
Lord of the Flies: A Literary Analysis

William Golding's classic novel explores the darkness within human nature when a 

group of British schoolboys are stranded on an uninhabited island. As their makeshift 

society collapses, the novel traces how civilization gives way to savagery, revealing 

the beast that lurks within us all.



About William Golding

Though raised to be a scientist, William Golding shifted to literature at 

Oxford University. His experience fighting in World War II, including 

participation in the D-Day landing at Normandy, profoundly influenced 

his view of human nature.

Published in 1954, Lord of the Flies was Golding's first novel and 

became a critically acclaimed bestseller. Though he never achieved the 

same commercial success again, he continued writing and published 

many more novels including The Scorpion God (1971) and Darkness 

Visible (1979).

Golding won the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1983, recognizing his 

contribution to understanding "the human condition in the world of 

today." He died in 1993, leaving behind a powerful literary legacy that 

continues to challenge readers.



Historical Context & Literary Significance

1 World War II Influence

The war changed how people viewed 

human nature, disproving the idea that 

World War I was "the War to End All 

Wars." Instead, it created a new sense 

that people are inherently warlike and 

savage. The nuclear conflict referenced 

in the novel reflects Cold War anxieties.

2 Subversion of Adventure Stories

Stories

While traditional adventure stories like 

Robinson Crusoe and Swiss Family 

Robinson show people civilizing nature 

on deserted islands, Lord of the Flies 

shows the opposite: boys who try to 

civilize nature but instead descend into 

savagery.

3 Biblical References

"Lord of the flies" is a translation of the 

Greek "Beelzebub," a devil mentioned in 

the New Testament. The novel contains 

numerous biblical allusions, particularly 

in Simon's Christ-like role and the fall 

from paradise theme.



The Island Setting

The tropical island serves as both a physical location and a powerful symbol throughout the novel. Initially appearing as a paradise with "bountiful food and 

untouched beauty," it represents a blank slate where the boys can attempt to create an ideal society.

Key Island Locations

• The beach - meeting place and center of "civilization"

• The mountain - site of the signal fire and later the beast

• The jungle - where hunting occurs and savagery emerges

• Castle Rock - Jack's fortress and symbol of tyranny

• The scar - damage from the plane crash, symbolizing how mankind 

destroys paradise

The island's isolation forces the boys to confront their own nature without 

the constraints of adult society. As the novel progresses, the once-beautiful 

setting becomes increasingly threatening, mirroring the boys' descent into 

savagery.



Major Characters

Ralph

The physically powerful boy elected as 
chief who prioritizes rescue over power. 

He establishes rules, meetings, and 
planning for the group's welfare. Ralph 
represents order, democratic leadership, 

and civil society.

Piggy

The intellectual hampered by physical 
weakness. His glasses provide fire-

making technology while his mind offers 
logical solutions. Despite his wisdom, he 
faces ridicule and abuse. Piggy embodies 

intellect, rationality, and scientific 
thinking.

Jack

The choir leader who becomes obsessed 
with hunting and power. He enforces 

rules only to control others and grows 
increasingly savage as his hunger for 

dominance intensifies. Jack symbolizes 
authoritarianism and mankind's potential 

for tyranny.

Simon

A mystical, introspective boy who alone 
comprehends the true nature of the 
beast. His epileptic visions include 

confronting the Lord of the Flies. With 
Christ-like qualities of compassion and 

sacrifice, Simon represents innate human 
goodness and spiritual insight.

Roger

Jack's sadistic lieutenant who gradually 
sheds social restraints. He deliberately 
murders Piggy and becomes the tribe's 

torturer and executioner. Roger embodies 
humanity's capacity for deliberate cruelty 

when freed from civilization's 
constraints.

Sam and Eric

Identical twins functioning as a single 
unit ("Samneric"). Though initially loyal 

to Ralph, they eventually submit to Jack's 
tribe through fear. Their capture 

represents how ordinary people may 
abandon moral principles under pressure 

and threat.



Key Symbols

The Conch Shell

Symbolizes order, democracy, and civilization. 

Used to call assemblies and as a "talking stick" 

that grants the right to speak. When the conch 

is destroyed, civilization on the island is 

completely lost.

Piggy's Glasses

Represent science, technology, and mankind's 

power to harness nature. They allow the boys to 

create fire, the first necessity of civilization. 

When stolen, it symbolizes the theft of 

intellectual power by brute force.

The Lord of the Flies

The severed pig's head that speaks to Simon, 

revealing itself as the beast within all humans. 

Named after Beelzebub, a Biblical devil, it 

represents the evil and violence that 

potentially exists in every human heart.



Central Themes: Human Nature

Golding aimed to trace society's flaws back to their source in human nature. By stranding English schoolboys on an island, he  creates a "human nature 

laboratory" to examine what happens when civilization's constraints vanish.

Innate Savagery

Golding argues that humans are savage by 

nature, drawn toward selfishness, brutality, 

and dominance. The boys' quick descent into 

violence supports this view.

Civilization as a Veil

Society's rules and laws merely mask the evil 

within individuals. Civilization hasn't 

destroyed the beast—it has only hidden it 

temporarily.

Power Corrupts

Both Jack and Roger reveal how power 

brings out the worst in humans. Jack uses 

authority to fulfill his desires while Roger 

indulges his sadistic tendencies.

Fear's Influence

Fear of the unknown (the beast) drives the 

boys toward both seeking protection in 

groups and toward violence against 

perceived threats.



The Beast & Spirituality

The Beast Within

The "beast" is Golding's central symbol representing the savage 

impulses lying within every human being. Initially perceived as an 

external threat, Simon discovers the truth: "Maybe it's only us." The Lord 

of the Flies confirms this when it tells Simon: "Fancy thinking the Beast 

was something you could hunt and kill! .. . I'm part of you?"

As Jack's tribe becomes more savage, they begin to worship the beast 

like a god, leaving it offerings to win its favor. This represents how 

savages surrender to their darkest impulses, attributing them to 

external forces that require obedience.

Simon's Spiritual Role

Simon represents a third path beyond civilized suppression and beastly 

savagery: spiritual truth-seeking. He alone faces the beast within, 

discovering that the "beast" on the mountain is merely a dead 

parachutist.

His murder while trying to deliver this truth parallels religious figures 

who are killed for challenging comfortable illusions. Simon symbolizes 

all spiritual seekers who help others face the darkness within human 

nature.



The Novel's Conclusion

As the island burns and Ralph flees for his life, the savage tribe's fire ironically attracts a naval officer who rescues the  boys. The officer's 

disappointment in their behavior—"I should have thought that a pack of British boys would have been able to put up a better show than that"—reveals 

his own naivety about human nature.

Return to Civilization

The sudden appearance of an adult 

restores the veneer of civilization, with 

Ralph immediately recognized as leader 

again and Jack falling silent.

Emotional Breakdown

Ralph "wept for the end of innocence, the 

darkness of man's heart, and the fall 

through the air of the true, wise friend 

called Piggy." All boys join in crying, finally 

confronting what they've become.

Ironic Ending

The officer turns away from the crying 

boys to look at his warship—suggesting 

that adult civilization also contains the 

same capacity for organized violence that 

the boys displayed.
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