
ENGLISH: ENCOUNTERING CONFLICT 
 
There will always be winners and losers when conflict arises. 
 
 
Throughout human history, it can be seen that humans have always been affected by hostility. This 
ideology is clearly depicted in Kate Grenville’s novel, The Secret River, and Arthur Miller’s play, The 
Crucible. Both of these resources indicate, as Max Lucado stated, that “conflict is inevitable but 
combat is optional”. Those who gain from hardships are not always truly successful, and many must 
be willing to sacrifice in order to ultimately attain satisfaction. Losers are often the ones who do not 
seek success, but gain greater enjoyment through the turmoil they face. During periods of hostility, 
those who gain success inevitably do so at the expense of others.  
 
Success does not always mean fulfilment and can cost some their integrity. The protagonist, William 
Thornhill, in The Secret River, seeks to attain his life-long dream of becoming ‘gentry’ and a 
landowner.  The Aboriginal community that surrounds Thornhill threatens to overtake his 
independence and property freedom in the foreign land of Australia. Thornhill unwillingly participates 
in the massacre that follows, where many ‘blacks’ are killed and those that survive, such as Long 
Jack, show both physical and mental scars. Through this event, Thornhill retains his land upon 
which he builds a house, yet inside he is a broken man. He gains a house, his definition of 
‘success’, but he is emotionally distraught and “the finished place was not quite what Thornhill had 
expected”, which begs the question whether Thornhill ever really did feel like true ‘gentry’. Similarly, 
in The Crucible, wealthy landowner Thomas Putnam loses his moral scruples in exchange for the 
land of his neighbour, Giles Corey. As Giles states, “This man is killing neighbours for their land!” 
Amongst the witchcraft paranoia and fear surrounding the theocratic society of Salem, Putnam 
selfishly hopes to secure Corey’s land and he is willing to lie to gain it. In modern society, 
achievement is often recognised as beauty, fame or wealth. Yet, as is seen with some famous 
celebrities such as singer Amy Winehouse, these achievements do not always result in a healthy or 
happy lifestyle. Winehouse’s name is constantly seen splashed across magazine covers, as she 
travels in and out of rehabilitation centres and battles her drug addictions. Whist she has fame, she 
does not appear content with her life, as demonstrated by her need to use drug or alcohol as 
outlets. As seen in Thornhill, Putnam and Winehouse, triumphs in life are not necessarily positive, 
and do not always come easily.  
 
Those who appear to lose in life may have greater levels of satisfaction than the apparent winners. 
The Aboriginal community that is presented in The Secret River, suffered tremendously during the 
massacre and the period that followed. However, they remained a tight knit community and were 
able to pull together through their crisis. The Aboriginal people of today prove this point further. It is 
seen through public recognition such as the “Dreamtime at the G” session that is held at the 
Melbourne Cricket Ground.  Each year, the Aboriginal people are welcomed in a procession 
throughout Melbourne that concludes at the football ground. They are then applauded as they 
parade around the ground, with an average of 60 000 spectators. A traditional smoking ceremony 
occurs, and the average Australian has the chance to experience a part of the Aboriginal culture 
and their strong spiritual connection with the land. The Crucible also portrays characters that have a 
better sense of fulfilment after going through tragedy. Elizabeth and John Proctor have significant 
hardships, yet through these they are able to find a deeper meaning in their relationship with each 
other and with God. John sacrifices his life, yet he dies knowing that he did not tarnish his name. 
Elizabeth similarly experiences the great loss of her husband, but she knows that “he have his 
goodness now”.  
 
Whilst both the Aboriginal community and the Proctors are not considered successful, they appear 
to be more content with their lives than the supposed victors.  
 
Many who seek accomplishment must prepare to sacrifice something in return. According to the 
Australian Government’s Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, Australia accepts over 120 000 
migrants each year. Many of these come from countries where access to education or employment  



is minimal and they seek to provide their children with the best possible care by moving to a new 
country. Some migrants persevere to learn a new language and encounter a foreign environment 
where there is much uncertainty, simply to create a better life for their children. In The Secret River, 
Thornhill’s goal is to acquire his own land. He moves to Australia, although unwillingly at first, and 
has to combat the harsh, unyielding climate that resists his plough. His wife, Sal, longs to return to 
England, where the cool, cobblestone roads will welcome their singed feet. However, Thornhill 
persists in Australia, although he has to be prepared to sacrifice his integrity to do so. By his 
unwilling participation in the massacre, Thornhill seeks to protect his family and his land from the 
Aboriginals that pose a dangerous threat. These examples portray the significant turmoil some must 
go through in order to achieve fulfilment.  
 
Throughout life’s experiences, it can be seen that hardships can diverge people into those who gain 
and those who lose. Elizabeth and John Proctor, along with the Indigenous communities of 
Australia, indicate that positive outcomes can occur as a result of negative violence or inaccurate 
evidence. Individuals such as Thornhill and Putnam, however, demonstrate the extents that some 
people will go to in order to acquire their personal form of success. Sacrifice is often necessary 
before achievements can be made and these achievements may not always be constructive. There 
is often more to success than what meets the eye. 
 


