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Abstract: 

Written in the aftermath of World War II, Wiliam Golding's "Lord of the Flies" is often 

read as an allegory of civilization and savagery, but beneath this duality lies a subtler critique of 

humanity's utopian impulse. The novel analysed the illusion of an ideal society. This paper 

explores "Lord of the Flies" as a profound commentary on the fragility of the utopian ideals. The 

novel begins with the boys' initial efforts to establish a society free from adult intervention and 

war, and build order and democracy on the island, evoking classical utopian ideals, but their 

community gradually deteriorates into violence and domination. Supported by critical 

perspectives the study demonstrates how "Lord of the Flies" transforms a seeming paradise into 

a moral wasteland. Golding deliberately undermines the idea of utopia by putting forth its 

unsustainable nature when built upon an unexamined understanding of humanity. Golding's 

vision of human nature –neither wholly evil nor redeemable through social design – reveals that 

utopian cannot exist without confronting the "darkness of man's heart" (Golding 202). 
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The western thought has long been fascinated by the dream of a perfect society governed 

by reason and moral harmony. The word 'Utopia' was coined by Sir Thomas More in 1516 and is 

dervied from the Greek words ou (not) and topos (place) which suggests that perfection is a 

nowhere land and it is just a projection of humanity's hope for redemption through order. It refers 

to an imagined ideal society that is characterized by harmony, justice and perfection in governance. 

In literary traditions, utopians are often constructed to test philosophical or moral assumptions, 

and more often than not, they reveal their own fragility through internal contradictions or human 

flaws. The atrocities of the twentieth century demonstrated, as Theodor Adorno so rightly puts, 

that "there can be no poetry after Auschwitz." William Golding had served in the Royal Navy 

during the war and had witnessed a firsthand experience of what he called "the defects of society" 

as the "defects of human nature" (Golding, qtd in Dick. 24). His novel transforms the motif of the 

deserted island into a crucible for humanity's descent into barbarism.    

William Golding's 'Lord of the Flies' appears to fulfill the utopism fantasy. Survivors of a 

wartime evacuation, a group of British school boys, find themselves on a lush, uninhabited island. 

There are "no grownups" (Golding 8), no imposed authority, but an abundance of food and natural 

beauty exists. The boys' excitement – "Here at last was the imagined but never fully realized place 

leaping into real life" (12) evokes the Renaissance vision of the New World as an untouched 
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paradise awaiting human order. Their first act of governance, the election of Ralph as chief and 

the use of the conch as a symbol of equality and communication, represents what Frank Kermode 

describes as "a rebirth of civilization in miniature" (Kermode 407). The island turns out to be a 

social experiment that mirrors the Enlightenment faith in progress. 

Utopia is founded on innocence and imitation and not on wisdom and understanding. Ian 

Gregor and Mark Kinkead – Weekes have rightly observed: "Golding's children carry into their 

paradise the world they have fled "(A Critical study 47). In the opening chapters of the novel "Lord 

of the Flies" the boys" island appears to fulfill the dream of a perfect beginning. Untouched by 

adult corruption, the island offers sunlight, water, fruits and beauty – a setting reminiscent of Eden. 

The first collective actions of the boys reflect optimism and a childlike faith in cooperation. The 

discovery of the conch by Ralph and its use to summon others marks the foundation of a 

democratic order: "We can use this to call the others. Have a meeting. They'll come when they 

hear us" (Golding 16). The conch becomes the tangible symbol of dialogue, consensus, and 

justice— the values that became central to western utopian thought since Plato's 'Republic'. The 

boys' society initially models what Thomas Moore envisioned: a community bound not by coercion 

but by shared agreement.   

The early meetings dramatize the Enlightened belief that human reason can organize the 

world into order. The insistence of Ralph to maintain a signal fire and shelters represents foresight 

and discipline. The voice of intellect, Piggy, insists, "Which is better – to have rules and agree, or 

to hunt and kill?" (Golding 180). Their efforts suggest what C.P. Cox calls "a miniature enactment 

of the democratic experiment, a belief that reason can contain instinct" (Cox 104). Even the 

election of a leader, decided by a show of hands, echoes the ideals of parliamentary governance.    

Golding subtly undermines this utopian optimism from the beginning. The boys' attempt 

at civilization are founded on innocence and limitation rather than wisdom and understanding. As 

Ian Gregor and Mark Kinkead – weekes have rightly observed: "Golding's children carry into their 

paradise the world they fled" (A Critical study 47). The same instincts that led adult society to war 

resurface among the boys: fear, desire for power and tribalism. Jack's immediate challenge – "I 

ought to be chief because I'm chapter chorister and head boy" (Golding 19) – reveals that hierarchy 

persists even in the supposed blank slate of the island. Frank Kermode notes that "Golding's 

paradise is already infected by the civilization it pretends to replace" (Kermode 410). The boys' 

culture is not new; it is a distorted echo of the society that created them.   

William Golding's irony is still sharper. The utopia of the school boy's is born from a 

catastrophe – a plane crash caused by war. The very context that delivers them to the island is the 

failure of civilization. Their paradise exists because the adult world has destroyed itself. As 

Bernard F. Dick observes, "The island is a postlapsarian world; its innocence is counterfeit because 

it begins after a fall" (William Golding 67). Thus, from its very inception, the boy's community 
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carries within it the same seeds of violence that characterize the adult world. The utopian dream, 

Golding implies, is fragile because it denies this continuity between civilization and savagery.  

Piggy's faith in rational order embodies the Enlightenment's ideal of progress, yet his 

constant appeal to "what grownups would do" (Golding 33) show the boy's dependence on 

authority rather than genuine moral autonomy. Their journey is procedural, not ethical. Ian Gregor 

and Mark Kinkead Weekes observe, "The conch's power rests not on reason but on fear of 

disorder" (A Critical study 53). Golding thus exposes the paradox of utopia: it seeks the freedom 

through rules, but rules emerge from the very repression it tries to escape. The boys' society is 

therefore only a fragile veneer of order stretched over the chaos of instinct.   

The island utopia begins to disintegrate when the boys confront fear – the irrational element 

that reason cannot control. The fear of the "Beast" becomes a psychological catalyst that dissolves 

the fragile unity Ralph had created. The Beast is first imagined as an external creature but gradually 

becomes the projection of their inner darkness. When Samneric report seeing "the beast on the 

mountain top" (Golding 98), hysteria replaces logic. Ralph's authority, rooted in rational 

leadership, gives way to Jack's primal charisma. "Bollocks to the rules." Jack declares. "We're 

strong – we hunt!" (Golding 91). In this defiance, utopia yields to anarchy, and democratic 

deliberation is replaced by the politics of fear and domination.  

The symbolic destruction of order culminates in two parallel acts: the neglect of the signal 

fire and the breaking of the conch. The fire, once a symbol of rescue and connection with 

civilization, becomes a tool of violence when Jack's tribe uses it to flush out Ralph. When the 

conch "exploded into a thousand white fragments and ceased to exist" (Golding 181), Golding 

dramatizes the extinction of moral and social coherence. Virginia Tiger observes, "The destruction 

of the conch is the death of dialogue itself; the island's language of reason gives way to the screams 

of ritual" (Dark fields of Discovery 119). 

Golding's depiction of the boys' descent into savagery is not merely sociological but is 

metaphysical as well. The collapse of their society reveals the underlying human condition. Piggy's 

death signifies what Paul Crawford calls "the annihilation of humanist faith in moral progress" 

(Politics and History in William Golding 93). According to Crawford, the law that sustains 

civilization, "has no root in reason but in fear of punishment," and when fear shifts from moral to 

physical survival, society collapses. Golding's island thus becomes, in Frank Kermode's phrase, "a 

laboratory of the fall" (Karmode 411).  

Jack's transformation into a tyrant illustrates Golding's critique of political idealism. What 

begins as the pursuit of order becomes the lust for power. The boys' chant – "Kill the pig. Cut her 

throat. Spill her blood" (Golding 69) – reveal how ritual replaces rational purpose. The hunt, once 

justified as necessity, becomes sacred violence. As Lionel Trilling writes, "Golding unmasks 

civilization's pretensions by showing that its ceremonies and its savageries spring from the same 
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source" (The Opposing Self 142). The tribe's war paint, concealing their individual identities, 

externalizes the repression that underlies social cohesion. The masks permit what the conscience 

forbids. In this way, the island reflects the larger irony of civilization: its refinement conceals its 

brutality.  

Golding also exposes the gendered structure of utopia and violence. The maternal imagery 

of the island – lush, fertile, embracing – gives way to mutilation and fire. As Virginia Tiger notes, 

"The island is feminized only to be violated; the boys' dominion over it mirrors man's destructive 

mastery over nature" (Tiger 125). This eco-symbolism broadens Golding's deconstruction: utopia, 

which imagines harmony between humanity and environment, ends with ecological devastation. 

The final inferno that consumes the island is both the boys' act of war and their unwitting signal 

for rescue, a bitter parody of salvation through destruction.  

Ralph's leadership fails not because he is weak but because reason alone cannot inspire 

loyalty. "The world, that understandable and lawful world, was slipping away" (Golding 91), he 

realizes – a moment that captures the transition from utopia to dystopia. The boys' regression is 

not an aberration but an unveiling; beneath the social contract lies the primitive will to power. 

William Golding revises Rousseau's myth of the noble savage. Human beings are not corrupted by 

society but reveal their corruption when society is removed.  

The encounter between Simon and the Lord of the Flies constitutes the philosophical 

climax of the novel. When the head of the pig, surrounded by flies, speaks in the imagination of 

Simon – "Fancy thinking the Beat was something you could hunt and kill!... I'm part of you?" 

(Golding 143) – Golding exposes the central delusion of utopian thought: the belief that evil is 

external and therefore manageable. Simon's revelation that "the Beast is only us" dismantles the 

moral binary on which utopia depends. C.B. Cox interprets it as, "Golding's boys do not fall from 

grace – they strip away the illusions of innocence" (Cos 106). Evil is not a corruption of purity but 

a permanent aspect of the human psyche.  

When Simon attempts to convey the truth to others, he is mistake for the Beast and is killed 

in a frenzy of collective hysteria. The irony is absolute, enlightenment is destroyed by innocence. 

"The circle becomes a horseshoe, the beast was on its knees in the center" (Golding 152). This 

moment fuses the sacred and the savage, revealing what Bernard F. Dick calls "the liturgical 

structure of violence" (Dick 72). The utopian dream, once grounded in unity, collapses into a unity 

of destruction.    

Simon's death and Piggy's murder leave Ralph as the last remnant of reason. His final flight 

through the burning island, hunted "like a pig," erases the distinction between victim and beast. 

The naval officer's arrival does not restore utopia but exposes its futility. His question – "Fun and 

games? What have you been doing? Having a war or something?" (Golding 201) – is grotesquely 

ironic, for the officer himself embodies the larger war raging beyond the island. As Paul Crawford 
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points but, "The officer's presence completes Golding's counterpoint: the microcosmic war of the 

island reflects the macrocosmic war of mankind (Crawford 94)." The civilization that rescues 

Ralph is no less savage than the tribe that pursued him.  

Golding's ending collapses every dichotomy on which utopia depends: 

civilization/savagery, innocence/ experience, child/adult, order/chaos. Ralph's tears – "for the end 

of innocence, the darkness of man's heart" (Golding 202) – express not merely personal grief but 

philosophical recognition. The fragile utopia has disintegrated because its foundations were false. 

Virginia Tiger observes, "Golding's tragedy lies not in the loss of order but in the discovery that 

order itself was illusion" (Tiger 130). The final image of smoke and destruction mirrors the 

firestorms of the modern world; the island's apocalypse is civilization's mirror.  

The novel thus functions as a deconstructive text in the Derridean sense for it exposes the 

internal contradictions of its own ideals. Golding's narrative begins by affirming the possibility of 

rational order but ends by showing that the very language of order depends on exclusion, fear and 

violence. The conch, symbol of speech, is shattered; the Beast, symbol of otherness, is internal. 

Every binary collapses into its opposite. As Kermode concludes, "Golding's island is both Eden 

and Hell, the experiment and its failure" (Kermode 414).  

William Golding's "Lord of the Flies" dismantles the very structure of utopian idealism. 

What begins as a paradise of possibility – a world without adults, war or authority – devolves into 

chaos precisely because it is founded upon illusion. Golding's insight is not merely that human 

beings are flawed, but that any vision of perfection that denies this flaw is doomed to collapse. 

Utopia fails because it misunderstands the nature of man. Civilization, Golding implies, is not the 

antithesis of savagery but its mark. He locates tyranny within the individual heart. His island is a 

closed moral universe in which social order disintegrates into primal instinct. As Paul Crawford 

observes, "Golding's genius lies in relocating political failure within the psyche; his utopia fails 

not because of structures, but because of selfhood" (Politics and History in William Golding 95). 

Thus the "fragile utopia" of the island becomes a moral allegory for the instability of all 

human orders. The boys' society fails not due to change but because utopia, by definition, is 

unsustainable when founded on the denial of the self. Virginia Tiger so aptly concludes, "Golding's 

pessimism is the price of his honesty: paradise cannot exist where man remains unredeemed" (Dark 

Fields of Discovery 133). 

Golding's novel endures because it transforms the utopian genre into philosophical inquiry. 

The conch may shatter, but its echo persists – reminding us that order, hope and morality survive 

only as fragile constructions over the abyss of human nature. The deconstruction of utopia 

becomes, paradoxically, the beginning of moral awareness to know that paradise is impossible to 

begin to act responsibly in the imperfect world we all live in.   
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