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Historical and Authorial Context of Lord of the Flies

Introduction

Today we begin our study of William Golding’s Lord of the Flies by situating it in its
historical, cultural, and biographical context. Golding’s novel is not written in isolation; it
emerges from a particular moment in history — the mid-20th century — and reflects the
anxieties, disillusionments, and philosophical debates of that time. To understand the
deeper meaning of the text, we must see how Golding’s experiences, especially during
World War Il, shaped his view of human nature and society.

1. William Golding’s Life and Worldview

Biographical Sketch

William Golding (1911-1993) grew up in Cornwall, England. He studied English literature
and began a career as a teacher, but his life changed profoundly when he served as an
officer in the Royal Navy during World War Il. He witnessed the D-Day landings in
Normandy and the horrors of naval combat. These experiences convinced him that evil
was not just a political or social phenomenon but deeply embedded in human nature.

Impact of WWII

Golding once remarked: “I had discovered what one man could do to another... | have
seen the thin veneer of civilization peeled away.” This pessimistic conclusion about
humanity directly informs Lord of the Flies. The novel imagines what happens when a
group of English schoolboys, supposedly innocent and well-educated, are left to govern
themselves without adult authority.

Later Career and Recognition

Golding continued to write novels exploring moral and philosophical questions, such as
The Inheritors (1955) and Pincher Martin (1956). He won the Nobel Prize in Literature
(1983), recognized for his profound exploration of the human condition.



2. The Historical Background

The Shadow of War

The novel was published in 1954, less than a decade after WWII ended. At that time, the
world had witnessed concentration camps, the atomic bomb, and genocides — events
that shattered earlier Enlightenment faith in human progress. The Cold War, with its
constant threat of nuclear destruction, loomed over the mid-20th century. Lord of the
Flies mirrors these fears by showing how quickly humans can regress to violence and
destruction.

Cultural Reactions to Modernity

Post-war Britain was also struggling with questions of identity, empire, and morality.
Literature turned inward, asking: What is man really? Golding’s answer is grim: beneath
the veneer of civilization lies savagery and primal instinct.

Intertextual Response: The Coral Island

Golding’s novel is a deliberate rewriting of R.M. Ballantyne’s Victorian adventure story
The Coral Island (1857), where English boys stranded on an island create an orderly and
moral society. Golding subverts this optimism: in Lord of the Flies, the boys descend into
chaos and brutality. This contrast highlights the shift from 19th-century faith in imperial
morality to 20th-century pessimism about human nature.

3. Philosophical and Psychological Influences

Hobbes vs. Rousseau

Golding’s vision aligns with Thomas Hobbes, who argued that in the “state of nature”
man’s life is “nasty, brutish, and short.” Civilization is fragile, and without it, humans
revert to violence. By contrast, Rousseau’s belief in man’s natural goodness is rejected in
Golding’s novel.



Freudian Psychology

The characters in Lord of the Flies reflect Sigmund Freud’s model of the psyche: Jack as
the Id (instinct and desire), Piggy as the Superego (rational control), and Ralph as the Ego
(balancing both). This context gives the novel psychological depth, showing the eternal
conflict within human beings.

Conclusion

Lord of the Flies cannot be separated from its historical and biographical roots. Golding,
shaped by the brutality of WWII and the uncertainties of the Cold War, created a novel
that asks urgent questions: What is the nature of man? How fragile is civilization? Can
morality survive without external authority? These questions remain as relevant today
asin 1954.



