
English 12 – Other Voices – Summer Reading Guiding questions  

The Quiet American  
  

All incoming seniors are required to read two novels during the summer, and to complete written 
work, which will be graded, in preparation for the start of the course. Address these guiding 
questions as you read, before the beginning of school in August. There are no ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ 
answers, but your written responses should show that you have read the novel closely and 
thoughtfully, and that you’ll be entering the classroom with a good grip on the ideas it contains. 
Plan to give each numbered question set below between 200 and 300 words, and use the text 
to prove your points where quotations are appropriate. It will help you a great deal if you include 
the book’s introduction as you get started, particularly with the ideas contained in question 1 
below.  
  

Typed responses are strongly recommended. You may hand-write your answers, but be 
prepared to transfer your writing to an electronic document for submission to Turnitin.com in 
August.  
  

1. You will quickly realize that Greene has dropped us into a setting we may know little about, at 
least in the novel’s timeframe of the early 1950’s. Do a quick internet search to bolster your 
understanding of the story’s setting. Write down some interesting things you learn about the 
French presence in southeast Asia, the Vietminh, the battle of Dien Bien Phu, and so forth as 
you feel the need (though keep in mind that simply through reading the novel you will learn a 
good deal about this geopolitical phenomenon). How do the things you learn affect the 
experiences of the book’s characters? How does the backdrop provided by the setting 
contribute to Greene’s goals in writing this novel?  
  

2. Though Greene’s language is fairly simple and direct, as you read you will likely encounter 
new vocabulary words, such as ‘cuckolding,’ on page xvi (of the Penguin paperback edition), or 
perhaps ‘complicity’ on the facing page. Start a collection of new words (and/or concepts, such 
as Les Pensées of Pascal, which Greene references on page 8). Write them down, along with 
your best guess at the meaning based on the context. Then look up their definitions and write 
those down. By the book’s end, you should have at least 25 new words or concepts.  
  

3. Pay attention to the character of Fowler’s mistress, Phuong. As you read, keep a list of 
Phuong’s characteristics, words, actions, and attitudes. Consider Phuong’s role in the story, in 
the conflict between Fowler and Pyle, and in a symbolic sense. Be sure to write down 
quotations and page numbers as you track Phuong’s character.  
  

4. In the book’s introduction, Robert Stone points out that an earlier critic, Anthony Burgess 
(creator of an archetypal British anti-hero in A Clockwork Orange) compared Greene’s main 
character to a “hero pursuing the cause of British decency in some fever-ridden outpost.” By the 
novel’s end, how does Fowler compare to such a hero? How does he compare to Pyle? How 
important is the “fever-ridden outpost” to Greene’s character development?  
  

5. Consider the interplay of the various characters. Consider Fowler’s attitudes toward these 

characters, as well as country, religion, violence, idealism, and so on. Based on your reflections,  

how do you characterize Greene’s attitude toward Colonialism, toward the colonizer and the 

colonized? Be sure to use the text directly in support of your answers.   

 



English 12 – Other Voices –– Summer Reading Guiding Questions  

Balzac and the Little Chinese Seamstress  
  

All incoming seniors are required to read two novels during the summer, and to complete written 
work, which will be graded, in preparation for the start of the course. Address these guiding 
questions as you read, before the beginning of school in August. There are no ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ 
answers, but your written responses should show that you have read the novel closely and 
thoughtfully, and that you’ll be entering the classroom with a good grip on the ideas it contains. 
Plan to give each numbered question set below between 150 and 250 words, and use the text 
to prove your points where quotations are appropriate.   
  

Typed responses are strongly recommended. You may hand-write your answers, but be 

prepared to transfer your writing to an electronic document for submission to Turnitin.com in 
August.  
  

1.  What do we immediately learn about culture through attitudes toward the narrator’s violin, 
Mozart, and the word ‘sonata’? How does the issue of Jiang Jieshi’s teeth (of all things) add to 
our understanding? Consider whether the narrator and his friend are members of a cultural 
group or if they are outsiders.  
  

2. In chapter 1, the narrator steps back to give some historical background to his story. What is 
the speaker’s attitude toward the material he relates? How is this attitude revealed? Use 
quotations to support your ideas.  
  

3. Do a quick internet search to bolster your understanding of the story’s setting. Write down 
some interesting things you learn about China and Mao Zedong’s initiatives during the Cultural 
Revolution. How do these facts square with the experience of the book’s characters? What 
contradictions between objective reality and the ‘reality’ of the novel arise?  
  

4. As you read, you will undoubtedly encounter new vocabulary words, such as ‘risible,’ on page 
4 (of the Anchor paperback edition), or ‘surreptitious’ on the facing page. Start a collection of 
new words. Write them down, along with your best guess at the meaning based on the context. 
Then look up their definitions and write those down. By the book’s end, you should have at least 
25 new words.  
  

5. Somerset Maugham said, “To acquire the habit of reading is to construct for yourself a refuge 
from almost all the miseries of life.” Reflect on the reading (and other) experiences of the boys 
and the seamstress, paying close attention to the way the narrator chooses his words.   
  

6. Throughout the novel, Dai Sijie makes frequent references to the telling of stories within his 
story. Collect some of the references to storytelling (that is, gather quotations relating to this 
theme) and discuss them. How do they interrelate? By the novel’s end, what point has Sijie 
made about the role of stories in our lives?  

  

 

 

 


