
National Research Journal of Social Sciences            Volume-9, Issue-1, Jan 2024  to June 2024 

A Bi-annual Refereed Journal                                                                              ISSN No: 2348-473X 

  81  

FROM INNOCENCE TO SAVAGERY: TRACING THE DISINTEGRATION 

OF IDENTITY IN WILLIAM GOLDING’S MAJOR NOVELS 

Rajeev Chandra Prasad Visala 

Research Scholar, Department of English,                                                                                                          

Lalit Narayan Mithila University, Darbhanga 

 

ABSTRACT 

William Golding's principal novels illustrate a distressing progression from innocence to brutality, in 

which the fragmentation of identity serves as the primary catalyst for human disintegration. This paper 

examines this motif in four important works: Lord of the Flies (1954), The Inheritors (1955), Pincher 

Martin (1956), and Free Fall (1959). It shows how initial states of pure selfhood break down when 

faced with innate primal forces, societal voids, and existential challenges. In Lord of the Flies, 

youthful innocence disintegrates into tribal savagery, revealing the vulnerability of civilised identity. 

The Inheritors contrasts Neanderthal communal purity with Homo sapiens' predatory egoism, 

highlighting the loss of evolutionary identity. Pincher Martin depicts the hallucinatory disintegration 

of a solitary individual, wherein wartime trauma leads to the dissolution of the ego into mythic 

oblivion. Free Fall examines artistic and moral identity in the context of historical atrocity, resulting in 

a state of existential authenticity. This analysis, utilising psychoanalytic, existential, and thematic 

perspectives, elucidates Golding's critique of identity as a deceptive refuge against savagery, 

suggesting its dissolution is unavoidable without transformative introspection. Golding's stories, which 

came from his disappointment after World War II, are strong allegories for the constant fall of humans 

from grace to chaos. 
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INTRODUCTION 

William Golding's literary corpus, forged in the crucible of World War II's moral devastation, 

relentlessly interrogates the human psyche's vulnerability to disintegration, charting an inexorable shift 

from innocence to savagery [1]. As a Nobel Prize-winning novelist, Golding eschews optimistic 

anthropologies, instead unveiling the latent barbarism that undermines the veneer of civilised identity. 

The motif of identity's erosion, manifesting as a progression from unspoiled self-conception to 

fragmented, instinct-driven dissolution, permeates his major novels, serving as a lens for examining 

the interplay between innate drives and external pressures [2]. This thematic arc not only reflects 

Golding's personal encounters with war's atrocities but also echoes broader existential enquiries into 

authenticity and ethical collapse, as evidenced in critical surveys of his oeuvre [3]. 

At the heart of this exploration lies the notion that innocence, whether juvenile, prehistoric, solipsistic, 

or ideological, constitutes a provisional identity predicated on illusion; its confrontation with reality 

precipitates savagery, defined not merely as violence but as the atomisation of the self into 

irreconcilable shards [4]. This paper advances the thesis that Golding's protagonists embody this 

disintegration as a moral and ontological cascade: from harmonious integration to predatory isolation, 

mirroring societal entropy. By analysing Lord of the Flies, The Inheritors, Pincher Martin, and Free 

Fall, the study integrates primary textual exegeses with scholarly frameworks, encompassing Freudian 

psychoanalysis, Jungian individuation, and postcolonial critiques, to delineate these dynamics. In an 

age of fragmented global identities, Golding's works compel a reckoning with savagery's immanence, 

urging the reconstruction of resilient selfhood to avert collective barbarism. 
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DESCENT FROM JUVENILE INNOCENCE: IDENTITY'S TRIBAL FRAGMENTATION IN 

LORD OF THE FLIES 

Lord of the Flies inaugurates Golding's chronicle of innocence's forfeiture, depicting a cadre of 

English schoolboys whose island exile catalyses a swift devolution from cooperative innocence to 

ritualistic savagery [5]. The novel's microcosmic society initially sustains identities anchored in 

democratic norms and schoolboy propriety, symbolised by the conch's egalitarian resonance; yet, this 

fragile edifice crumbles as isolation amplifies primal urges, fracturing collective harmony into 

factional identities defined by dominance and dread [6]. Ralph's leadership, emblematic of rational 

innocence, yields to Jack's charismatic barbarism, wherein face-painting and hunting rites transmute 

boys into anonymised predators, their former selves eclipsed by a homogenised tribal ethos [7]. 

This disintegration unfolds through layered psychological strata: the boys' initial euphoria and playful 

exploration of the coral strand belie an undercurrent of fear, the "beast" as internalised otherness that 

splinters identity into persecutor and victim [8]. Freudian paradigms elucidate this as the superego's 

atrophy, unleashing id-driven savagery; Piggy's spectacles, avatars of enlightened reason, shatter 

alongside his corporeal form, signifying the eclipse of intellectual identity by visceral impulse [9]. 

Simon's epiphanic communion with the pig's head further epitomises this rupture: his saintly 

innocence intuits evil's immanence, yet communal hysteria consigns him to sacrificial oblivion, his 

murder a grotesque inversion of ritual purity [10]. Socially, the assembly's metamorphosis into war-

painted conclaves erodes reciprocal bonds, engendering a savagery that inverts Edenic promise into 

apocalyptic carnage. 

Golding thus posits juvenile innocence as an untenable identity, susceptible to savagery's gravitational 

pull; without societal scaffolds, the self regresses to archetypal brutality, a cautionary tableau for post-

imperial Britain's moral reckonings [11]. The naval officer's ironic rescue underscores this tragedy: 

salvation arrives too late, the boys' savaged identities indelibly scarred, affirming disintegration's 

irreversibility absent vigilant ethical moorings. 

PREHISTORIC PURITY TO PREDATORY EGO: EVOLUTIONARY IDENTITY EROSION 

IN THE INHERITORS 

The Inheritors extends Golding's inquiry into innocence's demise to primordial epochs, contrasting the 

Neanderthals' ("the people") symbiotic selfhood with Homo sapiens' invasive individualism, tracing 

identity's disintegration as an evolutionary imperative [12]. Lok's narrative vantage, imbued with 

gestural communion and Oa's animistic embrace, portrays Neanderthal innocence as a diffuse, 

collective identity interwoven with ecological rhythms and empathetic reciprocity, unmarred by 

abstract egoism [13]. Their rituals of log-veneration and kin-mourning sustain this holistic self, where 

individuality dissolves into communal vitality, evoking a prelapsarian harmony [14]. 

The advent of "the new people" shatters this idyll, their linguistic abstraction and tool-wielding 

aggression imposing a fractured identity predicated on separation and conquest [15]. Lok's perceptual 

bewilderment, shadows misconstrued as log spirits, and wails as harmonious chants signal the 

ontological vertigo of innocence's loss, as familiar totems yield to alien dominions of fire and myth 

[16]. Moral savagery emerges in this rupture: Fa's violation and Liku's drowning evoke Neanderthal 

grief, yet their empathetic lens, incapable of malice's intentionality, renders them passive witnesses to 

their own erasure, their non-violent identity defenceless against sapiens' predatory calculus [17]. The 

clan's contraction to Lok's solitary vigil culminates in hallucinatory dissolution, his merger with the 

river a poignant emblem of evolutionary obsolescence, wherein innocence's collective weave unravels 

into existential void [18]. 

Through this paleo-anthropological lens, Golding critiques modernity's "progress" as savagery's 

genesis: sapiens' enhanced self-awareness begets alienation, birthing identities that commodify others 
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and nature, perpetuating cycles of displacement [19]. The Inheritors thus frames disintegration as 

phylogenetic destiny, innocence's prehistoric purity foredoomed by the savage ego's ascendancy. 

SOLIPSISTIC SELF TO MYTHIC ABYSS: TRAUMATIC DISSOLUTION IN PINCHER 

MARTIN 

Pincher Martin interiorises Golding's theme, confining the disintegration to Christopher Martin's 

monadic psyche on a storm-lashed rock, where wartime trauma accelerates innocence's, here illusory 

autonomy's, collapse into savage solipsism [20]. Martin's initial identity, a naval officer's pragmatic 

bravado, fractures upon shipwreck, his hallucinatory empire-building a desperate reclamation of self 

amid existential nullity [21]. Nominating the seascape, "Piccadilly", "The Red Lion", he fabricates a 

symbolic carapace against the Real's void, yet this nominative frenzy betrays dependency on absent 

signifiers, his ego a brittle construct teetering toward annihilation [22]. 

Lacanian exegeses illuminate this as the symbolic order's implosion: Martin's "death imprint", 

flashbacks of torpedoed guilt, and severed temporal continuity engender repetitive hauntings that 

erode coherent selfhood [23]. His gluttonous ravages of limpets and crabs devolve into maggot-

infested introspection, the "maggot at the center" a visceral icon of inner savagery, indicting pre-war 

betrayals as the innocence he never possessed [24]. The novel's coup de théâtre, Martin's decease at 

inception, retroactively savages his narrative, the rock as a rotten tooth emblemizing inherent lack, his 

constructed world a painted scrim rent by "black lightning" [25]. Social ramifications ripple outward: 

Martin's predatory identity, unmoored from relational ethics, prefigures war's dissociative toll, 

savagery as egoic isolation incompatible with communal rebirth [26]. 

Golding's mythic minimalism in Pincher Martin thus traces disintegration's psychic terminus: from 

feigned innocence to abyssal savagery, the self's savage core exposed in trauma's unrelenting gaze. 

IDEOLOGICAL FACADE TO ETHICAL VOID: MORAL FREE FALL IN FREE FALL 

Free Fall diversifies Golding's dissection, probing Sammy Mountjoy's artistic identity amid Nazi 

internment, where ideological innocence and humanist optimism disintegrate into moral savagery 

under historical duress [27]. Mountjoy's pre-war self, a painter of Edenic nudes, embodies creative 

innocence, yet Beatrice's betrayal and Pippin's catechism initiate fractures, his choices bifurcating into 

ethical ambiguity [28]. Internment's Gestapo cell, sensory deprivation and interrogation catalyse this 

unravelling, stripping illusions to reveal the self's savage indeterminacy, a "free fall" through moral 

relativism [29]. 

Thematic critiques frame this as Jungian shadow-confrontation: Mountjoy's foetus regression evokes 

primordial innocence, yet his complicity in Thelma's seduction and Philip's abandonment unleashes 

id-like savagery, the artist's identity devolving into ethical paralysis [30]. Gestures toward redemption, 

his post-war canvas of the cell, affirm disintegration's partial reversibility, yet the novel's non-linear 

confessions underscore savagery's persistence and identity as perpetual negotiation amid void [31]. 

Historically, Free Fall indicts modernity's ideological facades, savagery as the moral entropy of 

unchecked autonomy [32]. 

THEMATIC SYNTHESIS: INNOCENCE, SAVAGERY, AND IDENTITY'S IMPERATIVE IN 

GOLDING'S OEUVRE 

Golding's major novels coalesce around identity's disintegration as savagery's conduit, innocence a 

mythic prelude to primal reversion [33]. Lord of the Flies dramatises societal catalysts; The Inheritors, 

evolutionary inevitabilities; Pincher Martin, psychic isolations; and Free Fall, historical 

contingencies, each affirming duality's torment [34]. Psychoanalytic unifications reveal the id's 

triumph, existential readings the absurd self's abyss, while ecocritical extensions lament nature's 

desecration [35]. Golding's pessimism, tempered by glimmers of awareness, exhorts identity's vigilant 

reconstruction to stem savagery's tide [36]. 
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CONCLUSION 

Golding's major novels inexorably map innocence's transit to savagery, identity's disintegration, and 

the fulcrum of moral and existential peril. From island anarchy to glacial erasure, rocky solitudes, and 

internment voids, his fictions unmask the self's savage underbelly, imploring redemptive introspection 

amid chaos. In perpetuity shadowed by barbarism, Golding's vision endures as a prophylactic against 

humanity's recurrent fall. 
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