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Published	on	10	July	2023	5	min	read	What	is	Internal	Conflict?What	is	External	Conflict?Practical	Uses	of	Internal	ConflictExamples	of	Internal	ConflictPractical	Uses	of	External	ConflictExamples	of	External	ConflictHow	to	Balance	Internal	and	External	ConflictExamples	of	Balanced	ConflictImagine	you're	reading	a	captivating	book	or	watching	an
engaging	movie.	You're	drawn	in	by	the	complex	characters,	the	riveting	plot,	and	the	way	the	characters	face	challenges.	The	heart	of	these	challenges?	Conflict.	It's	the	engine	that	drives	the	story,	creating	tension,	suspense,	and	intrigue.	But	did	you	know	that	there	are	two	primary	types	of	conflict	in	storytelling?	Let's	dive	into	the	fascinating
world	of	internal	vs.	external	conflict.Defining	Internal	and	External	ConflictThe	world	of	storytelling	is	full	of	hurdles	and	challenges	that	our	beloved	characters	must	overcome.	These	hurdles	come	in	two	main	types	—	internal	conflict	and	external	conflict.	Understanding	the	differences	between	these	two	can	add	depth	to	your	writing	and	reading
experiences.	So,	let's	break	down	what	each	type	of	conflict	entails.What	is	Internal	Conflict?Internal	conflict	is	a	struggle	that	happens	within	a	character's	mind.	It's	like	a	psychological	tug	of	war.	For	instance,	consider	Hamlet	from	Shakespeare's	famous	play.	Hamlet	wrestles	with	a	moral	dilemma	—	whether	to	avenge	his	father's	death	or	not.
This	is	a	classic	example	of	internal	conflict.What	is	External	Conflict?External	conflict,	on	the	other	hand,	occurs	outside	of	the	character.	This	type	of	conflict	is	usually	with	an	opposing	force,	such	as	another	character,	society,	or	nature.	Think	of	Harry	Potter's	endless	battles	with	Lord	Voldemort	in	J.K.	Rowling's	iconic	series	—	that's	a	prime
example	of	external	conflict.Now	that	we've	defined	internal	and	external	conflict,	it's	time	to	look	at	how	they	differ	from	each	other.	This	understanding	will	help	you	appreciate	and	navigate	the	complexities	that	lie	in	the	heart	of	your	favorite	stories.Distinguishing	Internal	from	External	ConflictWhile	both	types	of	conflict	are	vital	to	storytelling,
they	have	distinctive	characteristics	that	set	them	apart.	Understanding	these	key	differences	can	help	you	identify	and	appreciate	the	nuances	in	a	narrative.	Let's	delve	into	these	differences.Key	Characteristics	of	Internal	ConflictInternal	conflict	often	deals	with	decisions,	fears,	and	dilemmas.	Here	are	a	few	key	elements	of	internal
conflict:Psychological:	It	usually	involves	a	mental	or	emotional	struggle	within	the	character.	This	could	be	a	moral	quandary,	a	fear,	or	a	desire.Introspective:	It	encourages	self-reflection	in	the	character,	leading	them	to	examine	their	thoughts,	feelings,	and	beliefs.Character	Development:	It	often	plays	a	big	part	in	the	character's	growth	or
transformation	throughout	the	story.Key	Characteristics	of	External	ConflictExternal	conflict	is	about	outside	forces	that	pose	challenges	to	the	protagonist.	Here	are	a	few	distinctive	characteristics	of	external	conflict:Physical:	It	often	involves	a	physical	struggle	between	characters,	or	against	nature	or	societal	norms.Action-Packed:	It	usually	drives
the	action	of	the	story,	leading	to	climactic	battles	or	confrontations.Plot	Development:	It	often	propels	the	plot	forward,	creating	tension	and	suspense	that	keeps	the	audience	hooked.By	distinguishing	between	internal	and	external	conflict,	you	can	better	appreciate	the	intricacies	of	your	favorite	books	and	movies.	Now,	let's	take	a	look	at	how
these	types	of	conflict	play	out	in	practice.Applying	Internal	ConflictInternal	conflict	is	a	powerful	tool	in	storytelling.	It	adds	depth	to	characters,	creates	emotional	resonance,	and	drives	personal	growth.	But	how	do	we	apply	it	effectively?Practical	Uses	of	Internal	ConflictInternal	conflict	can	be	used	in	various	ways	to	enhance	a	narrative:Character
Development:	Use	internal	conflict	to	challenge	your	characters'	beliefs	and	force	them	to	grow	or	change.Creating	Suspense:	Keep	your	audience	guessing	by	creating	internal	conflicts	that	leave	them	uncertain	about	what	the	character	will	do	next.Adding	Depth:	Use	internal	conflict	to	explore	your	characters'	fears,	desires,	and	motivations,
adding	complexity	to	their	personalities.Examples	of	Internal	ConflictLet's	illustrate	these	concepts	using	some	examples	from	popular	culture:Hamlet's	Dilemma:	In	Shakespeare's	"Hamlet",	the	titular	character	struggles	with	the	decision	to	avenge	his	father's	murder	—	a	classic	example	of	an	internal	conflict.Frodo's	Struggle:	In	"The	Lord	of	the
Rings",	Frodo	battles	with	the	corrupting	influence	of	the	Ring,	creating	a	powerful	internal	conflict	that	drives	the	character's	development.Walter	White's	Transformation:	In	"Breaking	Bad",	Walter	White's	transition	from	a	mild-mannered	teacher	to	a	ruthless	drug	lord	is	driven	by	internal	conflicts	about	morality	and	survival.Applying	internal
conflict	effectively	can	create	compelling,	relatable	characters	and	drive	narrative	tension.	Next,	let's	explore	how	external	conflict	is	used	in	storytelling.Applying	External	ConflictWhile	internal	conflict	is	a	battle	within,	external	conflict	comes	from	outside.	It's	the	showdown	between	the	hero	and	the	villain,	the	clash	between	opposing	forces,	the
obstacle	that	our	protagonist	needs	to	overcome.	So	how	do	we	apply	external	conflict	to	make	our	stories	more	engaging?Practical	Uses	of	External	ConflictExternal	conflict	serves	several	important	purposes	in	a	narrative:Driving	the	Plot:	It	provides	the	main	obstacle	that	propels	the	story	forward.Defining	the	Stakes:	It	establishes	what's	at	risk
and	why	the	outcome	matters.Highlighting	Character	Traits:	It	reveals	aspects	of	a	character's	personality	under	pressure.Examples	of	External	ConflictLet's	consider	some	examples	of	external	conflict	from	popular	stories:The	Death	Star:	In	"Star	Wars",	the	Rebel	Alliance's	fight	against	the	Death	Star	provides	a	clear	external	conflict.The	Jurassic
Park:	In	"Jurassic	Park",	the	struggle	for	survival	against	dinosaurs	is	the	main	external	conflict.The	White	Walkers:	In	"Game	of	Thrones",	the	Seven	Kingdoms'	battle	against	the	White	Walkers	is	a	key	external	conflict	that	drives	the	plot.By	effectively	applying	external	conflict,	you	can	create	a	dramatic	narrative	that	keeps	your	audience	hooked
from	start	to	finish.	But	what	happens	when	you	combine	both	internal	and	external	conflict?	Let's	find	out	in	the	next	section.Using	Both	Internal	and	External	ConflictWhen	a	story	uses	both	internal	and	external	conflict,	it	becomes	a	potent	narrative.	This	combination	helps	to	create	multi-dimensional	characters	and	intricate	plot	lines,	which	can
captivate	the	audience.How	to	Balance	Internal	and	External	ConflictBalancing	internal	and	external	conflict	is	like	walking	a	tightrope.	Lean	too	much	on	one	side,	and	the	story	becomes	either	too	introspective	or	too	action-driven.	Here	are	some	tips	on	achieving	a	good	balance:Intertwine	the	Conflicts:	Make	the	external	conflict	a	reflection	of	the
internal	one.	For	instance,	a	character's	fear	of	heights	(internal	conflict)	becomes	critical	when	he	has	to	scale	a	tower	to	save	someone	(external	conflict).Let	Conflicts	Evolve:	As	the	story	advances,	allow	the	conflicts	to	change	and	grow.	This	keeps	the	narrative	fresh	and	engaging.Use	Conflict	to	Show	Growth:	Use	the	resolution	of	conflicts	to
show	character	development.	Overcoming	external	conflict	could	lead	to	resolving	internal	conflict,	symbolizing	personal	growth.Examples	of	Balanced	ConflictWondering	how	to	master	the	balancing	act	between	internal	and	external	conflict?	Here	are	some	examples:Harry	Potter:	In	J.K.	Rowling's	series,	Harry	battles	Voldemort	(external	conflict),
while	also	dealing	with	his	fears	and	insecurities	(internal	conflict).The	Hunger	Games:	Katniss	Everdeen	faces	the	deadly	Hunger	Games	(external	conflict)	while	struggling	with	her	feelings	and	moral	dilemmas	(internal	conflict).Toy	Story:	Woody	fights	to	reclaim	his	place	as	Andy's	favorite	toy	(external	conflict)	while	dealing	with	jealousy	and	fear
of	abandonment	(internal	conflict).Remember,	a	well-crafted	story	skillfully	balances	both	internal	and	external	conflict.	The	result	is	a	narrative	that	resonates	deeply	with	readers.	So,	are	you	ready	to	create	your	engaging	tale	of	internal	vs.	external	conflict?If	you're	interested	in	diving	deeper	into	the	concepts	of	internal	and	external	conflict,	we
highly	recommend	checking	out	the	workshop	titled	'Instant	Gratification	vs	Longevity	Within	Your	Projects'	by	Celina	Rodriguez.	This	workshop	will	provide	you	with	valuable	insights	into	the	differences	between	short-term	satisfaction	and	long-term	success	within	your	creative	projects,	and	how	to	effectively	balance	both	to	achieve	your	goals.
Learn	from	world-class	creators	Graphic	design	&	Illustration	Screenwriting	&	Directing	Songwriter	&	creative	director	Graphic	design	&	Illustration	Screenwriting	&	Directing	Songwriter	&	creative	director	Ask	questions,	get	tailored	feedback	and	learn	in	interactive	sessions	from	the	industry's	brightest	creators.	Where	creators	learn	together
Learn	from	industry-leading	creators	across	film,	fashion,	art,	photography,	design	and	more.	Commit	to	your	creativity	Live	classes	every	day	Learn	from	industry-leading	creators	Get	useful	feedback	from	experts	and	peers	Best	deal	of	the	year	/mo*	*	billed	annually	after	the	trial	ends.	/mo*	*Billed	monthly	after	the	trial	ends.	Every	great	story
hinges	on	conflict.	Think	about	it.	In	every	compelling	story—whether	it	be	a	novel,	fairytale,	movie,	play,	etc.—the	plot	only	occurs	because	your	individual	characters	have	problems.	The	conflict	is	the	story,	the	driving	force	moving	plot	forward.	There	are	two	different	types	of	core	conflict	in	fiction:	internal	and	external	conflicts.	However,	for
beginning	writers	especially,	one	type	of	conflict	often	gets	the	brunt	of	the	attention	while	the	other	can	be	overlooked	or	left	out	completely.	Here’s	what	you	need	to	know	about	both	types	of	conflict,	how	they	contribute	to	your	character	arc,	and	how	to	make	them	work	together	for	the	most	compelling	stories	possible.	The	difference	between
internal	and	external	conflict	External	conflict	refers	to	the	problems	happening	outside	of	your	central	character:	a	monster,	a	villain,	a	social	injustice.	Internal	conflict	refers	to	the	problems	or	conflict	happening	inside	your	character:	addiction,	uncertainty,	fear.	The	most	effective	stories	will	incorporate	both	types	of	conflict	to	give	nuance	to	the
character	development	and	plot.	Think	of	external	vs.	internal	conflict	like	this:	External	conflict	is	the	monster	waiting	in	the	woods	to	fight	your	protagonist.	It’s	the	villainous	corporation	tearing	down	the	town	park	to	build	a	mall.	It’s	the	hurricane	that’s	approaching	your	character’s	home.	Meanwhile,	internal	conflict	is	your	character’s	secret
fear	that	they	can’t	possibly	overcome	the	monster.	It’s	their	shame	that	they	might	actually	like	the	idea	of	a	new	mall	coming	to	town.	It’s	their	struggle	to	evacuate	knowing	their	home	might	be	destroyed.	Depending	on	the	particular	story,	either	the	external	or	internal	conflict	will	be	more	important.	One	of	them	might	be	a	secondary	conflict.
However,	you	always	need	both	to	move	your	story	forward.	Uncovering	a	story’s	external	conflicts	External	conflict	always	stems	from	outside	forces	working	against	your	character;	however,	that’s	really	where	the	rules	end.	This	major	conflict	can	be	really	anything	your	character	conflicts	with.	External	primary	conflict	(as	well	as	secondary,
minor	conflicts)	can	appear	in	a	few	ways.	Interpersonal	conflict	comes	from	other	characters	whose	goals	are	in	direct	opposition	with	the	protagonist’s	goal.	Social	conflict	comes	from	antagonistic	or	oppressive	influences	in	the	protagonist’s	culture,	political	landscape,	or	community.	Your	external	conflict	might	also	come	from	the	environment	or
natural	disasters	(this	is	known	as	nature	conflict),	supernatural	forces	or	beings,	or	even	the	main	character’s	destiny.	You	can	take	a	deeper	look	at	all	these	different	types	of	conflicts	here.	Uncovering	a	story’s	internal	conflicts	Internal	conflict,	meanwhile,	must	come	from	within	your	character’s	mind.	Think	about	how	often	you	might	deal	with
your	own	internal	conflicts	or	internal	battles	on	a	regular	basis,	in	real	life.	Do	you	go	home	to	visit	your	parents	for	the	weekend,	even	though	you	know	it’s	bad	for	your	mental	health,	or	do	you	deal	with	the	guilt	of	telling	them	‘no’?	Do	you	indulge	in	the	pint	of	ice	cream	to	alleviate	your	feelings	of	stress	in	the	moment,	or	do	you	go	for	a	run,
even	though	it’s	the	last	thing	you	want	to	do?	Internal	conflict	obstacles	arise	when	a	character’s	inner	wants	or	needs	go	against	what	they’re	trying	to	achieve.	Sources	of	internal	conflict	include	one’s	own	morality	or	philosophical	beliefs,	one’s	background	and	past	experiences,	one’s	changing	identity,	one’s	self-image,	etc.	In	most	cases,	internal
conflict	is	linked	to	what	some	writers	call	a	character’s	“thorn.”	What’s	the	thorn	in	your	character’s	side	that	nags	at	them,	day	in	and	day	out,	making	their	life	difficult?	The	“thorn”	impacts	everything	your	character	does,	because	they’re	constantly	trying	to	escape	the	uncomfortable	feeling	it	causes	(whether	or	not	they	consciously	realize	it).
Here’s	an	example:	let’s	say	a	character’s	thorn	is	that	they	believe	that	they’ll	never	be	good	enough,	because	that’s	what	a	parental	figure	always	told	them.	They	may	think	they’re	over	this	verbal	abuse	and	may	have	gone	no-contact	with	the	parental	figure,	but	they	still	find	themselves	developing	perfectionist	tendencies	in	order	to	“prove”	that
they’re	good	enough.	They	can’t	deal	with	criticism	in	the	slightest.	They	don’t	take	chances	if	they	know	there’s	a	strong	chance	they	could	fail,	they	don’t	engage	in	risky	behavior,	and	they	never	let	anyone	see	their	weaknesses.	However,	suddenly,	something	arises	in	this	character’s	life	that	requires	them	to	make	a	chance,	to	be	vulnerable,	and
to	risk	failure.	Thus,	internal	conflict	is	born.	How	to	connect	internal	and	external	conflicts	You’ll	need	to	balance	internal	and	external	conflict	if	you	truly	want	to	create	believable,	interesting,	layered	characters	and	plot	lines.	After	all,	no	one’s	life	is	all	external	conflict	and	no	internal	conflict,	or	vice	versa.	Conflict	arises,	every	day,	both
internally	and	externally.	That	said,	you	don’t	want	to	just	decide	to	give	your	character	an	external	problem	and	a	completely	unrelated,	separate	internal	problem,	and	call	it	a	day.	The	problems	should	be	linked	and	work	together	in	cohesion.	Here	are	a	few	ways	to	go	about	it.	1.	Use	the	cause-and-effect	approach	One	of	the	easiest	ways	external
and	internal	conflicts	are	combined	in	modern	stories?	One	causes	the	other.	Usually	it’s	the	external	forces	causing	the	internal	conflict,	but	not	always;	you	add	external	conflict	that	drives	your	character’s	related	internal	struggle.	Maybe	your	character’s	external	problem	is	that	they	need	money.	They	have	no	job	and	are	down	on	their	luck,	but
there’s	a	pressing	need	for	cash	ASAP	because	rent	is	due	or	there’s	a	sick	family	member,	a	debt	collector	has	come	calling,	etc.	They	know	that	they	could	make	some	quick	money	in	an	unsavory	manner,	but	that	would	go	against	their	core	moral	beliefs—and	there’s	your	internal	conflict.	In	contrast,	maybe	your	character’s	internal	conflicts	come
first.	Let’s	say	that	they	think	that	they	might	be	in	love	with	their	neighbor.	Nothing	in	the	external	world	has	changed	for	them,	but	they	just	woke	up	one	day,	glimpsed	him	outside	the	window,	and	now	they	think	that	they’re	in	love.	Unfortunately,	the	neighbor	is	married	and	that	presents	character-on-character	external	conflict	for	your
protagonist,	and	so	they	spend	the	remainder	of	the	plot	trying	to	get	rid	of	the	poor,	unsuspecting	spouse.	We’re	the	writing	community	you’ve	been	looking	for.	Write,	make	friends,	perfect	your	craft,	meet	beta	readers,	and	become	the	best	writer	you	can	be!Join	for	free	today	2.	Make	one	type	of	conflict	stand	in	the	way	of	solving	the	other	While
you	can’t	have	a	plot	without	conflict,	you	also	can’t	have	a	plot	if	your	character	isn’t	actively	trying	to	overcome	or	escape	that	conflict.	Because	of	this,	one	way	that	you	can	interweave	internal	and	external	conflict	is	by	ensuring	that	one	stands	in	the	way	of	the	other.	For	example,	maybe	your	main	character’s	main	source	of	external	conflict	is
that	they	need	to	win	a	big	promotion	at	work	in	order	to	pay	for	their	upcoming	wedding.	However,	they	really	don’t	want	to	spend	all	that	much	on	a	big,	fancy	wedding,	as	dropping	such	a	large	amount	of	cash	on	a	frivolous	affair	scares	them,	but	they’re	going	through	with	it	because	of	their	spouse-to-be.	So,	their	internal	conflict	keeps	them	from
really	going	for	the	promotion,	but	then	that	causes	their	fiancé	to	doubt	their	loyalty,	which	then,	of	course,	causes	more	external	conflict.	In	this	case,	only	one	conflict	can	be	resolved.	On	the	flip	side,	maybe	your	character’s	main	source	of	internal	conflict	is	that	they	feel	that	they	can’t	trust	anyone	around	them	due	to	their	past.	They’re	working
on	resolving	these	issues	in	therapy,	but	then	external	conflict	blows	up	in	their	face—their	partner	has	been	cheating	on	them,	their	boss	lied	to	them,	and	their	dog	has	been	stealing	their	socks	and	hiding	them	under	the	couch	for	weeks.	All	this	external	conflict	just	proves	to	them	that	they	can’t	overcome	their	internal	conflict.	3.	Make	solving	one
type	of	conflict	worsen	the	other	conflict	But	let’s	say	that	you’re	actually	nice	to	your	characters	one	day	and	decide	that,	rather	than	making	their	lives	worse,	you’re	going	to	let	them	solve	either	their	external	or	internal	conflict—except	that	in	doing	so,	the	other	type	of	conflict	in	their	life	is	going	to	worsen	as	a	result	(okay,	so	maybe	you’re	not
being	all	that	nice).	Maybe	your	main	character,	who	has	been	struggling	to	fix	their	marriage	(aka,	external	character-on-character	conflict)	throughout	the	entirety	of	the	plot,	finally	overcomes	their	childhood-derived	self-doubt	and	gains	new	self-love	and	confidence…	but	in	doing	so,	drives	away	their	spouse	who	doesn’t	like	the	new-and-improved
them.	Maybe	your	main	character,	who	has	been	struggling	with	their	personal	dark	side,	finally	overcomes	their	external	conflict,	winning	the	big	showdown	against	their	arch-nemesis…	but	in	doing	so,	they	take	things	a	little	too	far	and	unleash	the	full	wrath	of	their	darkest	behavior.	The	balance	of	conflict	has	been	tipped.	In	contrast	to	the
above,	you	can	also	make	it	so	that	solving	the	internal	conflict	resolves	the	external	conflict	or	vice	versa.	This	is	a	much	simpler	method	and	one	that	is	often	used	to	strengthen	themes	that	deal	with	looking	inward	in	order	to	solve	external	problems.	For	example,	a	main	character	might	be	internally	conflicted	about	whether	they	want	to	stay	in
their	small	town	and	take	over	the	family	business,	or	chase	their	big-city	dreams;	meanwhile,	their	external	problem	is	that	their	small	town	announced	it	won’t	be	putting	on	its	annual	fall	festival,	which	is	its	main	source	of	tourism	business,	due	to	lack	of	resources.	As	such,	your	main	character	decides	to	rally	the	other	local	businesses	together	to
save	the	town’s	fall	fest,	and,	in	doing	so,	discovers	they	really	love	the	area	and	want	to	stay.	Or	maybe	your	main	character,	who	has	been	struggling	with	their	personal	dark	side,	finally	overcomes	their	external	conflict	and	wins	the	big	showdown	against	their	arch-nemesis—and	they	discover	that	they	have	the	strength	to	overcome	anything.	If
they	can	take	down	the	bad	guy,	they	can	take	down	their	own	personal	demons.	Examples	of	stories	that	blend	internal	and	external	conflict	effectively	So	what	are	some	great	examples	of	stories	that	successfully	blend	internal	and	external	conflict?	While	many	novels	do	this,	here	are	a	few	specific	examples	you	might	already	be	familiar	with.	The
Hunger	Games	by	Suzanne	Collins	In	The	Hunger	Games	the	central	conflict	is	pretty	apparent,	and	this	external	conflict	occurs	right	away.	Our	main	character	Katniss	Everdeen	must	enter	the	Games	and	fight	against	other	competitors	who	are	trying	to	kill	her.	However,	this	book	is	not	without	its	fair	share	of	internal	struggles,	including	moral
conflict.	Katniss	deals	with	her	guilt	over	participating	in	the	Games,	wrestling	with	her	own	feelings	about	what	she	needs	to	do	to	win,	and	even	her	romantic	feelings	as	she	begins	to	fall	for	fellow	competitor	Peeta—while	also	using	the	relationship	as	a	strategic	advantage.	These	internal	conflicts	affect	the	decisions	that	Katniss	makes	throughout
the	Games	as	she	attempts	to	balance	both	her	external	and	internal	conflict,	and	the	ways	in	which	solving	one	of	them	(the	external,	or	winning	the	Games)	would	likely	worsen	the	other	(her	guilt	and	inability	to	adhere	to	her	moral	code).	The	Fellowship	of	the	Ring	by	J.	R.	R.	Tolkien	In	the	first	Lord	of	the	Rings	book,	protagonist	Frodo	is	tasked
with	carrying	the	Ring.	This	directly	causes	his	external	conflict,	as	suddenly	his	life	is	threatened	by	those	who	wish	to	take	the	Ring	for	their	own.	However,	Frodo	must	also	resist	his	own	desires	to	use	the	Ring	himself,	causing	an	internal	conflict.	This	is	an	example	of	how	external	conflict	can	lead	to	a	character’s	internal	conflict,	and	both	the
external	and	internal	conflict	tie	in	with	the	book’s	theme	of	good	vs.	evil.	Harry	Potter	and	the	Sorcerer’s	Stone	by	J.	K.	Rowling	In	the	first	Harry	Potter	book,	we	see	how	a	character	can	work	toward	overcoming	both	types	of	story	conflict	concurrently	over	an	entire	novel.	The	source	of	Harry’s	external	conflict	is	Voldemort’s	attempts	to	acquire
the	sorcerer’s	stone.	Meanwhile,	the	internal	conflict	is	Harry’s	self-doubt	and	feeling	like	he	doesn’t	belong.	However,	as	Harry	works	toward	solving	his	external	conflict,	he’s	inadvertently	working	toward	solving	his	internal	conflict,	too,	by	creating	a	place	for	himself	at	Hogwarts,	growing	his	skills,	and	believing	in	himself.	Story	conflict	occurs	in
many	layers	Conflict	drives	every	good	story,	and	both	types	of	character	conflicts	are	necessary	to	create	well-rounded,	interesting	characters	and	plot	lines.	Whether	your	characters	are	driven	by	external	forces	or	fragile	morality,	you’ll	find	that	incorporating	conflict	in	several	layers	will	make	your	writing	even	more	engaging.	Not	sure	what	kind
of	conflict	you	want	to	add	to	your	story?	Check	out	our	50-plus	plot	archetypes	to	get	your	creative	juices	flowing.	Conflict	is	a	key	ingredient	of	an	engrossing	story.	'Internal	conflict'	and	'external	conflict'	are	two	terms	you'll	often	hear	when	people	discuss	character	creation.	Read	definitions	of	these	types	of	story	conflict,	then	how	to	use	them	to
develop	your	story:	Internal	conflict	vs	external	conflict:	Definitions	In	fiction,	'internal	conflict'	refers	to	a	character's	internal	struggle.	A	character	might	struggle	with	an	emotional	problem	such	as	fear	of	intimacy	or	abandonment,	for	example.	Internal	conflict	is	important	for	characterization,	since	flaws	and	internal	struggles	make	characters
more	lifelike	and	sympathetic.	External	conflict,	on	the	other	hand,	refers	to	the	conflicts	between	a	character	and	external	forces.	This	type	of	conflict	can	be	between	one	character	and	another	or	a	group	(or	between	groups	of	characters).	It	can	also	be	between	a	character	and	more	abstract	forces,	like	societal	pressures	or	even	something
supernatural.	Both	types	of	conflict,	internal	and	external,	are	useful	because	they	create:	Tension:	Because	of	conflict's	uncertainty,	we	want	to	know	how	it	resolves	and	keep	turning	pages	to	find	out	Stakes:	Conflict	suggests	worst-case	outcomes	and	makes	resolution	urgent	(the	hero	must	overcome	the	antagonist/environment	or	themselves	'or
else...')	Character	development:	Conflict	allows	for	dramatic	incidents	and	confrontations	that	test	characters	and	cause	them	to	learn	and	adapt	So	how	do	you	use	external	and	internal	conflict	to	develop	characters?	1:	Make	both	types	of	conflict	obstacles	Accomplished	authors	use	both	external	and	internal	conflict	to	give	their	characters	serious
obstacles	to	reaching	their	goals.	In	Tolkien's	The	Lord	of	the	Rings	cycle	Frodo	and	his	co-travelers	must	face	external	conflicts	as	well	as	internal	ones.	They	encounter	hostile	creatures	such	as	orcs	and	wargs,	impassable	terrain,	alongside	their	own	fears	and	weaknesses.	Frodo's	friend	and	sidekick	Sam	is	initially	fearful	of	their	quest.	Over	the
course	of	the	story	cycle,	Sam	gains	courage	as	they	progress	towards	Mordor.	We	see	Sam's	internal	conflict,	and	then	we	see	how	external	conflicts	pit	him	against	his	internal	struggle,	forcing	him	to	grow.	In	a	romance	novel,	conflicts	keep	characters	apart	or	throw	existing	relationships	in	jeopardy.	Take	Nicholas	Sparks'	The	Notebook,	for
example.	Allie's	snobbish	and	disapproving	mother	is	a	source	of	external	conflict	that	delays	the	lovers'	reunion	after	their	first	romantic	encounters.	Sparks	adds	poignant	internal	conflict	to	this	external	source.	His	aging	protagonists	battle	with	medical	conditions	that	place	obstacles	in	their	relationship.	Even	once	the	characters	overcome
primary	external	conflicts,	internal	conflict	(in	this	instance,	self	vs	mind	and	body)	remains.	2:	Plan	how	external	and	internal	conflicts	affect	each	other	Dividing	conflict	into	'internal'	vs	'external'	can	be	misleading,	since	the	two	are	linked.	For	example,	in	a	romance,	a	character	who	fears	abandonment	might	be	clingy	towards	their	lover.	This	in
turn	might	create	external	conflict	when	the	other	character	feels	smothered.	Plan	how	these	internal	and	external	conflicts	feed	into	each	other.	For	example,	picture	a	character	who	is	independent	and	hates	asking	for	help.	How	would	this	complicate	their	survival	in	an	environmental	disaster?	Will	they	need	to	learn	to	rely	more	on	others	and	ask
for	help?	This	is	an	example	of	how	external	conflict	can	be	a	crucible	for	character	development.	External	conflicts	can	pit	characters	against	their	own	internal	conflicts,	forcing	them	to	renegotiate	their	beliefs	and	priorities.	Plan	each	story	beat	with	Boards.	Plot,	write,	edit,	format	—	100%	free.	Learn	more	about	Reedsy	Studio.	3:	Give	characters
opposing	internal	conflicts	Opposing	internal	conflicts	between	characters	may	build	confrontation	and	drama,	but	also	attraction.	For	example,	a	messy	character	who	struggles	to	not	be	chaotic	might	annoy	a	'neat	freak'	who	is	obsessive	about	order.	Yet	the	same	neat	character	could	find	this	trait	intriguing.	Differences	that	spark	conflict	are	also
the	differences	that	attract	people	to	one	another.	In	the	film	Eternal	Sunshine	of	the	Spotless	Mind,	for	example,	Kate	Winslet's	character	Clementine	is	a	flighty	and	impulsive	extrovert.	Jim	Carrey's	character	Joel,	whom	she	meets	on	a	train,	is	a	melancholic	introvert	by	contrast.	Initially,	Clementine	is	attracted	to	Joel	and	enjoys	teasing	him	about
his	intensity	and	seriousness.	But	over	time,	each	character's	internal	conflict	-	Clementine's	fear	of	boredom	and	stasis	and	Joel's	fear	of	unpredictability	-	become	sources	of	mutual	frustration	and	hostility.	Through	giving	each	character	an	opposing	internal	conflict	that	contains	the	seed	for	conflict,	Charlie	Kaufman	(the	scriptwriter)	creates	a
development	arc	for	each	primary	character	that	feels	believable,	even	inevitable.	A	character	doesn't	have	to	only	have	one	internal	conflict	over	the	course	of	your	entire	novel.	Take,	for	example,	a	character	who	struggles	to	be	in	a	relationship	because	they	struggle	with	anxiety	and	self-doubt.	What	new	internal	conflicts	might	arise	if	they
discover	new-found	confidence?	Perhaps	they	are	not	used	to	having	the	confidence	to	actively	choose	or	leave	their	significant	other.	This	in	turn	creates	anxiety	about	whether	or	not	they've	made	the	'right'	choice.	One	internal	conflict	resolving	can	thus	leave	space	for	a	new	one	to	arise.	Credible	characters	are	human	like	us.	One	of	the	reasons
Greek	mythology	is	potent	(and	narrative	epics	like	Homer's	Odyssey	are	still	read	and	taught)	is	because	the	Greek	Gods	are	just	like	people.	Like	ordinary	mortals,	they're	prone	to	love,	jealousy,	conflict	and	error.	When	creating	a	character	for	your	novel,	create	a	cheat	sheet	for	internal	and	external	conflicts	they	will	grapple	with.	For	example,
this	could	be	a	character	conflict	cheat	sheet	for	Odysseus's	wife	in	Homer's	Odyssey:	Character	name:	PenelopeWho	and	where:	Wife	of	Odysseus,	awaits	his	return	in	IthacaInternal	conflict:	Doesn't	know	if	Odysseus	is	still	alive	and	unsure	whether	or	not	to	take	his	advice	to	remarry	if	he	has	not	returned	from	war.External	conflict:		She's	besieged
by	persistent	suitors	vying	for	her	hand	in	marriage,	forcing	her	to	find	ways	to	deter	them	until	she	receives	word	of	Odysseus.	In	storytelling,	conflict	drives	character	arcs	and	plot	development—but	not	all	conflict	is	created	equal.	Understanding	the	difference	between	internal	vs	external	conflict	is	essential	for	writers,	readers,	and	literature
students	alike.	Internal	conflict	refers	to	a	character’s	psychological	or	emotional	struggle,	while	external	conflict	arises	from	outside	forces	such	as	people,	society,	or	nature.	Together,	these	two	forms	of	tension	shape	meaningful,	multidimensional	narratives.	This	article	explores	their	definitions,	differences,	real-world	and	literary	examples,	and
how	combining	them	leads	to	stronger,	more	compelling	storytelling.​	Understanding	Internal	Conflict	Definition	and	Characteristics	Internal	conflict,	often	referred	to	as	"man	vs.	self,"	is	a	literary	device	that	presents	a	psychological	struggle	within	the	mind	of	a	character.	Unlike	external	conflict,	which	arises	from	outside	forces,	internal	conflict	is
rooted	in	a	character's	thoughts,	emotions,	beliefs,	or	desires.	It	involves	the	opposing	forces	within	a	character	that	drive	tension	and	decision-making.	These	conflicts	are	often	intangible,	yet	they	profoundly	influence	a	character's	actions	and	the	story's	progression.	They	tend	to	be	more	introspective,	focusing	on	the	character's	personal	dilemmas
and	emotional	or	moral	uncertainty.	Psychological	Struggles	One	of	the	most	common	forms	of	internal	conflict	is	psychological	struggle.	This	includes	battles	with	fear,	self-doubt,	anxiety,	or	trauma.	Characters	may	experience	a	crisis	of	identity,	question	their	self-worth,	or	struggle	with	obsessive	thoughts	and	compulsions.	For	example,	in
Shakespeare's	Hamlet,	the	titular	character	wrestles	with	indecision,	grief,	and	existential	doubt.	His	internal	turmoil	drives	much	of	the	plot	and	ultimately	leads	to	tragic	consequences.	These	psychological	conflicts	add	layers	of	complexity	and	realism,	making	characters	feel	more	human	and	relatable.	Moral	Dilemmas	Moral	dilemmas	are	another
powerful	form	of	internal	conflict.	These	occur	when	a	character	must	choose	between	two	competing	ethical	principles,	often	with	no	clear	right	or	wrong	answer.	The	tension	lies	in	the	emotional	weight	of	the	decision	and	its	consequences.	In	Harper	Lee’s	To	Kill	a	Mockingbird,	Atticus	Finch	experiences	internal	conflict	as	he	defends	a	Black	man
in	a	racially	prejudiced	society.	His	commitment	to	justice	and	equality	conflicts	with	societal	norms	and	the	safety	of	his	family,	forcing	him	to	make	tough	moral	choices	that	define	his	character.	Personal	Growth	Journeys	Internal	conflict	often	serves	as	the	foundation	for	a	character's	personal	growth	arc.	As	characters	confront	and	resolve	their
inner	demons,	they	evolve	—	gaining	insight,	maturity,	or	a	new	sense	of	purpose.	These	arcs	often	mirror	the	hero’s	journey,	where	internal	transformation	is	as	significant	as	the	external	adventure.	In	Elizabeth	Gilbert’s	memoir	Eat,	Pray,	Love,	the	protagonist	embarks	on	a	journey	of	self-discovery	following	a	painful	divorce.	Her	internal	conflicts
—	feelings	of	emptiness,	guilt,	and	confusion	—	set	her	on	a	path	toward	healing	and	fulfillment.	These	internal	shifts	are	essential	to	the	narrative,	illustrating	how	change	begins	from	within.	Examples	from	Literature	Jay	Gatsby	in	The	Great	Gatsby:	Gatsby’s	internal	conflict	revolves	around	his	obsession	with	the	past	and	his	idealization	of	Daisy.
His	inability	to	reconcile	reality	with	his	dreams	leads	to	his	downfall.	Elizabeth	Bennet	in	Pride	and	Prejudice:	Elizabeth	struggles	with	her	own	prejudices	and	pride,	which	cloud	her	judgment	of	Mr.	Darcy.	Her	internal	realization	of	these	faults	contributes	to	her	character	development	and	the	story’s	resolution.	Holden	Caulfield	in	The	Catcher	in
the	Rye:	Holden’s	internal	conflict	with	growing	up,	loss,	and	identity	drives	the	narrative.	His	emotional	struggles	and	resistance	to	change	highlight	the	depth	of	his	character.	These	examples	show	how	internal	conflict	not	only	enriches	character	development	but	also	drives	the	plot	forward	in	meaningful	and	engaging	ways.	Writers	who	skillfully
weave	internal	struggles	into	their	narratives	can	create	emotionally	resonant	stories	that	stay	with	the	reader	long	after	the	final	page.	Exploring	External	Conflict	External	conflict	occurs	when	a	character	faces	opposition	from	a	force	outside	themselves.	Unlike	internal	conflict,	which	takes	place	within	the	character’s	mind	and	emotions,	external
conflict	involves	tangible	challenges	and	adversaries	that	push	the	story	forward.	It	is	often	the	most	visible	form	of	conflict	in	storytelling,	and	it	plays	a	crucial	role	in	developing	plot,	pacing,	and	stakes.	Definition	and	Primary	Characteristics	External	conflict	is	defined	as	a	struggle	between	a	character	and	an	external	force.	This	force	could	be
another	character,	a	societal	norm,	a	natural	disaster,	or	a	physical	obstacle.	What	distinguishes	external	conflict	is	that	it	originates	from	outside	the	protagonist	and	requires	them	to	act,	adapt,	or	confront	the	challenge	directly.	Key	characteristics	of	external	conflict	include:	Physical	or	social	opposition	Immediate,	visible	stakes	Clear	antagonistic
forces	Potential	for	resolution	through	action	or	confrontation	Character	vs.	Character	One	of	the	most	common	forms	of	external	conflict	is	character	vs.	character.	This	occurs	when	two	or	more	individuals	are	in	direct	opposition	to	one	another.	The	conflict	may	stem	from	differing	goals,	values,	or	desires.	Whether	it’s	a	hero	battling	a	villain	or
two	rivals	competing	for	the	same	prize,	this	type	of	conflict	often	drives	the	central	tension	in	a	story.	Example:	In	Harry	Potter,	the	ongoing	struggle	between	Harry	and	Voldemort	embodies	a	classic	character	vs.	character	conflict.	Their	opposing	values	and	goals	create	a	central	narrative	tension	that	spans	the	entire	series.	Character	vs.	Nature
In	this	type	of	external	conflict,	a	character	must	survive	or	overcome	challenges	posed	by	the	natural	world.	This	might	include	extreme	weather,	dangerous	terrains,	wild	animals,	or	natural	disasters.	Conflict	with	nature	often	places	characters	in	life-threatening	situations	and	tests	their	resilience	and	ingenuity.	Example:	In	Jack	London’s	To	Build
a	Fire,	the	protagonist’s	battle	against	the	harsh	Yukon	environment	is	a	vivid	example	of	man	vs.	nature.	The	setting	itself	becomes	the	antagonist,	forcing	the	character	to	confront	his	limitations	and	the	power	of	nature.	Character	vs.	Society	Character	vs.	society	conflict	arises	when	a	character	challenges	the	norms,	laws,	or	expectations	of	the
society	in	which	they	live.	This	type	of	conflict	often	explores	themes	of	justice,	conformity,	and	social	change.	It’s	commonly	used	in	dystopian	fiction	and	stories	that	delve	into	political	or	cultural	critique.	Example:	In	George	Orwell’s	1984,	Winston	Smith’s	rebellion	against	a	totalitarian	regime	represents	a	clear	man	vs.	society	conflict.	His
struggle	is	not	just	personal	but	symbolic	of	resistance	against	oppressive	societal	structures.	Physical	Obstacles	and	Challenges	Not	all	external	conflicts	involve	other	characters	or	grand	societal	issues.	Sometimes,	the	conflict	lies	in	physical	struggles—such	as	being	lost,	imprisoned,	injured,	or	trapped.	These	scenarios	force	characters	into	action
and	often	reveal	their	resourcefulness	or	desperation.	Example:	In	the	film	127	Hours,	based	on	a	true	story,	the	protagonist	is	trapped	by	a	boulder	in	a	remote	canyon.	The	physical	obstacle	becomes	the	primary	source	of	conflict,	driving	the	character’s	transformation	and	survival	instinct.	The	Role	of	External	Conflict	in	Storytelling	External
conflict	is	essential	for	driving	plot	and	action.	It	provides	clear	goals	and	opposition,	setting	the	stage	for	tension	and	suspense.	Additionally,	external	conflict	often	serves	as	a	catalyst	for	internal	conflict.	For	example,	a	battle	with	an	enemy	may	lead	a	character	to	question	their	morals	or	values,	creating	a	layered	narrative	experience.	By
presenting	characters	with	real-world	challenges,	external	conflict	helps	define	their	traits,	motivations,	and	growth.	It	also	engages	readers	by	creating	stakes	that	demand	resolution.	In	summary,	external	conflict	is	a	dynamic	and	versatile	element	of	storytelling	that	shapes	narrative	structure	and	character	evolution.	Whether	it’s	a	fight	against	a
powerful	antagonist,	a	struggle	to	survive	the	elements,	or	a	rebellion	against	societal	norms,	external	conflict	offers	writers	countless	opportunities	to	build	drama,	tension,	and	meaning	in	their	stories.	Key	Differences	Between	Internal	and	External	Conflicts	Understanding	the	distinctions	between	internal	and	external	conflicts	is	essential	for
crafting	layered,	compelling	narratives.	Both	types	of	conflict	serve	unique	functions	within	a	story	and	affect	characters	and	plot	in	different	ways.	Source	of	the	Conflict	The	most	fundamental	difference	between	internal	and	external	conflict	lies	in	the	origin	of	the	struggle:	Internal	conflict	arises	from	within	the	character.	It	involves	psychological,
emotional,	or	moral	dilemmas	that	the	character	must	resolve.	This	type	of	conflict	is	often	categorized	as	"character	vs.	self."	The	character	might	wrestle	with	fear,	guilt,	identity,	indecision,	or	ethical	choices.	External	conflict,	on	the	other	hand,	originates	outside	the	character.	It	includes	struggles	between	the	character	and	external	forces	such	as
other	characters	(character	vs.	character),	societal	expectations	(character	vs.	society),	natural	disasters	or	environment	(character	vs.	nature),	or	even	technology	or	fate.	Resolution	Methods	Internal	and	external	conflicts	are	resolved	through	different	narrative	methods:	Internal	conflict	resolution	often	involves	personal	growth,	self-acceptance,	or
a	transformation	in	worldview.	The	resolution	comes	from	within,	as	the	character	makes	choices	that	define	who	they	are	or	who	they	want	to	become.	External	conflict	resolution	usually	involves	action.	The	character	must	confront	and	overcome	physical	obstacles,	defeat	opponents,	or	navigate	social	systems.	The	resolution	is	observable	and	often
includes	a	visible	change	in	circumstance	or	setting.	Impact	on	Character	Development	Internal	conflict	plays	a	crucial	role	in	shaping	a	character’s	internal	arc.	It	reveals	their	deepest	fears,	desires,	values,	and	flaws,	helping	readers	connect	with	them	on	an	emotional	level.	As	the	character	resolves	their	internal	struggles,	they	often	evolve	or
mature.	External	conflict	drives	the	narrative	forward	and	challenges	characters	to	act.	While	it	may	not	always	lead	to	internal	change,	it	provides	the	situations	that	test	the	character’s	limits	and	provoke	internal	reflection	or	decisions.	Narrative	Function	Each	conflict	type	serves	a	distinct	purpose	in	storytelling:	Internal	conflict	creates
introspection	and	depth.	It	slows	the	narrative	pace	to	allow	for	emotional	resonance	and	thematic	exploration.	External	conflict	generates	momentum	and	action.	It	introduces	stakes	and	tension,	often	forming	the	backbone	of	the	plot’s	primary	events.	Visibility	and	Perception	Internal	conflict	is	often	subtle	and	requires	careful	development	through
monologue,	inner	thoughts,	or	symbolic	actions.	It	may	not	be	immediately	apparent	to	other	characters	or	even	to	the	reader	without	insight	into	the	character’s	psyche.	External	conflict	is	tangible	and	visible.	It	is	easier	for	readers	to	identify,	as	it	usually	involves	confrontation,	dialogue,	or	action	sequences	that	directly	impact	the	plot.	Aspect
Internal	Conflict	External	Conflict	Source	Inside	the	character	(self)	Outside	the	character	(others,	world)	Resolution	Emotional	or	moral	decision	Physical	or	situational	resolution	Impact	on	Character	Drives	personal	growth	and	change	Tests	limits	and	incites	reaction	Visibility	Internal,	often	subtle	External,	usually	visible	Narrative	Role	Builds
emotional	depth	Drives	action	and	plot	progression	When	to	Use	Each	Type	Writers	choose	between	or	combine	conflict	types	based	on	the	story	they	want	to	tell:	Use	internal	conflict	when	focusing	on	character-driven	stories,	personal	transformation,	or	moral	complexity.	Use	external	conflict	to	build	suspense,	create	external	stakes,	or	emphasize
action	and	interaction.	Use	both	to	create	rich,	multidimensional	narratives	where	external	events	trigger	internal	dilemmas,	and	internal	decisions	affect	how	external	challenges	are	handled.	This	interplay	is	often	what	makes	stories	most	compelling,	as	seen	in	classics	like	Hamlet,	The	Great	Gatsby,	or	The	Hunger	Games.	In	compelling
storytelling,	the	most	memorable	narratives	often	arise	when	internal	and	external	conflicts	are	not	only	present	but	intricately	woven	together.	The	synergy	between	these	two	types	of	conflict	elevates	both	character	development	and	plot	progression.	Understanding	how	to	combine	them	effectively	can	transform	a	simple	story	into	a	layered,
emotionally	resonant	experience.	How	Internal	and	External	Conflicts	Complement	Each	Other	Internal	and	external	conflicts	are	fundamentally	different	in	origin—one	arises	from	within	the	character,	the	other	from	outside	forces.	However,	when	these	two	forces	interact,	they	enrich	the	narrative	by	mirroring,	reinforcing,	or	even	opposing	one
another.	For	instance,	an	external	conflict	such	as	a	war	or	societal	oppression	can	trigger	a	character's	internal	struggle	with	fear,	guilt,	or	identity.	Conversely,	unresolved	internal	issues,	such	as	insecurity	or	pride,	can	influence	how	a	character	responds	to	external	challenges.	This	interdependence	creates	a	multidimensional	storytelling
experience.	A	character	may	be	forced	to	confront	their	deepest	fears	(internal)	while	also	surviving	a	natural	disaster	(external),	making	each	struggle	more	intense	and	meaningful.	Creating	Tension	Through	Dual	Conflicts	Dual-layered	conflicts	naturally	raise	the	stakes	in	a	narrative.	When	a	character	is	torn	between	conflicting	desires	internally
while	simultaneously	dealing	with	external	opposition,	the	tension	escalates.	This	duality	keeps	readers	invested,	as	they	are	not	only	eager	to	see	how	the	external	events	unfold	but	also	how	these	events	transform	the	character	from	within.	For	example,	in	F.	Scott	Fitzgerald’s	The	Great	Gatsby,	Jay	Gatsby	faces	the	external	conflict	of	winning	back
Daisy	and	overcoming	social	barriers,	while	grappling	internally	with	his	idealistic	obsession	and	disillusionment.	The	interplay	between	these	conflicts	is	what	ultimately	drives	the	story’s	tragic	conclusion.	Impact	on	Character	Development	Combining	internal	and	external	conflicts	provides	fertile	ground	for	character	development.	Characters	who
confront	both	types	of	challenges	tend	to	evolve	more	dramatically.	External	obstacles	often	act	as	catalysts	for	internal	growth,	pushing	characters	to	question	values,	confront	fears,	or	reevaluate	life	choices.	Consider	Katniss	Everdeen	in	The	Hunger	Games.	Her	external	conflict—surviving	a	deadly	competition—forces	her	to	confront	internal
dilemmas	about	morality,	loyalty,	and	identity.	The	contrast	between	what	she	faces	physically	and	what	she	feels	emotionally	adds	depth	to	her	character	and	makes	her	journey	more	relatable	and	powerful.	Pacing	and	Plot	Development	Blending	internal	and	external	conflicts	also	enhances	pacing	and	plot	complexity.	Writers	can	alternate	between
the	two	to	maintain	narrative	momentum	and	avoid	stagnation.	When	external	action	slows,	internal	conflict	can	take	precedence,	allowing	for	introspection	and	emotional	development.	Conversely,	when	introspection	becomes	too	heavy,	external	events	can	reignite	excitement	and	urgency.	This	balance	not	only	sustains	reader	interest	but	also
creates	a	more	dynamic	narrative	structure.	In	literary	terms,	this	technique	allows	for	both	character-driven	and	plot-driven	elements	to	coexist	harmoniously.	Examples	of	Successful	Combinations	in	Literature	Hamlet	by	William	Shakespeare:	Prince	Hamlet’s	internal	turmoil	over	avenging	his	father’s	death	is	compounded	by	the	external	conflict	of
political	intrigue	and	murder.	His	indecision	(internal)	directly	influences	the	external	events	of	the	play,	leading	to	its	tragic	end.	To	Kill	a	Mockingbird	by	Harper	Lee:	Atticus	Finch	faces	the	external	conflict	of	defending	a	Black	man	in	a	racially	prejudiced	society,	while	internally,	Scout	and	Jem	grapple	with	understanding	morality	and	justice	in	a
flawed	world.	The	Catcher	in	the	Rye	by	J.D.	Salinger:	Holden	Caulfield’s	internal	conflict	with	depression,	identity,	and	alienation	is	set	against	his	external	struggle	to	connect	with	others	and	navigate	a	world	he	finds	hypocritical.	These	examples	demonstrate	how	combining	internal	and	external	conflicts	doesn't	just	add	complexity—it	deepens
emotional	resonance	and	thematic	richness.	Writers	who	master	this	technique	can	craft	stories	that	not	only	entertain	but	also	leave	a	lasting	impact.	Internal	and	external	conflicts	serve	different	but	complementary	roles	in	storytelling.	While	internal	conflict	offers	emotional	depth	and	character	development,	external	conflict	fuels	tension	and
momentum.	The	most	powerful	narratives	often	feature	both,	allowing	characters	to	evolve	under	pressure	while	striving	against	visible	challenges.	Whether	you’re	crafting	fiction,	analyzing	literature,	or	just	exploring	the	art	of	storytelling,	understanding	the	dynamics	of	internal	vs	external	conflict	will	deepen	your	appreciation	and	effectiveness.
Explore	how	these	forces	intertwine—and	elevate	your	storytelling	today.	Internal	and	external	conflicts	are	essential	elements	in	storytelling.	Think	about	your	favorite	stories	-	they	most	likely	contain	conflict	or	something	to	overcome.	Whether	the	conflict	is	related	to	a	broad	theme,	relationships	between	characters,	or	a	battle	of	the	mind	and
heart,	a	successful	narrative	will	use	both,	individually	or	in	combination,	to	engage	the	audience,	explore	various	themes	and	character	arcs,	and	create	depth	and	tension	within	a	story.	We	will	be	breaking	down	each	one	by	definition	and	purpose.	Internal	Conflict	Definition	Internal	conflict	is	a	psychological	or	emotional	struggle	that	takes	place
within	a	character's	mind	or	heart.	It	involves	their	inner	thoughts,	feelings,	beliefs,	or	desires.	Purpose	Character	Development:	Internal	conflicts	are	used	to	delve	deep	into	a	character's	psyche,	providing	insight	into	their	motivations,	fears,	and	personal	growth.	They	help	the	audience	understand	why	a	character	behaves	the	way	they	do.	
Complexity:	Internal	conflicts	add	complexity	to	characters	by	showcasing	their	internal	struggles,	dilemmas,	and	moral	choices.	This	complexity	makes	characters	more	relatable	and	relatable.	Theme	Exploration:	Internal	conflicts	are	often	tied	to	the	story's	themes.	They	allow	writers	to	explore	themes	such	as	identity,	self-discovery,	morality,	and
personal	transformation.	Examples:	·						A	character	wrestling	with	their	guilty	conscience	after	making	a	morally	questionable	decision.	·						The	protagonist	battling	self-doubt	and	fear	as	they	pursue	their	dreams.	·						An	internal	struggle	between	two	conflicting	desires,	such	as	love	and	ambition.	External	Conflict	Definition	External	conflict	is	a
struggle	that	occurs	between	a	character	and	an	external	force,	such	as	another	character,	society,	nature,	or	a	situation.	Purpose	Plot	Development:	External	conflicts	drive	the	plot	forward	by	creating	obstacles	and	challenges	for	the	characters	to	overcome.	They	provide	the	story	with	action	and	tension.	Character	Growth:	External	conflicts	force
characters	to	adapt,	grow,	or	change	in	response	to	the	challenges	they	face.	They	can	reveal	a	character's	strengths	and	weaknesses.	Engagement:	External	conflicts	often	capture	the	audience's	attention	and	keep	them	invested	in	the	story	as	they	root	for	the	characters	to	overcome	obstacles.	Examples:	·						A	hero	battling	a	villain	in	a	physical
confrontation	(e.g.,	a	superhero	fighting	a	supervillain).	·						A	group	of	survivors	struggling	to	survive	in	a	post-apocalyptic	world	filled	with	dangers.	·						A	character	facing	societal	discrimination	and	prejudice,	fighting	for	justice	and	equality.	Combining	Internal	and	External	Conflict	Many	compelling	stories	use	both	internal	and	external	conflicts
simultaneously	to	create	well-rounded	characters	and	engaging	plots.	For	example,	a	character	may	face	external	challenges	like	a	life-threatening	situation	while	simultaneously	dealing	with	internal	conflicts	such	as	overcoming	their	own	fears	or	doubts.	Internal	and	external	conflicts	are	powerful	storytelling	tools	that	work	together	to	create
depth,	tension,	and	character	development	within	a	narrative.	When	used	strategically	and	creatively,	they	contribute	to	the	overall	success	of	a	story	–	leaving	readers	satisfied	and	ready	for	the	next	one!	Is	your	story	ready	to	be	shared	with	the	masses?	Partner	with	48	Hour	Books	to	start	your	self-publishing	journey	Internal	conflict	is	the	struggle
that	occurs	within	a	character,	dealing	with	emotions,	desires,	ethics,	or	dilemmas.	It’s	a	mental	or	emotional	battle,	such	as	Hamlet’s	indecision	in	Shakespeare’s	“Hamlet.”	He	grapples	with	the	moral	implications	of	avenging	his	father’s	death,	illustrating	the	quintessential	internal	struggle	between	duty	and	ethical	integrity.	External	conflict
happens	between	a	character	and	an	outside	force,	which	could	be	another	character,	society,	nature,	or	a	supernatural	element.	A	classic	example	is	the	epic	battle	of	Harry	Potter	against	Voldemort	in	J.K.	Rowling’s	“Harry	Potter”	series.	The	external	conflict	is	not	just	the	physical	battles	but	the	ideological	clash	between	good	and	evil.	Literary
DeviceDefinitionPurposeUsageRelevant	ExamplesInternal	ConflictStruggle	occurring	within	a	characterTo	explore	a	character’s	complexities	and	growthCharacter-driven	stories,	novels,	playsHamlet	by	William	ShakespeareExternal	ConflictConflict	between	a	character	and	an	outside	forceTo	drive	the	plot	and	show	a	character’s	resiliencePlot-driven
narratives,	adventures,	dramasHarry	Potter	series	by	J.K.	Rowling	Internal	Conflict:	Dive	deep	into	your	character’s	psyche.	What	fears,	desires,	or	beliefs	drive	them?	Use	these	internal	struggles	to	develop	a	compelling	character	arc.	External	Conflict:	Increase	the	stakes	with	formidable	antagonists	or	challenging	environments.	How	do	these
external	forces	push	your	character	to	grow	or	change?	Q:	Can	a	story	have	both	internal	and	external	conflicts?A:	Absolutely!	Most	compelling	stories	weave	both	types	of	conflict	to	create	depth	and	tension.	Q:	How	do	I	balance	internal	and	external	conflicts	in	my	writing?A:	Balance	can	be	achieved	by	ensuring	that	internal	conflicts	are	as
engaging	as	external	ones,	allowing	them	to	influence	each	other	and	drive	the	plot.	Q:	Is	one	type	of	conflict	more	important	than	the	other?A:	No,	both	are	vital	in	different	ways.	Internal	conflict	enriches	character	development,	while	external	conflict	often	drives	the	plot.	Read	the	following	paragraph	and	identify	whether	it’s	primarily	describing
an	internal	or	external	conflict:	“Despite	the	blizzard	raging	outside,	Mark’s	greatest	struggle	was	deciding	whether	to	keep	his	family’s	secret	or	reveal	the	truth	to	his	friend,	risking	their	trust	and	relationship.”	Answer:	Internal	conflict.	Exploring	these	comparisons	further	can	deepen	your	appreciation	of	literary	devices	and	enhance	your
storytelling	skills,	whether	you’re	reading	critically	or	crafting	your	own	narratives.


