict escalation. They see radical measures as necessary to 
fulfilling God's wishes. Fundamentalists of any religion tend to take a Manichean view of the world. If the 
world is a struggle between good and evil, it is hard to justify compromising with the devil. Any sign of 
moderation can be decried as selling out, more importantly, of abandoning God's will. 
 
Some groups, such as America's New Christian Right and Jama'at-i-Islami of Pakistan, have operated 
largely through constitutional means though still pursue intolerant ends. In circumstances where moderate 
ways are not perceived to have produced results, whether social, political, or economic, the populace may 
turn to extreme interpretations for solutions. Without legitimate mechanisms for religious groups to express 
their views, they may be more likely to resort to violence. Hizbullah in Lebanon and Hamas in Palestine 
have engaged in violence, but they also gained supporters through social service work when the 
government is perceived as doing little for the population. Radical Jewish cells in Israel and Hindu 
nationalists and Sikh extremists in India are other examples of fundamentalist movements driven by 
perceived threat to the faith. Religious revivalism is powerful in that it can provide a sense of pride and 
purpose, but in places such as Sri Lanka and Sudan it has produced a strong form of illiberal nationalism 
that has periodically led to intolerance and discrimination. Some religious groups, such as the Kach and 
Kahane Chai parties in Israel or Egypt's Islamic Jihad, consider violence to be a ‘duty'. Those who call for 
violence see themselves as divinely directed and therefore obstacles must be eliminated. 
 
Many religions also have significant strains of evangelism, which can be conflictual. Believers are called 
upon to spread the word of God and increase the numbers of the flock. For example, the effort to impose 
Christianity on subject peoples was an important part of the conflict surrounding European colonization. 
Similarly, a group may seek to deny other religions the opportunity to practice their faith. In part, this is out 
of a desire to minimize beliefs the dominant group feels to be inferior or dangerous. Suppression of 
Christianity in China and the Sudan are but two contemporary examples. In the case of China, it is not a 
conflict between religions, but rather the government views religion as a dangerous rival for citizens' 
loyalties. All of these instances derive from a lack of respect for other faiths. 
 
Religious fundamentalists are primarily driven by displeasure with modernity. Motivated by the 
marginalization of religion in modern society, they act to restore faith to a central place. There is a need for 
purification of the religion in the eyes of fundamentalists. Recently, cultural globalization has in part become 
shorthand for this trend. The spread of Western materialism is often blamed for increases in gambling, 
alcoholism, and loose morals in general. Al-Qaeda, for example, claims it is motivated by this neo-
imperialism as well as the presence of foreign military forces in the Muslim holy lands. The liberal 
underpinning of Western culture is also threatening to tradition in prioritizing the individual over the group, 
and by questioning the appropriate role for women in society. Of course, the growth of the New Christian 
Right in the United States indicates that Westerners too feel that modern society is missing something. 
Conflict over abortion and the teaching of evolution in schools are but two examples of issues where some 
groups feel religious tradition has been abandoned. 
 
Religious nationalists too can produce extremist sentiment. Religious nationalists tend to view their 
religious traditions as so closely tied to their nation or their land that any threat to one of these is a threat to 
one's existence. Therefore, religious nationalists respond to threats to the religion by seeking a political 
entity in which their faith is privileged at the expense of others. In these contexts, it is also likely that 
religious symbols will come to be used to forward ethnic or nationalist causes. This has been the case for 
Catholics in Northern Ireland, the Serbian Orthodox church in Milosevic's Yugoslavia, and Hindu 
nationalists in India. 
 
Popular portrayals of religion often reinforce the view of religion being conflictual. The global media has 
paid significant attention to religion and conflict, but not the ways in which religion has played a powerful 
peacemaking role. This excessive emphasis on the negative side of religion and the actions of religious 
extremists generates interfaith fear and hostility. What is more, media portrayals of religious conflict have 
tended to do so in such a way so as to confuse rather than inform. It does so by misunderstanding goals 
and alliances between groups, thereby exacerbating polarization. The tendency to carelessly throw around 
the terms ‘fundamentalist' and ‘extremist' masks significant differences in beliefs, goals, and tactics. 
 
Religion and Latent Conflict 
In virtually every heterogeneous society, religious difference serves as a source of potential conflict. 
Because individuals are often ignorant of other faiths, there is some potential tension but it does not 
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necessarily mean conflict will result. Religion is not necessarily conflictual but, as with ethnicity or race, 
religion serves, as a way to distinguish one's self and one's group from the other. Often, the group with less 
power, be it political or economic, is more aware of the tension than the privileged. When the privileged 
group is a minority, however, such as the Jews historically were in much of Europe, they are often well 
aware of the latent conflict. There are steps that can be taken at this stage to head off conflict. Interfaith 
dialogue, discussed further below, can increase understanding. Intermediaries may help facilitate this. 
 
Religion and Conflict Escalation 
With religion a latent source of conflict, a triggering event can cause the conflict to escalate. At this stage in 
a conflict, grievances, goals, and methods often change in such a way so as to make the conflict more 
difficult to resolve. The momentum of the conflict may give extremists the upper hand. In a crisis, group 
members may see extremists as those that can produce what appear to be gains, at least in the short-term. 
In such situations, group identities are even more firmly shaped in relation to the other group, thereby 
reinforcing the message of extremists that one's religion is threatened by another faith that is diametrically 
opposed. Often, historic grievances are recast as being the responsibility of the current enemy. Because at 
this stage tactics often come detached from goals, radical interpretations are increasingly favored. Once 
martyrs have been sacrificed, it becomes increasingly difficult to compromise because their lives will seem 
to have been lost in vain (see the essay on entrapment* for more on this problem). 
 
What is to Be Done 
In the eyes of many, religion is inherently conflictual, but this is not necessarily so. Therefore, in part, the 
solution is to promote a heightened awareness of the positive peace building and reconciliatory role religion 
has played in many conflict situations. More generally, fighting ignorance can go a long way. Interfaith 
dialogue would be beneficial at all levels of religious hierarchies and across all segments of religious 
communities. Where silence and misunderstanding are all too common, learning about other religions 
would be a powerful step forward. Being educated about other religions does not mean conversion but may 
facilitate understanding and respect for other faiths. Communicating in a spirit of humility and engaging in 
self-criticism would also be helpful.[4] 
 
http://www.beyondintractability.org/bi-essay/religion-and-conflict 
 
 
THE EARLIER MATERIAL WE LOOKED AT ON SAME-SEX MARRIAGE ALSO FITS INTO THIS 
FOCUS ABOUT DIFFERING BELIEFS AND VALUES 
 
http://www.theage.com.au/federal-politics/federal-election-2013/children-featured-in-election-antigay-
marriage-push-20130904-2t4dt.html 
 
This advertisement used in the current Australian election campaign gives you an idea of the views held by 
one group.  
 
http://www.abc.net.au/religion/articles/2011/05/20/3222067.htm 
This article very reasonably sets out the arguments against same-sex marriage. It is important to look at the 
views of those who oppose as well as support in order to really understand the conflict of values and 
beliefs. 
 
YOU CAN ALSO LOOK FOR EXAMPLES OF OTHER CONTENTIOUS MORAL ISSUES SUCH AS 
ABORTION AND EUTHANASIA.  
 
http://www.creducation.org/catalog/index.php?P=GoTo&ID=196&MF=4 
This is quite a neat little PowerPoint presentation on conflicting ideologies. Good vocabulary.  
 
 
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/keywords/opinions.html 
And some quotes from some famous, and not so famous about different opinions.  
 
 
 
 



Jan	  May	   Encountering	  Conflict	   The	  Quiet	  American	  

WIKILEAKS, JULIAN ASSANGE, WHISTLEBLOWERS, BRADLEY MANNING 
Think about why these issues and individuals have created much conflict of opinion. Many believe men 
such as Assange and Manning have done something admirable. Governments and the military think the 
opposite. You might like to develop a paragraph on this idea.  
 
AND WHAT ABOUT CENSORSHIP? 
 
Governments and other institutions can censor the information available to citizens, students or to the wider 
world. Think about the parts of the world where internet access is restricted, where television might be 
government controlled or schools are limited in the curriculum they can teach. The earlier material on 
creation versus evolution and school text books fits into this category.  
 
 
                                                                                                                
 
 

 http://www.cla.asn.au/News/bigotry-is-hard-wired/ 
 Visit the Civil Liberties Australia site. It has some I
 nteresting articles. 

 
 
OTHER EXAMPLES I CAN USE FOR THIS FOCUS: 
 
 


