
5 types of conflict in literature
Conflict is a fundamental element in literature that drives narratives and
shapes characters. It serves as the engine that propels stories forward,
creating tension and engaging readers. Conflicts can arise from various
sources and can take different forms, each contributing uniquely to the
development of a narrative. Understanding the types of conflict in literature
is essential for both writers and readers, as it enhances the appreciation of
storytelling and character development. In this article, we will explore five
primary types of conflict commonly found in literature, providing examples
and insights into their significance.

1. Man vs. Man

One of the most recognizable forms of conflict in literature is the Man vs.
Man conflict, which involves a struggle between two characters, often
embodying opposing goals or values. This type of conflict can manifest in
various ways, including physical confrontations, ideological battles, and
emotional disputes.

Examples

- Physical Confrontation: In William Golding’s "Lord of the Flies," the
conflict between Ralph and Jack escalates into a physical struggle for power
and control over the group of boys stranded on the island.
- Ideological Battle: In "To Kill a Mockingbird" by Harper Lee, the conflict
between Atticus Finch and Bob Ewell highlights the moral and ethical dilemmas
surrounding racism and justice in the American South.

Significance

Man vs. Man conflicts often serve to highlight themes such as the nature of
good and evil, the complexity of human relationships, and the societal norms
that govern behavior. This type of conflict is instrumental in character
development, revealing motivations, fears, and the moral compass of the
characters involved.

2. Man vs. Self

The Man vs. Self conflict involves an internal struggle within a character,
where personal dilemmas, emotions, and moral choices come into play. This



type of conflict is often more subtle than external conflicts but can be
equally, if not more, powerful.

Examples

- Moral Dilemma: In Shakespeare’s "Hamlet," Prince Hamlet grapples with his
conscience and the moral implications of avenging his father’s death, leading
to deep introspection and existential questioning.
- Personal Struggle: In "The Catcher in the Rye" by J.D. Salinger, Holden
Caulfield experiences an internal conflict as he navigates feelings of
alienation, depression, and the challenges of adolescence.

Significance

Man vs. Self conflicts are crucial for exploring themes of identity, self-
acceptance, and the complexity of human emotion. They allow readers to
connect with characters on a deeper level, as they witness the characters’
struggles with their own fears, desires, and moral choices.

3. Man vs. Nature

The Man vs. Nature conflict involves characters facing challenges posed by
the natural world. This type of conflict can take various forms, including
battles against environmental elements, wildlife, or catastrophic events.

Examples

- Survival Against the Elements: In Jack London’s "The Call of the Wild,"
Buck, a domesticated dog, must adapt to the harsh realities of life in the
wild during the Klondike Gold Rush, facing extreme weather and competition
from other animals.
- Catastrophic Events: In "Life As We Knew It" by Susan Beth Pfeffer, the
characters must navigate the aftermath of a catastrophic natural disaster,
dealing with food shortages, climate changes, and societal breakdown.

Significance

Man vs. Nature conflicts often explore themes of survival, resilience, and
the relationship between humanity and the environment. They can serve as
metaphors for human struggles and highlight the vulnerability of human beings
in the face of nature’s power.



4. Man vs. Society

The Man vs. Society conflict occurs when a character challenges societal
norms, values, or institutions. This type of conflict often involves themes
of injustice, morality, and the struggle for individual rights.

Examples

- Social Injustice: In "The Handmaid's Tale" by Margaret Atwood, the
protagonist, Offred, battles against the oppressive societal structure that
subjugates women, highlighting issues of gender inequality and personal
freedom.
- Cultural Conflict: In "The Joy Luck Club" by Amy Tan, the generational
conflict between Chinese immigrant mothers and their American-born daughters
illustrates the struggles of cultural identity and societal expectations.

Significance

Man vs. Society conflicts are instrumental in addressing social issues and
sparking conversations about morality and ethics. They often encourage
readers to reflect on their own beliefs and the structures that govern their
lives.

5. Man vs. Fate or Destiny

The Man vs. Fate or Destiny conflict involves a character’s struggle against
predetermined circumstances, often exploring themes of free will, fate, and
the human condition. This type of conflict raises questions about the extent
of control individuals have over their lives.

Examples

- Tragic Fate: In Sophocles’ "Oedipus Rex," Oedipus struggles against a
prophecy that foretells he will kill his father and marry his mother,
ultimately leading to his tragic downfall despite his efforts to avoid this
fate.
- Quest for Control: In "Macbeth," the titular character grapples with his
ambition and the prophecies of the witches, leading to a conflict between his
desires and the consequences of his actions.



Significance

Man vs. Fate conflicts delve into philosophical inquiries about destiny,
choice, and the nature of life. They challenge readers to consider the
balance between fate and free will, and the implications of their choices.

Conclusion

In literature, conflict is not just a driving force; it is an essential
element that enriches storytelling and character development. The five types
of conflict—Man vs. Man, Man vs. Self, Man vs. Nature, Man vs. Society, and
Man vs. Fate—each offer unique perspectives on the human experience. By
understanding these conflicts, both writers and readers can gain deeper
insights into the themes and emotions that shape narratives. Whether it is
the struggle against external forces or the internal battles within, conflict
remains a vital component of storytelling that resonates across cultures and
generations. As readers engage with these conflicts, they are invited to
reflect on their own lives and the complexities of the world around them.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the five types of conflict in literature?
The five types of conflict in literature are man vs. man, man vs. nature, man
vs. society, man vs. self, and man vs. technology.

How does man vs. man conflict manifest in
literature?
Man vs. man conflict typically involves a struggle between two characters,
often with opposing goals or beliefs, creating tension and driving the plot
forward.

Can you give an example of man vs. nature conflict?
An example of man vs. nature conflict is found in novels like 'The Call of
the Wild' by Jack London, where the protagonist struggles against the harsh
realities of the wilderness.

What role does man vs. society conflict play in a
story?
Man vs. society conflict highlights the struggles of an individual against
societal norms or injustices, often leading to themes of rebellion and social



critique, as seen in 'The Handmaid's Tale' by Margaret Atwood.

What is an example of man vs. self conflict in
literature?
An example of man vs. self conflict is in Shakespeare's 'Hamlet', where the
protagonist grapples with his own thoughts, fears, and indecision about
avenging his father's death.

How does technology create conflict in literature?
Man vs. technology conflict arises when characters face challenges posed by
technological advancements, such as in 'Frankenstein' by Mary Shelley, where
the consequences of playing God lead to disastrous outcomes.
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