Practice Expository Piece: Context Essay ‘Encountering Conflict’
‘Conflict is often initiated by the unfamiliar’

Conflict is in fact the very challenge of being challenged. It is with conflict that people are given the
opportunity to change, governments may be overturned and countries are divided. It is with this
word that the very basis of humanity is put to the test. It is with this word that we see the true
differences in people. Their initial choices so often pave a path to crumble at the knees or rise to the
occasion. Brecht’s notion that “disbelief can move mountains” has been made patently clear time
and time again. The destructive power of obduracy may deem society stagnant and threaten new

ideas being made redundant before their profits for the greater good are realised.

It is through the effects of conflict that the flexibility of social foundations are challenged, often
revealing how unwillingness to embrace the unknown regardless of whether new ideas are right or
wrong can give rise to oppressive authoritarian scrutiny in order to preserve the safety of
established beliefs. Situations of conflict can often be attributed to a fear of the unfamiliar. Only
once we overcome our aversion to difference can we assume positions that will enable us to address
and resolve the conflicts that constantly riddle our world. If we do not, we shall only fuel the fire

from which conflict arises.

Bertolt Brecht’s account of the struggles endured by Galileo Galilei in Life of Galileo demonstrates
how fear of the unfamiliar can lead to the repression of knowledge that has the capacity to improve
humanity as a whole. Galileo’s research and discovery of the evidence that supports the truth of the
Copernican theory, as documented in his Discorsi, could “change the course of humanity forever”.
However, the Italian establishment’s strict adherence to the doctrines espoused by Aristotle, which
held that the earth was fixed and at the centre of the universe, risked the progression of humankind.
Having already demonstrated the extent of their intolerance of individuals whom challenged them
on Giordano Bruno, Galileo’s advocation for “human reason” placed him at great risk of persecution
and initiated the ideological struggle between free scientific enquiry and the established belief. As
Galileo’s oppressors were unrelenting in their stance, they only perpetuated the conflict. Their fear
that doubt in their doctrines would compromise their authority prompted them to threaten Galileo
with the wrath of their tortuous “instruments” as they intended to silence him for putting the claims
of the church on shaky ground. Their retaliation, borne from their need to safeguard their power,
proves that conflict is indeed initiated and prolonged by fear of the power of the unfamiliar. Indeed
for Galileo, despite the fact that his discoveries had the capability to “lighten the burden of human
existence” authoritarian oppression risked the advancement of society forever. Their fear of being

challenged, of being proved false by a ‘heretic’ motivated their suppression of free scientific enquiry.
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If we are to learn from the errors of the past we must take a stance that enables us to act in

hindsight for the greater good.

In discovering the role of humanity in embracing the unfamiliar, we need only look to the work of
contemporary Chinese artist, Ai Wei Wei. Motivated by his contempt for the political regimes
enforced in China, Ai Wei Wei challenged authority through his artwork which openly criticizes the
Chinese governments corruption and cover-ups. His controversial sculptures and involvement in the
design of Beijing’s Olympic stadium caused him to gain worldwide attention, and hence his high-
profile status meant that any attempts at silencing him by the Chinese government would be noticed
around the globe. The Chinese government’s need to maintain their power was evident in their
retaliation to Wei Wei’s 2010 Sunflower Seeds exhibition as days after its premiere Wei Wei was
imprisoned for alleged tax evasion. The global community viewed his conviction as a means by which
the Chinese government could silence him for voicing his distaste for the political rigidity and
corruption in China as the government seeks to keep the nation conforming to their ‘comfortable’
communist ideals. Thus, Wei Wei’s continuous anti-communist activism and the corresponding
retaliation by the Chinese government seek to prove that conflict is indeed perpetuated by fear of

the unfamiliar.

The legacy of the infamous ‘tank man’ who stood in defiance of the Communist regime in Beijing
impressed an image of courage that the global memory would never forget. However, the reactions
of the Chinese government to erase this iconic act from the history books seeks to prove that their
intolerance of despotism is fuelled by their uncertainty of the power of the masses. The Chinese
government’s oppression of the activists in the 1989 Tiananmen Square protests is born from their

fear that retaliation would compromise their authority, and indeed their control of the people.

Conflict is built around choices. We all need to make choices in order to realise a society that is
based on embracing the new with an open mind, to ensure we act in hindsight for the greater good.
It is in making choices, however, that it is necessary to step outside comfort zones and risk for the
greater good. If individuals choose not to decide, then this can only lead to their detriment, in which
they only have themselves to blame. Individuals and entire establishments have the power to write
the future, and redefine the past, and it is with this power that all of society must make appropriate

choices.
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