A Serious and
Disquieting Story
E.M. Forster

E.M. Forster, who calls Lord of the Flies a serious
hook, says that even though William Golding has
created an improbable situation, the characters re-
semble real people with believable human traits. As
the boys revert to savagery, Forster argues that they
become political and psychological symbols, and the
novel becomes an investigation into the dark side of
human nature present as well in the adults who
escue the boys at the end. British novelist E.M.
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Forster’s work first appeared in 1905. His A Passage
to India attracted attention for its insight into the
British raj. Forster’s writing has lent itself to cine-
matic interpretation, as three of his books, A4 Roomn
with a View, Howard’s End, and A Passage to India
have become feature films. He also wrote short
stories and essays and cowrote a libretto for the

opera Billy Budd.

It is a pleasure and an honour to write [about Lord of the
Flies), but there is also a difficulty, for the reason that the
book contains surprises, and its reader ought to encounter
them for himself. If he knows too much he will lean back
complacently. And complacency is not a quality that Mr.
Golding values. The universe, in his view, secretes some-
thing that we do not expect and shall probably dislike, and
he here presents the universe, under the guise of a school
adventure story on a coral island.

How romantically it starts! Several bunches of boys are
being evacuated during a war. Their plane is shot down, but
the “tube” in which they are packed is released, falls on an
island, and having peppered them over the jungle slides into
the sea. None of them are hurt, and presently they collect
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and prepare to have a high old time. A miost improbable
start. But Mr. Golding’s magic is already at work and he per-
suades us to accept it. And though the situation is improba-
ble the boys are not. He understands them thoroughly, partly
through innate sympathy, partly because he has spent much
of his life teaching. He makes us feel at once that we are with
real human beings, even if they are small ones, and thus lays
a solid foundation for the horrors to come.
Meet three boys.

THREE SYMBOLIC CHARACTERS

Ralph is aged a little over twelve. He is fair and well built,
might grow into a boxer but never into a devil, for he is
sunny and decent, sensible, considerate. He doesn’t under-

stand a lot, but has two things clear: firstly, they will soon be

rescued—why, his daddy is in the Navy!-—and secondly,
until they are rescued they must hang together. It is he who
finds the conch and arranges that when there is a meeting

he who holds the conch shall speak. He is chosen as leader. :

He is democracy. And as long as the conch remains, there is
some semblance of cooperation. But it gets smashed.
Meet Piggy.

Piggy is stout, asthmalic, shortsighted, underprivileged

and wise. He is the brains of the party. It is the lenses of his
spectacles that kindle fire. He also possesses the wisdom of
the heart. He is loyal to Ralph, and tries to stop him from
making mistakes, for he knows where mistakes may lead to
in an unknown island. He knows that nothing is safe, noth-
ing is neatly ticketed. He is the human spirit, aware that the

universe has not been created for his convenience, and .

doing the best he can. And as long as he survives there is

some semblance of intelligence. But he too gets smashed. He

hurtles through the air under a rock dislodged by savages.

His skull cracks and his brains spill out.
Meet Jack.

Jack is head of a choir—a bizarre assignment considering .
his destiny. He marches them two and two up the sun-.

drenched beach. He loves adventure, excitement, foraging in

groups, orders when issued by himself, and though he does
not yet know it and shrinks from it the first time, he loves

shedding blood. Ralph he rather likes, and the liking is mu
tual. Piggy he despises and insults. He is dictatorship versu
democracy. It is possible to read the book at a political level
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and to see in its tragic trend the tragedy of our inter-war
world. There is no doubt as to whose side the author is on
here. Te is on Ralph’s. But if one shifts the vision to a still
deeper level—the psychological—he is on the side of Piggy.
Pigey knows that things mayn’t go well because he knows
what boys are, and he knows that the island, for all its ap-
parent friendliness, is equivocal.

Tur DisQUIETING QUTCOME

The hideous accidents that promote the reversion 1o sav-
agery fill most of the book, and the reader must be left to en-
dure them—and also to embrace them, for somehow or
other they are entangled with beauty. The greatness of the
vision transcends what is visible. At the close, when the boys
are duly rescued by the trim British cruiser, we find our-
selves on their side. We have shared their experience and re-
sent the smug cheeriness of their rescuers. The naval officer
is a bit disappointed with what he finds—everyone filthy
dirty, swollen bellies, faces daubed with clay, two missing at

" least and the island afire. It ought to have been more like

Coral Island, he suggests.

Ralph looked at him dumbly. For a moment he had a flceting
picture of the strange glamour that had once invested the
beaches. But the island was scorched up like dead wood—
Simon was dead—and Jack had ... The tears began to flow
and sobs shook him. He gave himself up to them now for the
first time on the island; great, shuddering spasms of grief that
seemed to wrench his whole body. His voice rose under the
black smoke before the burning wreckage of the island; and
infected by that emotion, the other little boys began lo shake
and sob too. And in the middle of them, with filthy body, mat-
ted hair, and unwiped nose, Ralph wept for the end of inno-
cence, the darkness of man’s heart, and the fall through the
air of the rue, wise friend called Piggy.

This passage—so pathetic—is also revealing. Phrases like
“the end of innocence” and “the darkness of man’s heart”
show us the author’s attitude more clearly than has appeared

~hitherto. He believes in the Fall of Man and perhaps in Orig-

inal Sin. Or if he does not exactly believe, he fears; the same
fear infects his second novel, a difficult and profound work

“called The Inheritors. Here the innocent (the boys as it were)

are Neanderthal Man, and the corrupters are llomo Sapiens,

L our own ancestors, who eat other animals, discover intoxi-

cants, and destroy. Similar notions occur in his other novels.
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Jack’s DispEsPECT ror PiGGy

After the boys mistakenly set the island on fire instead of
sending up a small smolke signal, they meet on the mountain.
This excerpt from chapter 2 illustrates Piggy’s accurate and
intelligent assessment of the situation and Jack’s disregard
and hatred for Piggy.

“You said you wanted a small fire and you been and built a
pile like a hayrick. If I say anything,” cried Piggy, with bitter
realism, “you say shut up; but if Jack or Maurice or Simon—

... You got your small fire all right.”

Startled, Ralph realized that the boys were falling still and
silent, feeling the beginnings of awe at the power set free
below them. The knowledge and the awe made him savage.

“Oh, shut up!”

“I got the conch,” said Piggy, in a hurt voice. “I got a right
to speak.”

They looked at him vwith eyes that lacked interest in what
they saw, and cocked ears at the drum-roll of the fire. Piggy
glanced nervously into hell and cradled the conch.

“We got to let that burn out now. And that was our fire-
wood.”

He licked his lips.

“There ain’t nothing we can do. We ought to be more
careful. Pm scared—"

Jack dragged his eyes away from the fire.

“You're always scared. Yah—Fatty!”. . .

Piggy lost his temper.

“I got the conch! Just you listen! The first thing we ought
to have made was shelters down there by the beach. It
wasn’t half cold down there in the night. But the first time
Ralph says “fire’ you goes howling and screaming up this
here mountain. Like a pack of kids!”

By now they were listening to the tirade.

“How can you expect to be rescued if you don’t put first
things first and act proper?”

Thus his attitude approaches the Christian: we are all
born in sin, or will all lapse into it. But he does not complete
the Christian attitude, for the reason that he never intro-.
duces the idea of a Redeemer. When a deity does appear, he
is the Lord of the Ilies, Beelzebub, and he sends a messen- -
ger Lo prepare his way before him.

The approach of doom is gradual. When the little boys
land they are delighted to find that there are no grown-ups

A b Ralph stands on his head with joy, and led by him
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they have a short period of happiness. Soon problems arise,
work has to be assigned and executed, and Ralph now feels
“we must make a good job of this, as grownups would, we
musti’t let them down.” Problems increase and become ter-
rifying. In his desperation the child cries, “If only they could
get a message Lo us, if only they could send us something
grown-up ... a sign or something.” And they do. They send
something grown-up. A dead parachutist floats down from
the upper air, where they have been killing each other, is
carried this way and that by the gentle winds, and hooks
onto the top of the island.

This is not the end of the horrors. But it is the supreme
irony. And it remains with us when the breezy rescuers ar-
rive at the close and wonder why a better show wasn’t put up.
Lord of the Flies is a very serious book which has 1o be in-
troduced seriously. The danger of such an introduction is that
it may suggest that the book is stodgy. It is not. It is written
with taste and liveliness, the talk is natural, the descriptions
of scenery enchanting. It is certainly not a comforting book.
But it may help a few grown-ups to be less complacent and
more compassionate, to support Ralph, respect Piggy, control
Jack, and lighten a little the darkness of man’s heart. At the
present moment (if I may speak personally) it is respect for
Piggy that seems needed most. T do not find it in our leaders.
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