Sigmificant Motifs in
Lord of the Flies

E.L. Epstein

E.L. Epstein argues that in Lord of the Flies William
Golding addresses the central concern of major
modern thinkers and scholars—the nature of the
human personality. Epstein analyzes three of the
novels motifs: the pig’s head as Beelzebub; the
killing of the sow; and Simon’s conversation with the
Lord of the Flies. According to Epstein, these motifs
portray the connection between the darkness within
human nature and its connection to outer reality.
E.L. Epstein has taught al Queens College of the City
University of New York. He is the author of Lan-
guage and Style and The Ordeal of Stephen Dedalus:
Conflict of the Generations in James Joyce’s A Portrait
of the Artist as a Young Man.

The theme of Lord of the Flies is described by Golding as fol-
lows . .. : “The theme is an atlempt to trace the defecls of so-
ciety baclk to the defects of human nature. The moral is that
the shape of a society must depend on the ethical nature of
the individual and not on any political system however ap-
parently logical or res peclable. The whole book is symbolic
in nature except the rescue in the end where adult life ap-
pears, dignified and capable, butin reality enmeshed in the
samne evil as the symbolic life of the children on the island.
The officer, having interrupted a man-hunt, prepares to take
the children off the island in a cruiser which will presently
be hunting its enemy in the same implacable way. And who
will rescue the adult and his cruiser?” ;
This is, of course, merely a casual summing-up on Mr.
Golding’s part of his extremely complex and beautifully
woven symbolic web which becomes apparent as we follow
through the book, but it does indicate that Lord of the Flies
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is not, lo say the least, a simple adventure story of boys on a
desert island. In fact, the implications of the story go far be-
yond the degeneration of a few children. What is unique

aboul the work of Golding is the way he has combined and
synthesized all of the characteristically twentieth-century
methods of analysis of the human being and human society
and used this unified knowledge to comment on a “test situ-
ation.” In this book, as in [ew others al the present time, are
findings ol psychoanalysts of all schools, anthropologisls,
social psychologists and philosophical historians mobilized
into an attack upon the ceniral problem of modern thought:
the nature ol the human personality and the reflection of
personality on society.
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Another leature of Golding’s work is the superb use of sym-
bolism, a symbolism that “works.” The central symbol itself,
the “lord of the flies,” is, like any true symbol, much more
than the sum of its parts; but some elements of it may be iso-
lated. The “lord of the flies” is a translation of the Hebrew
Baalzevuw (Beelzebub in Greek). It has been suggested that
it was a mistranslaion of a mistransliterated' word which
gave us this pungent and suggestive name for the Devil, a
devil whose name suggests that he is devoted to decay, de-
siruction, demoralization, hysteria and panic and who
therefore fits in very well with Golding’s theme.

The Devil is not presentin any traditional religious sense;
Golding’s Beelzebub is the modern equivalent, the anarchic,
amoral, driving force that Freudians call the Id, whose only
function seems to be Lo insure the survival of the host in
which it is embedded or embodied, which lfunction it per-
forms with tremendous and single-minded lenacity. Al-
though it is possible to find other names for this force, the
modern piclure of the personality, whether drawn by the-
ologians or psychoanalysts, inevitably includes this force or
psychic structure as the fundamental principle of the Nat-
wral Man. The tenets of civilization, the moral and social
codes, the Bgo, the intelligence itself, form only a veneer
over this white-hot power, this uncontrollable force, “the
fury and the mire of human veins.”. . . One could, if one were
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so minded, go through the enlire canon ol modern litera-
ture, philosophy and psychology and find this great basic
drive defined as underlying the most fun mr%oD:; onclu-
sions of modern thougl
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The emergence of this concealed, basic yildness is the
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The turning point in the struggle between Ra M:rrw 4_ Jack is
the killing of the sow. ﬁ? sovw is a mother: “sunk in deep

maternal bliss lay the largest of the lot ... ,.:c M Ec
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hurled themselves at her. This 55::: erupiion from an un-
known world made her frantic; she squealed and bucked and
the air was full ol sweat and noise and blood and terron
Roger ran round the heap, prodding with his spear whenever
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found a lodgment for his point and began to push till he was
leaning with his whole weight. The spear moved forward
inch by inch, and the terrified squealing became a high-

pitched scream. Then Jack found L:, throat and the hot blood
spouled over his hands. The sow c:::zaca under them and
they were heavy and fulfilled upon her The butlerflies still
danced, preoccupied in the cenler of the clearing
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at both ends.) The pig’s head is impaled on the sticl; .. .the
head hung there, a little blood dribbling down the stick. In-
stinclively the boys drew back too; and the forest was very
still. They listened, and the loudest noise was the buzzing of
flies over the spilled guts.” Jack offers this grotesque trophy
1o “the Beast,” the terrible animal that the littler children
had been dreaming of, and which seems to be lurking on the
island wherever they were nol looking. The entire incident
forms a horrid parody of an Oedipal® wedding night; these
emolions, the sensations aroused by murder and death, and
the overpowering and unaccustomed emotions of sexual
love experienced by the half-grown boys, plus their own ir-
rational fears and blind terrors, release the forces of death
and the devil on the island.

Sinton’s Intenview wity THE Hzan

Aflter this occurs the most deeply symbolic incident in the
book, the “interview” of Simon, an embryo mystic, with the
head. The head seems to be saying, to Simon’s heightened
perceplions, that “cverything was a bad business. .. . The
half-shut eyes were dim with the infinite cynicism of adult
life.” Simon fights with all his feeble power against the mes-
sage of the head, against the “ancient, inescapable recogni-
tion,” the recognition of human capacities for evil and the
superficial nature of human moral systems. It is the knowl-
edge of the end of innocence, for which Ralph is to weep at
the close of the book. “Fancy thinking the Beast was some-
thing you could hunt and kill? said the head. For a moment
or two the forest and all the other dimly appreciated places
echoed with the parody of laughter. ‘You knew, didn’t you?
I'm part of you? Close, close, close! 'm the reason why it's no
2o? Why things are what they are?”

At the end of this fantastic scene Simon imagines he is
looking into a vast mouth. “There was blackness within, a
blackness that spread. ... Simon was inside the mouth. He
fell down and lost consciousness.” This mouth, the symbol
of ravenous, unreasoning and eternally insatiable nature,
appears again in LPinclier Martin,® in which the development
of the theme of a Nature inimical to the conscious personal-
ity of man is developed in a stunning fashion. In Lord of the
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Flies, however, only the outline of a philosophy is sketched,
and the boys of the island are figures in a parable or fable
which like all great parables or fables reveals lo the reader
an intimate, disquieting connection between the innoceni,
time-passing, story-telling aspect of its surface and the great,
“dimly appreciated” depths of its inlerior.




