
 

 
‘Conflict is driven by self-interest’ 
 

 
Henri Frederic Amiel’s statement “self-interest is but the survival in the animal in us” reflects how 
self-interest is an innate component of the human psyche that has the potential to spark conflict. 
Misunderstanding and tension between two individuals is often instigated by a focus on the needs of 
oneself. Likewise, a concern for one’s own personal advantage can stimulate conflict between two 
groups. In spite of this, a conflict may also be driven by other motives, such as reluctance to 
compromise, or a clash between one’s morals and actions. 
 
Differences and hostility between two individuals are often driven by self-interest. When one veils 
the truth from another person with the intention of gaining a personal advantage, the outcome is 
often conflicting. The betrayal felt by the other person often results in the taking some sort of action 
to show they are hurt, which may ultimately lead to interpersonal conflict. This is observed in the 
relationship between Graham Greene’s characters of Fowler and Phuong in ‘The Quiet American’. 
Fowler’s main motive for being with Phuong is to have somebody to satisfy his sexual desires and 
comply to his demands, consequently causing him to lie to her to prevent losing her. He instils false 
hope in Phuong when confirming that his divorce has been granted, merely so that he can remain 
with her and have his needs attended to. However, when Phuong becomes aware of Fowler’s 
deceit, she leaves him to live with Pyle, emphasising the notion that tension within a relationship can 
be roused by self-interest.  In a similar vein, differences may also arise when both individuals in a 
relationship present opposing views that are shaped by a concern of their own personal advantage. 
This is usually the case when both of them prioritise their own needs when making important 
decisions, even if it is at the expense of their relationship. In turn, this can cause interpersonal 
conflict, as evident with Tim Winton’s characters of Jerra and Rachel in ‘Minimum of Two’. Both 
Jerra and Rachel have different suggestions on how to support their family, each driven by their own 
personal interests. Jerra wants to resume his old profession as a musician with a yearning to relive 
the live he had prior to losing his job. However, Rachel desires to study at university while Jerra 
looks after their son, Sam, influenced by her eagerness to regain her independence. This generates 
tension and hostility between them, which highlights that opposing opinions influenced by self-
interest can be a prime instigator of interpersonal conflict. Contradictory views held by individuals in 
a relationship are often driven by one’s desire for a personal gain, which ultimately results in the 
engenderment of conflict.  
 
Political conflict may arise in response to one or both sides having a concern for their own personal 
advantage. In times of war, more often than not, powerful groups tend to target groups that are 
more vulnerable. Essentially, this may result in the powerful group prioritising their personal 
interests at the cost of the lives and needs of those with less power. This is evident in Greene’s 
novel following the Rue Catinat explosion, where women and children are killed and injured. The 
potential reason behind the explosion taking place during an “hour when the place is always full of 
women and children”, was to give General Thé and his ‘Third Force’ more publicity amongst the 
other contenders of the Indochina War. This accentuates the notion that powerful groups may 
overlook the interests of powerless groups in order to gain a personal advantage, which can create 
further conflict. Similarly, political conflict may arise when both parties try to gain a personal benefit. 
Conflicting ideology between opposing powers if often dealt with by both parties competing to prove 
that their ideology is more appealing. This may develop to the point where the needs of the people 
and the country are overlooked. Such was the case during the Cold War where the superpowers, 
America and the Soviet Union, fought solely to prove that their ideology – Capitalism and 
Communism respectively- was more effective. In some instances both powers advocated their 
ideologies with the interests of their people in mind. However most of the events that occurred 
during the Cold War, such as the Space Race and Arms Race, revolved around competing to 
determine which superpower was better. These events were usually of no benefit to the lives of the  
  



 

people, yet they took place solely to showcase the skills and achievements of each superpower. 
Ultimately, it is self-interest that fuels some conflicts. In hindsight, this concern for a personal benefit 
can develop further negative outcomes that may have otherwise remained nonexistent. 
 
Not all conflicts are driven by self-interest; there are a plethora of other sources from which conflict 
may arise.  Conflict often prevails when one is unwilling to make any compromises or accept defeat. 
As suggested by Indira Gandhi, “You cannot shake hands with a clenched fist”. When in a tense 
situation, people who are tenacious or obstinate in nature often feel a disinclination to reconcile. 
Hence, it is unlikely that a resolution will be found until conciliation takes precedence. On the other 
hand, an internal struggle may be driven by a clash between one’s actions and moral values. While 
their mind says one thing, their heart says something else. Consequently, they may feel that they 
are doing the wrong thing, causing a sense of guilt to override. This is often the case when 
individuals encounter situations where they are ‘forced’ to take action to prevent further damage 
from occurring. Usually, these individuals feel a sense of guilt because they wouldn’t normally act in 
such a way. At the same time however, they feel that it is their responsibility to take action in order 
to prevent further damage from occurring. This notion is evident with Greene’s character of Fowler, 
who feels conflicted after finally coming to the realisation that Pyle’s assassination really did take 
place. He concurrently possesses feelings of relief that Pyle is no longer alive to inflict further 
damage on Vietnam and its people, and guilt that it was wrong for Pyle to die in such a way. Fowler 
constantly contemplates both sides, making excuses for Pyle’s death in order to reason with himself 
that Pyle’s death was for the best. Hence, it can be seen that one may experience interpersonal 
conflict as a result of a clash between their moral stance and actions.  
 
Conflicts between individuals or groups are typically instigated by self-interest. However, this is not 
the case for all conflicts; some of which may be encountered by an inability to compromise or a 
clash between one’s morals and actions. In essence it is the nature of the situation an individual is 
faced with, that determines what drives conflict. 


