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The Art of Inner Monologue
In The Novel Swallows Flying By Nguyen Tri Huan

Hoang Thi Huong Giang'

Abstract: After 1975, profound changes in the
perception of reality and human beings led to
significant innovations in the artistic forms of the
novel. In war novels, events and historical upheavals
no longer serve merely as the central focus but rather
function as the framework and background through
which the harsh reality of war is portrayed via human
destinies and inner worlds. Nguyen Tri Huan’s novel
Swallows Flying delves deeply into the struggles,
anguish, and inner conflicts within the characters’
souls, thereby portraying the devastating
consequences of war. Through the effective use of the
inner monologue technique, the writer has
profoundly expressed the tragic inspiration
underlying the work.
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I.  Introduction

Inner monologue is defined as “the
utterance of a character addressed to themselves,
which continues to express the internal psychological
process and simulates human emotions and thoughts
in their direct flow” [1, p.108]. The authors of The
New Dictionary of Literary Terms explain that inner
monologue is “a concept referring to the character’s
speech directed toward themselves, directly
reflecting the internal psychological process; it is a
form of silent monologue (or ‘muttering’) that
simulates human thought and emotional activities in
their immediate flow” [2, p.445]. Therefore, inner
monologue can be regarded as an effective means of
describing and portraying human psychology.

Before 1975, Vietnamese writers tended to
adopt an outward-oriented approach, relying
primarily on dialogue as a means of expression.
However, after 1975, when individuals gradually
moved beyond their social roles and returned to their
authentic selves, moments of privacy and inner
secrecy became increasingly revealed, leading to the
more frequent appearance of inner monologues.
Through the language of inner monologue, writers
are able to penetrate deeply into the human inner

world and discover the hidden beauty within the
human soul.

Post-war prose depicting war has shifted
its focus toward individual destinies and personal
tragedies. Novels after 1975 concentrated on
exploring and revealing the painful tragedies of
people whose lives had been devastated by war. In
Swallows Flying, Nguyen Tri Huan directs his
writing toward human losses, suffering, and
psychological wounds. Through the language of
inner monologue and an in-depth exploration of the
characters’ tragedies, the writer raises urgent and
meaningful questions concerning the resolution of
the consequences of war in the post-war period.

II.  Research Findings and Discussion
2.1. The Language of Inner Monologue and
Obsessions with War

The main character in Swallows Flying is
Quy — a small, fragile girl who is pushed to the limits
of endurance and left completely alone after the
deaths of her father, brother, and sister. She has to
endure profound losses and suffering in both material
and spiritual aspects. Nevertheless, she remains
strong enough to confront her pain, overcome it, and
return to ordinary life with simple and genuine
aspirations. Throughout more than 200 pages of the
novel, Quy’s inner monologues continuously appear.
Readers can perceive her persistent worries,
struggles, and anguish surrounding the haunting
memories of war and the consequences of war in the
present.

Children like Quy were forced to grow up
prematurely because of the hatred that weighed
heavily on their hearts and minds. More tragically,
these children were compelled to become “extremely
frustrated and reckless in their actions, unusually
fierce in their determination, and astonishingly
proficient in the use of weapons and ammunition” [3,
p-41]. Quy, Them, Dung, Little Dung, and others all
appear painfully bewildered when they are drawn
into the terrifying cycle of war, forced to hold guns
and shoot at enemies at an age when they should have
been attending school, playing, and singing. As the
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novel states: “For four years, she was dragged into a
life that should never have existed during her
adolescence. But that was what war was like. The
abnormal became normal. There was a time when
killing became a natural and inevitable activity of
human beings” [3, p.15].

Throughout the years of combat, Quy was
brutally tortured by the enemy and repeatedly
transferred from one prison to another. These
experiences transformed her into a woman who could
no longer live as an ordinary woman or become a
mother. The brutal torture inflicted by two local
guards became deeply embedded in her body and
gradually developed alongside the hatred and desire
for revenge that she carried throughout her years as a
member of the Swallows unit. This torture not only
caused physical wounds but also permanently planted
horrifying obsessions within her mind. The language
of inner monologue profoundly expresses her
loneliness and suffering in the face of the devastating
consequences of war:

“She wandered along endless roads, and
what frightened her most was that even in hell, the
war had still not ended. Cruel men like Giam Tuan
and deputy police chief Thuong... continued to
exercise their power and cause suffering...” [3, p.65].

Although the war had ended, its
consequences remained deeply embedded in human
consciousness. These consequences can be seen in
the tragic circumstances of Mother Em in The
Burning Land (Mien chay) by Nguyen Minh Chau,
the irony and unfinished fate of Quy in The Woman
on the Express Train (Nguoi dan ba tren chuyen tau
toc hanh) by Nguyen Minh Chau, the children
carrying the scars and toxins of war, encounters
between people from opposing sides of the
battlefield, unresolved hatred, and the challenges of
beginning a new life. These concerns were portrayed
by Nguyen Tri Huan with even greater haunting
intensity and emotional depth. Returning to ordinary
life as the former female hero of the Swallows unit,
Quy no longer experiences the fragile boundary
between life and death; however, her inner struggles
never truly disappear.

A profound and persistent concern
throughout Swallows Flying is Quy’s desire to
“return to the homes of the cruel men she had killed
to see how their wives and children were living” [3,
p-21]. This thought prevents her from living
peacefully. This unnamed anguish, together with the
image of Mrs. Nam — the wife of Giam Tuan, whose
cry of “Run!” once saved Quy’s life — continues to
torment her. It leads Quy to repeatedly visit Giam
Tuan’s family, defend his wife and children, and
bring rice to support them. The fates of people such
as Hai Dich’s wife, Mrs. Nam, and children who

grow up surrounded by hatred and contempt from
those around them represent another dimension of
war.

Mrs. Nam — the wife of a notorious
criminal — cannot overcome the loss she has endured
and constantly feels that the surrounding hatred and
resentment are tightening around her without any
possibility of release. Meanwhile, children who have
lost their fathers continue to grow up while nurturing
the seeds of hatred within themselves. These
circumstances continuously torment Quy’s heart — a
heart filled with compassion and love. Therefore, she
decides to revisit the homes of the men she had killed
to understand how their families are living:

“Something beyond reason compelled her
to think and reflect; it seemed to exist somewhere
within herself, within every person she encountered
every day, perhaps within the earth and the water
itself” [3, p.150].

Within the stream of inner monologue,
characters often confront themselves and express
their genuine thoughts about life and humanity. Self-
questioning frequently appears, demonstrating the
character’s awareness while also encouraging readers
to reflect and make their own judgments. How can
collective prejudices be overcome? How can society
“eliminate inhumane impressions and perceptions
toward the families of former puppet soldiers and
officials” [3, p.50]? How can “those who fulfill their
civic duties, regardless of their background or past,
be recognized and praised”? How can “children... be
treated equally because they have never participated
in their parents’ crimes and should not be pushed
toward crimes that they could otherwise avoid”? [3,
p.175]. These are truly urgent issues raised in the
aftermath of war.

Although Quy killed enemies in the name
of justice, during the years of peace she had to live
with constant torment because of her own righteous
actions. Memories and reality intertwine, creating a
two-way corridor within the character’s inner world.
On the one hand, she suffers from remorse over the
past; on the other hand, she is filled with compassion
for the present circumstances of the families of
former enemies. These two emotional states
constantly exist within the thoughts and soul of the
female hero of the Swallows unit.

Throughout this inner psychological
journey, readers encounter the dense appearance of
inner monologue. Quy constantly speaks to herself.
This is reflected in the moment when she freezes
before an enemy and cannot pull the trigger because
of her compassion:

“She suddenly froze because Tuan was
holding his youngest child in his arms. A very
adorable little boy. She hesitated; her index finger
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seemed completely stiff and could not pull the
trigger” 3, p.60].

She would continue to suffer torment and
could never find peace whenever she thought of the
child because “he was innocent...” This becomes the
source of her painful self-reproach:

“She could never become a mother
because she had given her love to the innocent child
of her enemy” [3, p.60].

It is also reflected in her fear and despair
when witnessing Dung lying dead with his chest
shattered, and in her deeply humane concerns:

“How are the wives and children of those
cruel men living now? What prevents them from
living?” [3, p.180].

The writer does not separate the
character’s inner monologue from the narrative
voice; instead, he skillfully integrates the two. As the
hidden inner voice of the character, inner monologue
“does not require a response, remains independent
from the recipient’s reaction, and can be expressed
freely in both spoken and written forms” [1, p.159].
Quy’s endless streams of thoughts allow readers to
deeply understand the pain and post-war anguish
experienced by soldiers. This suffering continues
silently over time, appearing day after day and hour
after hour, forcing soldiers into a state of moral self-
questioning and a re-evaluation of the true meaning
of war.

2.2. The Language of Inner Dialogue and the
Aspirations for Happiness

Nguyen Tri Huan has achieved great
success in constructing the character Quy — a
heroine who embodies both courage and profound
femininity. Throughout the novel, the character’s
emotions, desires for love, and aspirations for
happiness are expressed naturally, authentically, and
intensely through the language of inner monologue,
which is characterized by a dense use of words
describing emotions and psychological states.

Quy devoted the first emotional
awakenings of her heart to Cuong, beginning with her
desire to live with him after the war ended and
continuing through the long nights spent together in
a secret underground shelter filled with complicated
and conflicting emotions. It was “a silent and
unconscious love, constantly suppressed like a caged
bird that continued to beat its wings restlessly inside
her chest every night” [3, p.71]. She realized that she
had fallen in love with him from that very night, even
though she was only a fifteen-year-old girl at the
time.

Her love gradually grew and matured until
she recognized how important he was to her:

“She felt lonely and abandoned... She
missed him and longed for him intensely... with a
feeling that was deeply passionate and profound...
She could not live without him. He had become
everything to her: both a father, a brother, and Sister
Hao... Something very delicate and vague was
forming, breaking open, transforming a little girl into
a complete woman” [3, p.170].

Her profound hatred toward the enemy
and her intense affection for those she loved
eventually drove her to take up arms and walk alone
to the commune council office to kill the enemy,
hoping to end the tension, suffering, and torment that
haunted her. However, this decision led her into years
of imprisonment and a bitter chain of tragedies
throughout her life.

The haunting memories of war brought
Quy immense pain, but perhaps the ordinary
aspirations for happiness of a wife and a mother
caused her even greater suffering:

“Many nights she left the bedside lamp on
until morning and turned up the radio loudly to ease
the emptiness”; “Her heart tightened when she saw
two white pillows placed side by side on the newly
made wooden bed. Her body became numb; the
desire to share and to experience fulfillment suddenly
burned within her heart... She held him tightly,
feeling a sharp pain in her chest because of an
overwhelming sense of loss” [3, p.134].

In Swallows Flying, inner monologue
develops into a particularly distinctive form.
“Although the monologue appears uninterrupted
externally, it may sometimes be interrupted by an
imagined ‘interlocutor.” Such speech often emerges
in states of loneliness and psychological isolation, or
in communication with divine beings and the dead,
possessing a clearly conventional nature... This
imaginary communicative activity  gradually
transforms into inner dialogue” [1, p.160].

Inner dialogue, also referred to as internal
dialogue, is “an imaginary conversation occurring
within the character’s thoughts. It is a pseudo-
dialogue structure consisting of the first person (the
person who is thinking) and the imagined second
person (the interlocutor). In this structure, thoughts
are expressed and responded to as if in an actual
conversation, including forms of calling, addressing,
questioning, rejecting, and affirming...” [4, p.61].

This type of dialogue often occurs in states
of loneliness, despair, or intense longing for
something that cannot be achieved. The character
Quy represents such a case. War has taken away all
of her dreams and happiness. She loves Cuong, and
perhaps Cuong also has feelings for her. However,
Cuong does not possess enough courage and love to
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overcome all barriers and be with her — a woman
who has lost the ability to become a mother.

Her longing for happiness forces her to
live through imagination, especially when
confronting her loneliness at night. She often
imagines Dung, her companion in the Swallows unit,
who sacrificed his life while carrying out a mission
with her:

“Sometimes when remembering the past,
she still silently asks herself: if Dung had not died,
would he have had the courage to come to her in the
future?” [3, p.35].

“Most nights, overwhelmed by the
ordinary desires of a woman who had never
experienced being a wife or a mother, she lived
through dreams with Dung... When she woke up, she
became exhausted and pale... She hurriedly rushed
outside, trying to calm herself and regain awareness”
[3, p.109].

In these imagined conversations, although
Dung does not physically appear, all of Quy’s
thoughts and emotions are directed toward him.
Through these fantasies, she seeks to comfort herself
and find the motivation to continue living.

Another form of inner dialogue occurs
when Quy experiences intense emotional conflict and
suffering before deciding to end Giam Tuan’s life
after numerous failed attempts, especially when she
believes that Cuong has died. She firmly decides to
leave Little Dung and go alone to the commune
council office to kill Giam Tuan.

The imagined conversation with Little
Dung reveals all the deepest feelings within her:

“Dung said nothing. He was angry. Her
heart tightened because she loved him. I will never
see you again, Dung. You must live. Try to live.
Brother Cuong is still alive; he will certainly find a
way to send you to the North to study. When you
meet him, tell him that I love him, that I love him with
all my heart, but I cannot wait any longer. Tell him
not to forget me too soon, okay?” [3, p.208].

The combination of narrative language
and the character’s inner dialogue creates a unique
linguistic form, vividly portraying the intertwining of
compassion, love, and hatred within the young girl of
the Swallows unit.

The most tragic aspect of Quy’s stream of
consciousness appears in her hallucinations while she
is dying on a hospital bed. Memories of war, present
suffering, and aspirations for happiness all converge
in these prolonged and intense moments of delirium.
These are a series of painful and dramatic inner
dialogues that mirror her own tragic life:

“She cried uncontrollably. Then the prison
guard with a face covered in rough warts from Quy

Nhon prison appeared. He tapped the electric baton
in his hand and looked at her trembling body.

‘Now tell me who commanded you? How
many people are in your unit? Where are they? I will
release you immediately.’

He coaxed her. She remained silent and
suddenly spat in his face:

‘Kill me if you want.’

. A moment later, she lay still and
suddenly began singing a clear bai choi melody:

‘In my homeland there is a young girl, at
the age of the full moon...”” [3, pp.70-71].

The dialogues occurring within these
nightmares move readers deeply before the fate of a
heroic yet tragic individual. Despite the cruelty and
bitterness of war, Quy, through her inner strength and
love, overcame everything and eventually returned to
life. She was able to “set foot on the road shaded by
coconut gardens bearing their first harvest,” and
experience a life that, although short and bitter, was
still “difficult and lonely, yet so lovable and worth
living” [3, pp.70-71].

Ultimately, she carried with her a heart full
of unresolved emotions about the past and the present
into eternity.

II.  Conclusion

Swallows Flying is a successful novel
employing the technique of stream of consciousness.
Throughout more than 200 pages, readers constantly
witness the interweaving and coexistence of the past
and the present within Quy’s inner world. Through
the technique of inner monologue, Swallows Flying
in particular and post-war prose in general delve
deeply into human suffering caused by war, revealing
the contradictions between individuals and
communities as well as the painful and haunting
private tragedies of human beings.

These tragedies are imbued with profound
sorrow and bitterness, which constitute a distinctive
characteristic of post-war literature compared with
literary works from the period before 1975.
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