A Christian
Interpretation

Lawrence S. Friedman

Lawrence S. Friedman bases his discussion of Lord
of the Flies on the idea that Golding is a Christian
believer whose novel explores the ramifications of
Original Sin, the Christian idea that all humanity bears
the residue of Adam’s first sin. Golding describes the
island as an Eden-like paradise that Jack, the source
of evil, enters, overcomes, and destroys. The Christ-
figure Simon attempts salvation, but he is no match
for the symbolic beast that reigns on the island. Fried-
man interprets the ending as merely a superficial sal-
vation from the island microcosimi, 10 rescue from the
worldwide destruction in which the naval officer is
involved. Lawrence S. Friedman has written critically
about all of Golding’s major works and published
Understanding Cynthia Ozick, crificisim about the
vyorks of Jewish writer Cynthia Ozick.

Lord of the Flies opens in Eden.' Ralph, fair-haired protago-
nist, and Piggy, faithful companion and resident intellectual,
look about them and pronounce their island good. And so it
is, for William Golding has set his young castaways down
upon an uninhabited Pacific island as lush as it is remote.
Fruit hangs ripe for the picking; fresh water flows abun-
dantly from a convenient mountain; and the tropical climate
soon prompts the boys to throw off their clothes. Ralph joy-
fully stands on his head, an action he will repeat at moments
of high emotion. It is easy to forget that the world is at war,
and that the plane that carried Ralph, Piggy, and the many
other English boys stranded on the island, was shot down by
the enemy.

1. the garden of Eden, described in Genesis

Excerpled from J¥illiam Golding by Lawrence S, Friedman. Copyright ©1693 by
Lexwrence S. Friedman. Reprinted with permission of The Continuum Publishing
Company.

65




66 Readings on Lord of the Flies

As war and plane crash recede from memory, the visible
world shrinks to the desert island and its populace of six- to
twelve-year-old-boys. Because of the island’s fecundity and
mild climate the boys are largely exempt from the struggle
for food and shelter; because of their youth they are exempt
from sexual longing and deprivation; because of their isola-
tion they are exempt from adult constraints. Free to live as
they choose, they can act out every boy’s dream of romantic
adventure until their eventual rescue. Lord of the Ilies be-
gins, therefore, as a modern retelling of R.M. Ballantyne’s
Victorian children’s classic, The Coral Island. Indeed Gold-
ing traces his book’s genesis to a night when he had finished
reading just such an island adventure story to his eldest
child. Exasperated by the familiar cutout characters and
smug optimism of the original, he conceived of breathing
life into a moribund genre by isolating boys on a desert is-
land and showing how they would really behave. Ballan-
tyne’s shipwrecked boys, somewhat older than Golding’s,
lead an idyllic life on their remote South Seas island. Tropi-
cal nature is benign, the boys’ characters conventi onally in-
nocent. What evil exists on Coral Island enters in the form of
such adult intruders as savage cannibals or pirales. Ballan-
tyne’s vision is doubly optimistic: man is inherently good;
and good will win out in the end. Like most fairy tales, The
Coral Island is an amalgam of faith and hope.

On Golding’s coral island, Piggy’s allusions to atomic war,
dead adults, and uncertainty of rescue barely ripple the sur-
face of Ralph’s pleasant daydreams. Soon the boys recover a
conch from the lagoon. More than a plaything, the conch
will become a means of communication, and ultimately a
symbol of law and order. Instructed by the wise but ineffec-
tual Piggy, Ralph blows on the conch, thereby summoning
the scattered boys. Possession of the conch ensures Ralph’s
election as chief. Later the assembled boys agree that who-
ever wishes to speak must raise his hand and request the
conch. Cradling the conch in one’s hands not only confers
instant personal authority but affirms the common desire
for an orderly socicty.

EviL INTRODUCED INTO THE Boys’ “EpEN”

Tead as a social treatise, Golding’s first chapter seems [0
posit notions of fair play and group solidarity familiar to
readers of The Coral Island. But the same chapter introduces
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us 1o Jack Merridew marching at the head of his uniformed
column of choirboys. Clad in black and silver and led by an
obviously authoritarian figure, the choirboys seem boy
Nazis. Frustrated by Ralph’s election as chief, Jack barely
conceals his anger. The chapter ends with Jack, knife in
hand, reflexively hesitating long enough on the downward
stroke to allow a trapped piglet to escape. The civilized taboo
against bloodletting remains shakily in place as the angry
boy settles for slamming his knife into a tree trunk.
time,” he cries.

Itis the exploration of Jack’s “next time” that will occupy
much of the remainder of Lord of the Flies. By fixing incipi-
ent evil within Jack, Golding reverses the sanguine premise
of nineteenth-century adventure stories that lecate evil in
the alien or mysterious forces of the outside world. Accord-
ing to Golding his generation’s “liberal and naive beliel in
the perfectibility of man” was exploded by World War 1L
Hitler’s gas chambers revealed man’s inherent evil. His fol-
lowers were not Ballantyne’s savage cannibals or desperate
pirates whose evil magically dissipated upon their conver-
sion to Christianity. Rather they were producls of that very
Christian civilization that presumably guarantees their im-
possibility. Nor does it suffice to accept Ballantyne’s impli-
cation that his boys’ Englishness, like their Christianity,
marks them as inevitably good. “We’ve got to have rules and
obey them. After all, we’re not savages. We’re Tinglish, and
the English are best at everything. So we’ve got to do the
right things.” Coming from Golding’s Jack, these words el-
fectively shatter Ballantyne’s easy optimism. Conditioned no
less by the theology of man’s fall than by Nazl atrocities,
Lord of the Flies traces the spreading stain of man’s deprav-
ity from its first intimations in Jack to its near-total corrup-
tion of the hoys and their social order. “I decided,” explained
Golding, “to take the literary convention of boys on an is-
land, only make them real boys instead of paper culouts
with no life in them; and try to show how the shape of the
society they evolved would be conditioned by their diseased,
their fullen nature.”

Next

Too immalture to account for the enemy within, the boys
project their irrational fears onto the outside world. The first
of these projections takes the shape of a snakelike “beastie,”
the product of a small boy’s nightinare. One side of the boy’s

Tace “was blotted out by a mulberry-colored birthmark,” the
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visible sign of the dual nature of fallen man. More by force
of personality than by reason, Ralph succeeds in exorcising
the monster from the group consciousness. Now the boys
struggle to drag logs up the mountain for a signal fire, Ralph
and Jack bearing the heaviest log between them. Jack’s mo-
mentary selflessness combined with the manipulation of the
lenses of Piggy’s spectacles to start their fire—as well as the
very act of fire building itself—signal a resurgence of civi-
lized values. But the fire soon rages out of conirol; exploding
trees and rising creepers reinvolke cries of “Snakes!, Snakes”;
and the small boy with the birthumark has mysteriously dis-
appeared. The seed of fear has been planted. Reason has
failed to explain the darkness within, and the island paradise
begins its fatal transformation into hell.

TeE END OF INNOCENCE

Soon Ralph and Jack find communication impossible, the
former talking of building shelters, the latter of killing pigs.
Increasingly obsessed with his role as hunter, Jack neglects
his more important role as keeper of the signal fire. Painting
a fierce mask on his face he is “liberated from shame and
self-consciousness.” Shortly thereafter he and his frenzied
followers march along swinging the gutted carcass of a pig
from a stake to the incantory chant, “Kill the pig. Cut her
throat. Spill her blood.” Abandonment to blind ritual has dis-
placed the reasoned discourse governed by the conch.
Meanwhile the untended fire has gone out, and a ship has
sailed past the island. Lost in blood lust, Jack’s thoughts are
far from rescue, and he at first barely comprehends Ralph’s
anger. When he does, he strikes out at the helpless Piggy,
shattering one of his lenses. Reason henceforth is half-blind;
the fragile link between Ralph and Jack snaps; and ritual
singing and dancing resume as the boys gorge themselves
on the slaughtered pig. That Ralph and Piggy join in the feast
indicates the all-too-human failure to resist the blandish-
ments of mass hysteria.

Killing marks the end of innocence. It is a wiser Ralph
who “found himself understanding the wearisomeness of
this life where every path was an improvisalion and a con-
siderable part of one’s waking life was spent walching one’s
feet...and remembering that first enthusiastic exploration
as though it were part of a brighter childhood, he smiled
jeeringly.” Here at the beginning of the important fifth chap-
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ter, “Beasl from Waler,” the regression and initiation themes
converge. On the basis of his newfound knowledge, Ralph
assembles the boys to discuss such practical matters as san-
itation, shelter, and, most crucially, the keeping of the fire.
But the tension among the boys is palpable, and Ralph soon
confesses, “Things are breaking up. I don’t understand why.
We began well, we were happy.” And he concludes, “Then
people started getling frightened.” Piggy’s theory that life is
scientific is countered by new reports of a beast from the
sea. Neither Pigey’s logic nor Ralpl’s rules can hold the boys
together, and the meeting scatters in confusion. . ..

GOLDING COMMENTS ON ORIGINAL SIN
In an interview conducted on July 10-11, 1985, Oxford pro-
fessor John Carey asked JVilliam Golding to comunent on
original sin. The answer was published in William Golding:
The Man and IHis Books, edited by John Carey.

Original sin—Dve been really rather lumbered with origi-
nal sin ... [ suppose that. .. both by intellect and emotion—
intellectually after emotionally—Im convinced of original
sin. That is, ’'m convinced of it in the Augustinian way. It is
Augustine, isn’t it, who was born a twin, and his earliest
memory was pushing his twin from his mother’s breast? 1
think that because children are helpless and vulnerable, the
most terrible things can be done by children to children.
The fact that they are vulnerable, and ignorant ol their own
nature—can push the twin away from the breast without
knowing that they are injuring themselves, without know-
ing that i’s an antisocial action—that is ignorance. And we
confuse it with innocence. I do myself. But | still think that
the root of our sin is there, in the child. As soon as it has
any capacity for acting on the world outside, it will be sell-
ish; and, of course, original sin and selfishness—the words
could be interchangeable. . .. You can only learn unselfish-
ness by liking and by loving.

“Beast from the Air” opens with the sign from the world
of grown-ups that answers Ralph’s desperate cry for help
after the breakup of the assembly. Dropping [rom the air bal-
tle high above the isltand, a dead parachutist settles on the
mountaintop where fitful breezes cause him spasmodically
to rise and fall. This grotesque “message” recalls
savagery that marooned the boys on the

and. Moreover,
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the boys now take the faraway figure for the beast that
haunts their dreams. Confronted by its apparent physical re-
ality even Ralph succumbs to fear. The ironic appropriate-
ness of the man-beast foreshadovws Jack’s growing power
and the final unraveling of the social order. Now that the pri-
mary task is to kill the beast, Jack assumes command.
Promising hunting and feasting he lures more and more
boys into his camp. Man regresses from settler to roving
h;mter, society from democracy to dictatorship.

SIMON’S ENCOUNTER AND IDEFEAT

It ¥g at this point, shortly after the collapse of social order
undex,_the pressures of inherent evil associated with Jack
and irrational fear embodied in the beast frop the air, that
Golding \paints his most startling and powerful scene.
Simon, théwnly boy who feels the need forsolitude, returns
to his place'qf contemplation, a leafy sHelter concealed by
the dense grogvth of the forest. There he witnesses the
butchering of a‘frantically screamigg sow, its gutting and
dismemberment, apd the erection/ Af its bleeding head on a
pole. This head, abandoned by e hunters as a “gift” to the
beast, presides over a pjle of g{s that attracts great swarms
of buzzing flies. And th LQ{I/: of the Flies speaks: “Fancy
thinking the Beast was so0 ',\"ething you could hunt and kill.
You knew didn’t you? I'my artof you? Close, close, close! I'm
the reason why it’s no go? Wiy, things are what they are?”
Looking into the Vasﬁ/ﬁlouth, Sitmon sees only a spreading
blackness into Whi(?ﬁ he falls in a faint.

~ As previouslyn fed, Golding has called himself a fabulist
and his novel a Aable. All fables contain morals; and the
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moral of Lor(}? the Flies is stated most expljcitly in the con-

frontation betyween Simon and the pig's heath “I included a
Christ-figure/in my fable. This is the little boy*Simon, soli-
tary, stammering, a lover of mankind, a visionary.&Since the
Lord of thg Flies is Beelzebub, the Judeo-Christian pgince of
scene dramatizes the clash between princi les of
evil. To accept the consequences of Golding’s Sym-
bolism is to recognize the inequality of the struggle betw};ieq
Simon and the head. The Lord of the Flies has invaded
Simon’s forest sanctuary to preach an age-old sermon: evil
lies within man whose nature is inherently depraved. Simon
cannot counter this lesson. Engulfed by the s preading black-
ness of the vast mouth, he is overwhelmed by Beelzebub’s




