
 

 

ENGLISH: ENCOUNTERING CONFLICT 
 
‘Conflicts are an inevitable part of life.’ 
 
 
Conflict is the result of clashes between opposing schools of though. When two parties that share 
views, values or ideologies that do not agree with one another then conflict is guaranteed to ensue. 
At times, the struggle of one group of people may be essential in obtaining justice and equality, as is 
the case with Vincent Lingiari. On the other hand, such differences may be a direct result of 
differences in culture or social standing. 
 
Conflict is unavoidable when one party is engaged in a struggle to obtain basic human rights and 
justice. Such is the case with Vincent Lingiari and the Gurintji people, whose land was purchased by 
the pastoralist group, the Vesteys, in 1914 for use as a cattle farm. The Aborigines who inhabited 
the land, and shared a spiritual bond with it, deemed themselves unable to leave and instead 
resigned to working for the Vesteys for less than the minimum wage. The extent to which the 
Aborigines were marginalised is expressed by Billy Bunter Jampijinpa, a member of the Gurintji 
tribe, who stated that they “were treated like dogs” because “the Vesteys... didn’t care about 
blackfellas.” As a result of this treatment, Vincent took it upon himself to engage in the continued 
conflict between the Aboriginal people and white industrialists such as the Vesteys. On August 23 
1966, Vincent led several Aboriginal tribes to a nearby sacred site, commencing a 7-year long 
protest for Aboriginal rights and, more importantly, ownership of their land – land which “had bin 
(been) Gurindji country long before them Vestey mob.” Vincent’s actions reignited the conflict and 
debate surrounding Aboriginal land rights. Ultimately, his actions achieved the justice that he set 
forth to obtain, culminating in Gough Whitlam’s ‘handback’ where he returned a portion of the land 
‘owned’ by the Vesteys back to Vincent and the Gurindji people. When there are people striving to 
fight for justice and equality, then conflict is inevitable. 
 
When society is no longer subjected to the shackles of law and authority, a struggle for power will 
take place and this also results in conflict. Such is the case in William Golding’s ‘The Lord of the 
Flies’ where the stranded children resort to a state of primitiveness without the restraints of higher 
authority. The struggle between Jack and Ralph as a result of their opposing opinions, in relation to 
their survival, escalates and Jack finds himself completely disregarding the established social 
norms, instead reverting to base and animalistic human instincts; and this is signified by his tribal 
application of face paint and his bloodlust. Such instincts eventually blur his distinction between 
animal and human and the conflict culminates in the killings of Simon and Piggy. It is only until a 
higher authority arrives, adults, to re-establish the accepted standards of civilised society that the 
conflict ceases. Hence, it is clear that humans, inherently, have a disposition to act as savages and 
this leads to conflict. Without the boundaries that modern society has set, conflict most certainly 
becomes inevitable. 
 
On the other hand, the social hierarchies which are established as a result of civilised society 
results in the marginalisation of certain groups, as was the case with Vincent Lingiari. Likewise, in 
Kate Grenville’s ‘The Secret River’ William Thornhill’s position on the lowest rung of London society 
developed an insatiable desire within him to obtain wealth and this fuelled his eventual conflict with 
the Aborigines in Australia. Having lived in poverty in London “always cold” and “always hungry” 
Thornhill grew up with a “rage” that “filled him up.” As such, when he arrives in Sydney and comes 
to realise that he is no longer at the bottom of society – rather, it is the Aborigines – he resolves to 
obtain his own piece of land. And in the process, he disregards the Aborigines and their claim on 
the land, hence establishing the conflict between them, purely because he feels that he is now 
socially superior to the Aborigines. Other characters in Grenville’s novel take this notion to an even 
greater extent and such is the case with Smasher Sullivan. His sense of superiority leads him to 
physically abuse the Aborigines, even chaining and keeping an Aboriginal woman as a sex slave – 
“free fanny” to be had whenever he pleased. Evidently, the existence of social hierarchies gives  



 

 

those on the top the impression that everyone else is unworthy, and therefore not entitled to 
anything, resulting in conflict. 
 
Conflict is in existence in every avenue of life. When broken down to our most basic, primitive 
instincts humans have a natural propensity to resort to savagery and engage in conflict. When we 
consign ourselves to the accepted norms of society, we find that class differences also result in 
conflict. And when you consider that those who are marginalised must also take it upon themselves 
to engage in conflict in order to obtain any semblance of justice, it becomes evident that conflict is 
so deeply rooted within our society that it is simply unavoidable. 


