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Abstract

The twentieth century stands as one of the most transformative periods in literary history,
marked by radical shifts in philosophical outlook, narrative form, and thematic concern.
Among the writers who engaged profoundly with the crises of modernity, William Golding
occupies a distinctive position. His fiction reflects a deeply sceptical vision of human nature,
shaped by the catastrophic events of the Second World War and the collapse of Enlightenment
optimism. This research paper explores Golding’s views within the broader framework of the
twentieth-century novel, examining how his works respond to and reshape contemporary
literary traditions. It analyses his treatment of human nature, his use of symbolism and allegory,
and his engagement with moral philosophy. By situating Golding alongside modernist and post-
war novelists, the paper demonstrates that his writing represents a synthesis of traditional
narrative clarity and modernist psychological depth. Through close reading and critical
interpretation, this study argues that Golding’s fiction not only reflects the anxieties of his age
but also offers a timeless meditation on the inherent tensions between civilization and savagery.
His contribution to the twentieth-century novel lies in his ability to expose the fragility of moral
order and to challenge readers to confront the darker aspects of human existence.

Keywords: Modernist, complexities, pessimistic tone, Joyce and Virginia, humanity
Introduction

The twentieth century witnessed an unprecedented upheaval in human history. Two world wars,
rapid industrialization, scientific advancement, and ideological conflicts fundamentally altered
the way individuals perceived themselves and their world. Literature, as a reflection of human
experience, responded to these changes with innovation and experimentation. The novel, in
particular, became a site for exploring the complexities of modern existence.

William Golding emerges as one of the most significant voices in this context. His works
confront the moral and psychological dilemmas of the twentieth century with remarkable
intensity. Unlike earlier writers who often portrayed society as a civilizing force, Golding
challenges this assumption by revealing the latent violence and irrationality within human
beings. Golding himself famously remarked, “Man produces evil as a bee produces honey,” a
statement that encapsulates his bleak yet compelling view of human nature. This perspective is
not merely philosophical but deeply rooted in historical experience. The horrors of war led
many writers to question the idea of progress and to reconsider the foundations of morality.
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This paper seeks to explore Golding’s views in relation to the twentieth-century novel, focusing
on how his work reflects broader literary trends while maintaining a unique philosophical
stance. It examines his thematic concerns, narrative strategies, and enduring relevance.

The Twentieth-Century Novel: A Shift in Perspective

The twentieth-century novel is characterized by its departure from traditional forms and its
engagement with new intellectual currents. Writers began to move away from linear narratives
and objective realism, embracing instead subjective experience and psychological complexity.
Modernist authors such as James Joyce and Virginia Woolf revolutionized narrative technique
by employing stream of consciousness and fragmented structures. Joyce’s assertion that “the
reality of experience lies in the flux of consciousness” reflects the modernist emphasis on inner
life. Similarly, Woolf argued that fiction should capture “the atoms as they fall upon the mind,”
highlighting the importance of subjective perception.

In contrast, post-war novelists often adopted a more pessimistic tone, reflecting the
disillusionment of a world scarred by conflict. Themes of alienation, moral ambiguity, and
existential uncertainty became central. The novel was no longer merely a reflection of society
but a means of questioning its very foundations. Golding’s work can be seen as both a
continuation and a critique of these developments. While he shares the modernist interest in
psychological depth, he rejects the notion that human consciousness is inherently rational or
coherent. Instead, he portrays it as a battleground between order and chaos.

Golding’s View of Human Nature

At the heart of Golding’s fiction lies a profound exploration of human nature. His work
challenges the optimistic belief that humans are inherently good and that civilization naturally
leads to moral progress. In Lord of the Flies, Golding presents a powerful allegory of human
behaviour. The novel begins with a group of boys attempting to establish a democratic society,
but their efforts quickly deteriorate into violence and anarchy. As one critic observes,
“Golding’s island is not a paradise lost but a revelation of what humanity always carries
within.” The character of Jack embodies the descent into savagery, while Ralph represents the
struggle to maintain order. Piggy, with his emphasis on reason and logic, symbolizes the fragile
nature of intellectual authority. The destruction of Piggy’s glasses—a tool for creating fire—
signifies the loss of rational control.

Golding’s portrayal of the “beast” is particularly significant. Initially perceived as an external
threat, it gradually becomes clear that the beast resides within the boys themselves. As Simon
realizes, “Maybe there is a beast... maybe it’s only us.” This moment encapsulates Golding’s
central thesis: that evil is not an external force but an intrinsic aspect of human nature. This
perspective aligns with the broader disillusionment of the twentieth century. The atrocities of
war demonstrated that even advanced societies are capable of extreme violence. Golding’s
work reflects this reality, suggesting that civilization is a thin veneer masking deeper instincts.
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Symbolism and Allegory: A Narrative Strategy

Golding’s use of symbolism and allegory is one of the defining features of his fiction. His
narratives operate on multiple levels, combining realistic detail with deeper philosophical
meaning. In Lord of the Flies, the conch shell serves as a symbol of order and authority. Its
gradual loss of significance mirrors the collapse of social structure. Similarly, the signal fire
represents hope and connection to civilization, while its neglect signifies the boys’ descent into
isolation. The “Lord of the Flies” itself—a pig’s head mounted on a stick—becomes a powerful
symbol of evil. It represents the primal instincts that dominate human behavior when societal
constraints are removed. As the head “speaks” to Simon, it reinforces the idea that the true
enemy lies within.

Golding’s allegorical approach allows him to address complex philosophical questions in a
concise and accessible manner. As one critic notes, “Golding’s symbols are not mere
decorations but integral to the moral structure of his narrative.” This technique aligns him with
both modernist and traditional literary practices. While his use of symbolism reflects modernist
experimentation, his reliance on clear narrative structure distinguishes him from more abstract
writers.

Moral Philosophy and Existential Concerns

Golding’s work is deeply philosophical, engaging with questions of morality, responsibility,
and the nature of evil. His fiction does not offer simple answers but instead invites readers to
grapple with difficult ethical dilemmas. The twentieth century saw the rise of existentialism, a
philosophical movement that emphasized individual freedom and the absence of inherent
meaning. Thinkers such as Jean-Paul Sartre argued that “existence precedes essence,”
suggesting that individuals must create their own values.

Golding’s perspective shares some similarities with existentialism but is ultimately more
pessimistic. While he acknowledges the importance of individual choice, he also emphasizes
the powerful influence of innate instincts. His work suggests that the capacity for evil is deeply
embedded in human nature, making moral integrity a constant struggle. In Lord of the Flies,
the failure of the boys to maintain order highlights the difficulty of sustaining ethical behaviour.
Despite their initial intentions, they succumb to fear and aggression. This outcome reflects
Golding’s belief that morality is not a natural state but a fragile achievement.

Narrative Technique and Style

Golding’s narrative style is both sophisticated and accessible. He employs a third-person
omniscient narrator, allowing him to explore the thoughts and emotions of multiple characters.
This approach provides a comprehensive view of the narrative while maintaining clarity. His
language is rich in imagery and symbolism, creating a vivid sense of atmosphere. Descriptions
of the natural environment play a crucial role, reflecting the inner states of the characters. For
example, the transformation of the island from a paradise to a chaotic landscape mirrors the
boys’ psychological descent. Golding’s restraint in experimentation sets him apart from some
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modernist writers. While he incorporates elements of psychological depth, he avoids excessive
fragmentation or abstraction. This balance enables him to address complex themes without
alienating readers.

Golding and His Contemporaries

Golding’s work can be fruitfully compared to that of other twentieth-century novelists. Like
George Orwell, he is concerned with the misuse of power and the fragility of social order.
However, while Orwell focuses on external systems of control, Golding emphasizes internal
human tendencies. Similarly, Joseph Conrad’s exploration of moral ambiguity in Heart of
Darkness anticipates Golding’s interest in the darkness within. Conrad’s observation that “the
horror! the horror!” resonates with Golding’s portrayal of human brutality. Despite these
similarities, Golding’s approach is uniquely direct. His use of allegory allows him to present
his ideas with clarity and immediacy, making his work accessible to a wide audience.

The Influence of War

Golding’s experiences during World War II had a profound impact on his worldview. Serving
in the Royal Navy, he witnessed the destructive capacity of modern warfare. These experiences
led him to question the notion of progress and to reject the idea that civilization inherently
promotes moral improvement. As Golding later reflected, “Anyone who moved through those
years without understanding that man produces evil must have been blind or wrong in the
head.” This statement underscores the extent to which his fiction is shaped by historical reality.
The influence of war is evident not only in Golding’s work but also in the broader context of
the twentieth-century novel. Writers grappled with the consequences of violence and the
collapse of traditional values, leading to a more critical and introspective literary landscape.
Relevance in Contemporary Literature

Golding’s ideas remain highly relevant in the contemporary world. Issues such as political
instability, environmental crisis, and social conflict continue to raise questions about human
nature and moral responsibility. Modern literature often revisits themes explored by Golding,
examining the tension between order and chaos. His work serves as a reminder that the
challenges of the twentieth century have not disappeared but continue to shape the present. As
one critic observes, “Golding’s vision is timeless because it addresses the fundamental
contradictions of human existence.” This enduring relevance ensures that his work remains an
essential part of literary rer.

Conclusion

William Golding’s contribution to the twentieth-century novel is both profound and enduring.
His exploration of human nature, moral philosophy, and the fragility of civilization offers a
powerful critique of modernity. By combining traditional narrative techniques with modernist
concerns, he created works that are both accessible and intellectually challenging. Golding’s
pessimistic view of humanity may be unsettling, but it is grounded in historical experience and
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psychological insight. His fiction challenges readers to confront uncomfortable truths and to
reflect on their own moral beliefs. In the broader context of the twentieth-century novel,
Golding stands as a bridge between realism and modernism. His work continues to resonate,
reminding us that the struggle between civilization and savagery is an enduring aspect of
human existence.
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