‘Lord of the Flies’
Critical Evaluation

‘Lord of the Flies’, by William Golding is one of the most celebrated and world renowned classics of modern times. It is a very powerful, symbolic and darkly artistic piece of literature. It tells the tale of a group of English boys who are stranded on an island, their futile attempts of establishing law and order and their eventual fall from civilised order into the world of savagery.
	After witnessing the terrible horrors of World War Two, especially in the persecution of the Jews, Golding employs both characterisation and symbolism to reveal and communicate the central theme: that man, inherently, has the capacity to commit great acts of evil.
		
		Set during the Second World War, Ralph, Piggy, Jack and a group of young British boys of different of age ranges and backgrounds find themselves marooned on a tropical island after their plane crashed. Shocked and helpless, they manage to establish some kind of society which Ralph is elected ‘chief’ of. Immediately, Jack is jealous of Ralph’s position of power. A feud begins between the two boys which grows and develops through the catastrophes to come, resulting in dividing their fragile society and leading to their eventual destruction. Descending into chaos, all civilised order and behaviour becomes completely absent and seems lost forever.

	Golding employs characterisation greatly to reveal different characteristics of human nature. Ralph is Golding’s symbol of a typical human being, capable of goodness but also great cruelty. He is from a relative middle-class background and it is Ralph who finds the conch, a beautiful spiral shell which he uses to summon the boys to a meeting. The boys quickly consider the conch as a symbol of reassurance and Ralph a figure of respect, someone who they could look up to and the closet they can come to an adult. Through this Ralph is elected chief and under his reign the conch becomes a symbol of democracy and freedom of speech; only a boy in possession of the conch may speak:
	’The being that had blown that, had sat waiting on the platform 	with the delicate thing on his knees, was set apart.’’

Although Ralph’s election as chief was more a lucky accident, he immediately exhibits some essential qualities needed for leadership such as they way he organised the vote, how he tries to reassure the boys and in how he tries to make amends with Jack after being chosen over him in the election:
‘’Ralph looked at him, eager to offer him something. ‘The choir belongs to you, of course.’’

This is the first example of Ralph’s good nature but also of his poor judging of character, entrusting power to the power hungry Jack. Another example of his leadership quality of looking out for the boys is when he decides to build a fire:

‘’If a ship comes near the island they may not notice us. So we must make smoke on top of the mountain. We must make a fire.’’

This reveals another of his qualities as a leader as he is able to prepare for the future and devise a way of getting rescued but it goes badly wrong and out of control, resulting in the death of one of the little’uns. They set up the fire again and Jack gave his word that he and his hunters would protect it – another plot for power however they leave for a hunt and the fire stopped producing smoke when a ship came by. Ralph saw this and also saw that there was no smoke and panicked:
	‘’Come back! Come back!’
	He ran backwards and forwards along the cliff, his face always	to the sea, and his voice rose insanely.’’

This shows how desperate he is to be rescued but also how relaxed the others felt about the fire which sets them apart. This causes a conflict between Ralph and Jack over what is more important; getting rescued by means of the fire or hunting. Piggy sides with Ralph which causes a break in Ralph’s companionship with Jack broke. This was the start of their feud which signals the beginning of Ralph’s loss of authority but it also strengthens his relationship with Piggy.
		
		Piggy is introduced to us as short and very fat. He wears glasses and comes from a poor background. The name ‘Piggy’ is very cleverly used by Golding as it reflects Jack and his hunter’s bloodlust for hunting and killing pigs. Piggy is Golding’s character for representing law and order in the world. He wants a society on the island to mirror that of England. Despite his unattractive looks he is very intelligent. After all it was his idea to use the conch to call the meeting.
‘’We can use this to call the others. Have a meeting’’
He is also clever enough to let Ralph become chief, he knew that he himself would never have enough standing with the other boys due to his differences and so saw Ralph as an opportunity to get his points across, further developing the idea of the conch being a symbol of free speech and democracy. However, he is bullied by the others, especially Jack, whenever he tried to speak, even when he had the conch.
	‘’Oh shut up!’
	‘I got the conch,’ said Piggy, in a hurt voice. ‘I got the right to 
	speak.’’
 
This demonstrates Piggy’s courage, still trying to get his point across even when being ridiculed. Also, if the boys thought the rules did not apply to Piggy then they do not follow the rules and therefore do not follow Ralph, another factor in his breakdown of authority. 
Piggy has a need for a link with the adult world and his constant references to his aunt demonstrate this. The fire becomes the symbolic link to the adult world which his glasses were used to start. When the fire goes out of control Piggy loses his temper with Jack and the others:
	
          ‘I got the conch! You just listen! The first thing we ought to have
	made was shelters down there by the beach.

This highlights his determination to have some sort of standard order on the island and his frustration at the other boys for not seeing the seriousness of their situation and his courage to stand up and point this out. This sets him completely apart and opposed to Jack.

Jack is Golding’s idea of someone who is more capable of cruelty. Opposed to Ralph and especially Piggy on all matters, Jack represents the idea that the individual’s desires are most important and should be followed, regardless of reason or morals. He also comes from a wealthy background which further reveals the idea of Golding using a structure for his main characters – Piggy coming from a poor background represents law and order in society would be on the left; Ralph coming from a middle-class background represents a typical human and would be in the middle; Jack from a rich background represents anarchy and would be far left and the opposite of Piggy. 
	Jack is first introduced to us as an arrogant character but, despite losing the election, he does appear to grudgingly accept Ralph:
	
           ‘’I agree with Ralph. We’ve got to have rules and obey 
	them. After all, we’re not savages’’

This further proves the idea of humans being tempted by evil in the way that Ralph and Jack are alike in many ways and take a liking to each other. However, the irony of his comment is clear and he is later portrayed as a hypocrite when he does not follow Ralph’s rules when they apply to Piggy, such as not letting him talk with the conch. Jack desires power and leadership over the boys. He demonstrates this in his first opportunity to seize power: 
	
‘’My hunters will look after the fire’’

This gives him great power over the boys as he now controls a group of boys – originally his choir -  who will provide food but also only answer to him. He also has responsibility over the fire, the symbol and means of being rescued. Golding’s representation of Jack being the idea of desires being most important and to follow them regardless of reasons and morals is first portrayed in Jack’s lust for hunting and the determination to kill a pig who escaped him:
	
          ‘’He snatched his knife out of the sheath and slammed it into a tree 	trunk. Next time there would be no mercy.’’

Jack has found his desire to hunt and he is more violent, more savage. He will follow his desire regardless of his responsibility for the fire and in their bloodlust frenzy they become like savages:
	
                     ‘’Kill the pig. Cut her throat. Spill her blood!’’

On returning he does not understand why Ralph was so mad, even after being told about the ship; he was only interested in telling them about the hunt and the blood. Ralph and Piggy siding against Jack causes him to become more challenging and opposing.
		
		As tensions mount between the characters, Golding introduces more clearly the idea of a ‘beast’ being on the island. The beast represents both the terror and the temptation of the base desires for violence, power and savagery within every human soul. First introduced to us the beast is described by one of the little’uns at a meeting as a ‘snake thing’ living on the edges of the jungle. This is amusing to the biggun’s who merely explain that they were imagining things:
	
           ‘’I’ve been all over this island. By myself. If there were a beast I’d have 	seen it. Be frightened because you’re like that – but there is no beast in 	the forest.’’

 However, the topic of the beast is brought up again by another little’un who explains that it may have come from the sea. This causes more of a stir because the sea was unexplored and mysterious. The boys believe this more, to the irritation of Ralph and Piggy, who find it stupid and unscientific. Simon, who is rarely mentioned until now, is the only boy to see it from a different and more terrifying point of view:
	
          ‘’What I mean is... maybe it’s only us.’’
	Simon is Golding’s embodiment of human reason. He is an original member of the choir (hunters) and who Jack describes as ‘always pulling a faint’ – which suggests he has some sort of fit.  He is very helpful and co-operative and the only boy to help Ralph build the shelters. Also, he is one of the three boys along with Ralph and Jack, who first explored the island.  
	To further the idea of a ‘beast’ Golding uses the body of a dead fighter pilot who glides ashore during the night and the strings of his parachute get tangled on a rock causing any slight gust of wind to make the figure move. Seeing this causes Sam’n’Eric, who were watching the fire, to panic and flee down the mountain to inform the others. In the darkness they exaggerate their story. The boys agree to steer away from the mountain and light the signal fire on the beach. Simon is the only one to view it differently:
	
                   ‘’However Simon thought of the beast, there rose before his inward sight the picture of a human at once heroic and sick’’ 

This further strengthens the idea of humans being capable of great goodness but also cruelty which also reflects the attitudes of both Ralph and Jack. In seeing this it shows that Simon has a high level of intuitive intelligence, a capability of prophecy and the reader may even go as far as to interpret him as a Christ-like figure, ultimately sacrificed for the good of humanity.
	This embodiment of the beast causes strong reactions in the boys. Ralph becomes more irritated as the boys worry more about this imaginary beast instead of worrying about more important things like the signal fire. The hunters are excited at the prospect of a real hunt, however when they climbed the mountain a gust of wind made the figure move and they retreated in panic. They too come to fear it and, as a tribute, Jack erects the head of their killed pig on a stake. This shows the beginning of their transformation to savages as it reflects ancient cultures, such as paganism, tokens and even worship of false idols.
	Simon comes across the fly- infested head while wanting privacy during one of his seizures and it ‘talks’ to him:
	
            ‘’You knew, didn’t you? I’m part of you? Close, close, close! I’m the 	reason why it’s no go? Why things aren’t what they are?’’
 
This is a clever way of Golding to give a clue as to upcoming events, a ‘’storm approaching’’ and connecting the story title ‘Lord of the Flies’ to the beast suggests that something terrible will happen. Due to Simon having one of his seizures this may just be his thought being projected to the head and another way for the reader to glean Simon’s thoughts. This gives him the determination to confront the beast and in seeing what it really was he rushes down the mountain to inform the boys.
	At the same moment Jack finally makes his bid for leadership and in seeing the hesitation of the boys commands them to dance and chant. The rolling thunder and the boys chant builds up into a frenzy of passion of which Ralph is involved in. In the darkness Simon stumbles out from the edge of the forest and his silhouette causes the boys to mistake him for the beast and they attack:
	‘’Presently the heap broke up and figures staggered away. Only the 	beast lay still, a few yards from the sea. Even in the rain they could see 	how small the beast was; already its blood was staining the sand.’’ 

Simon’s death represents the end of human reason on the island and signals the beginning of the end. The fact that he suffers death at the hands of the boys, including Ralph, shows how humans can be tempted and are capable of evil.
Golding furthers this by the description of the parachutist flying out to sea:
	
         ‘’The parachute took the figure, furrowing the lagoon, and bumped it 	over the reef and out to sea.’’

This represents the end of any possible link to the adult world. This concludes the point that humans can be tempted by desires and that they are capable of great cruelty.

		The death of Simon at the boy’s hands was the final chip in the crack that divided their society. Ralph was left with Piggy and sam'n'eric in his tribe on the beach while the rest had joined Jack over at Castle Rock – a rocky outcrop at the edge of the island which is easily defended and hard to get to. This new tribe was much different to the old; Jack had all the power and represented a tyrant or dictator:
	
          ‘’The chief was sitting there, naked to the waist, his face blocked out in 	white and red. The tribe lay before him. The newly beaten and untied 	Wilfred was sniffing noisily in the background.’’

This highlights how savage the boys have become, punishing one of their own and with Jack now called ‘the chief’, half naked and painted in war paint – do the colours red and white represent the Nazi flag that Golding must have witnessed during the war? Hunting was no longer about the need for food but had now become a social and compulsory event, which would then be acted out. However, the one thing both tribes had in common was trying to come up with an excuse to Simon’s death and how it was not related to them.
	The one thing the new tribe lacked was fire and Piggy had the means:
	
          ‘’They didn’t come for the conch. They came for something else. Ralph – 	what am I going to do?’’

In stealing Piggy’s glasses they destroyed any means of being rescued because without the glasses there was no signal fire. The theft of the glasses represents the loss of Piggy’s influence and therefore the loss of law and order on the island.
	Ralph with the conch, Piggy and sam’n’eric went to Castle Rock to demand the glasses and to try and reason with them, but in their newfound power and savagery, Rodger releases the boulder:
	
          ‘’The rock struck Piggy a glancing blow from chin to knee; the conch 	exploded into a thousand white fragments and ceased to exist.’’

Symbolically, the death of democracy, law and order occurs simultaneously with the death of Piggy. The word use of ‘ceased to exist’ is very strong and gives the message that they will not come again and are lost forever. 
	In the closing moment, with sam’n’eric captured, Ralph was alone and hunted:
	
         ‘’Roger sharpened a stick at both ends. Ralph tried to attach a meaning 	to this but could not’’

This illustrates the brutality of the boys who intend to decapitate Ralph in the way they did the pig. Ralph, representing an ‘ordinary’ human being, cannot comprehend the possibility of such a horrific act performed by a fellow human being.
	However, there is respite for Ralph with the arrival of a naval officer who appears as he is hunted, ironically rescuing them because of the intense smoke from the forest fire. At his rescue:	
	
          ‘’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.’’

This concluding image of the text reflects its central theme. All civilised order is absent in their actions of trying to hunt and kill Ralph and the island’s transformation from a place of paradise to destruction reflects the boys fall from order into chaos. 
 
	In conclusion, ‘’The Lord of the Flies’’ by William Golding, employs both characterisation and symbolism very convincingly to present the belief that man, inherently, has the capacity for evil, especially when the laws and borders that govern our world are removed. This is a powerful and a truly remarkable piece of literature in the way that it portrays how the innocence of childhood is not exempt from evil as Jack and his savage tribe demonstrates their clear potential for violence and cruelty. The novel illustrates, chillingly, what we may all be capable of.
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