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ABSTRACT

William Golding’s Lord of the Flies (1954) is one of the most symbolically significant works
of twentieth-century British fiction. Written in the aftermath of the Second World War, the
novel traces the gradual moral and social collapse of a group of schoolboys stranded on an
uninhabited island. This paper examines Golding’s use of symbolism through Peirce’s triadic
semiotic framework, focusing on the relationship between the sign, the object, and the
interpretant. It analyses the conch shell, the signal fire, Piggy’s glasses, the beast, the mask, the
Lord of the Flies, Simon, and the island as interconnected signs whose meanings change as the
narrative develops. The analysis argues that these symbols do not function as isolated literary
devices but as a dynamic system that reflects the boys” movement from order to violence, from
democratic speech to authoritarian control, and from innocence to moral awareness. The paper
concludes that Golding’s symbolism reveals civilisation as fragile because it depends not only
on institutions and rules, but also on the shared meanings and ethical commitments that sustain
them.
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1. Introduction

William Golding’s Lord of the Flies is widely regarded as a significant twentieth-century
allegorical novel because it depicts the struggle between civilisation and savagery. Written
after the Second World War, Golding’s work reflects his concern with humanity’s potential for
corruption and destruction (Golding's personal experiences in the war as a naval officer created
a strong sense of moral concern). Golding’s literary vision was shaped by his battlefield
experience, where he saw the breakdown of moral boundaries in conditions of chaos and
violence [6]. Symbolism is used throughout the novel to present Golding’s pessimistic view of
human nature. Many objects and events in the novel carry symbolic meaning; the island, in
particular, functions as a microcosm of the human condition. This paper investigates the
symbolic elements in Lord of the Flies and illustrates how Golding employs symbolism to
express his philosophical ideas about the foundations of human morality and order.
Symbolism is a literary device that allows writers to compress complex moral and
psychological ideas into physical forms. According to Frye, “a symbol” is “any unit of any
work of literature which can be separated out and taken for critical notice” [13]. In Lord of the
Flies, symbols perform a unifying function: symbols provide unity to character growth, to the
development of the action, and to the significance of the theme in a unified allegorical vision.
Symbolism enables writers to ground abstract moral and philosophical ideas in concrete,
sensory images.

Lord of the Flies has been subject to a large amount of scholarly analysis since it was published.
Much of this analysis has focused on the symbolic and allegorical elements of the novel.
Kinkead-Weekes and Gregor viewed the novel as a moral allegory in which the island served
as a symbolic microcosm of society and the characters represented various aspects of humanity
[18]. Baker emphasised this idea by stating that “the fallibility of human nature and the
corruption of innocence” are the core of Golding's central message, and he used an
interconnected web of symbols to express this notion [4]. Other scholars extended the symbolic
reading of the novel into the realms of psychology and philosophy. Boyd perceived the novel
in terms of postwar existentialism and saw Golding’s symbols as representative of humanity's
encounter with a moral void [6]. While several studies discussed symbolism within the novel,
limited research has examined the relationships among the novel’s symbols as a dynamic
system. Therefore, this paper addresses this research gap by analysing the progression of the
symbols in Golding's novel and their relationship to one another in order to illustrate the moral
decay of the characters in the novel and, ultimately, the decline of civilisation itself.
Accordingly, this paper aims to analyse the major symbols in William Golding’s Lord of the
Flies through Peirce’s triadic semiotic framework in order to show how symbolic meanings
are produced, transformed, and connected to the novel’s representation of moral,
psychological, and social collapse. Rather than treating symbols as isolated literary devices
with fixed meanings, the study examines them as interconnected signs whose significance
changes as the boys’ society moves from order to violence.

The study is guided by the following research questions:

1. What meanings does Golding’s symbolism produce in Lord of the Flies?

2. How does Golding’s symbolism develop across the narrative?

3. What role does symbolism play in representing the movement from order to moral and
social collapse?

2. Context of the Novel

William Golding’s Lord of the Flies, first published in 1954, was written in the aftermath of
the Second World War, a period marked by deep anxiety about human violence, political
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disorder, and the fragility of civilisation. The novel reflects Golding’s sceptical view of human
nature and challenges the optimistic belief that social order and moral behaviour are natural or
permanent. By placing a group of British schoolboys on an isolated island without adult
authority, Golding creates a compressed social experiment in which the values of civilisation
are gradually tested, weakened, and finally destroyed.

The story begins with the boys’ attempt to organise themselves through rules, meetings,
leadership, and shared responsibilities. However, as fear, rivalry, and desire for power increase,
their temporary society begins to collapse. The island, which initially appears as a place of
freedom and possibility, becomes a setting of conflict, violence, and moral disintegration. In
this context, symbolism becomes central to the novel’s meaning. Objects such as the conch,
the signal fire, Piggy’s glasses, the beast, the mask, and the Lord of the Flies do not simply
decorate the narrative; they reveal the gradual breakdown of order and the emergence of darker
impulses within the boys.

Therefore, the novel can be read as both a psychological and a political allegory.
Psychologically, it explores fear, aggression, loss of innocence, and the hidden capacity for
violence. Politically, it examines the failure of democratic authority, the rise of coercive
leadership, and the use of fear to control others. This context is important for the present
analysis since Golding’s symbols gain meaning through the boys’ changing social condition.
As their community moves from order to chaos, the symbolic objects in the novel also change
in meaning, reflecting the collapse of the values they once represented.

The characters in the novel are also central to Golding’s symbolic design. Ralph, who is elected
as leader, initially represents order, democratic responsibility, and the hope of rescue. Piggy,
though socially marginalised by the other boys, embodies reason, intelligence, and practical
judgement. Jack, by contrast, gradually becomes associated with power, violence, and
authoritarian control, while Simon represents moral sensitivity and spiritual insight. The
younger boys, often called the littluns, reveal the vulnerability of childhood and the way fear
can spread within a group. Through these characters, Golding presents the island as a miniature
society in which different human impulses compete: reason against fear, cooperation against
domination, and moral awareness against violence. Their interactions provide the social and
psychological context in which the novel’s major symbols gain meaning.

3. Related Studies

Previous studies have widely examined William Golding’s Lord of the Flies as a symbolic and
allegorical novel concerned with civilisation, savagery, power, fear, and human nature. Early
criticism established the novel as a serious moral and political allegory, while more recent
studies have expanded the discussion through semiotic, stylistic, ethical, and philosophical
perspectives.

Li and Wu examined the symbolic significance of the main characters, arguing that Ralph
represents civilisation and democracy, Piggy symbolises intellect and rationalism, Jack
represents dictatorship and savagery, and Simon stands for goodness and moral insight [19].
Similarly, Lin discussed character symbolism in the novel and showed how Golding uses the
boys to represent conflicting human values [20]. These studies are useful because they clarify
the moral and political roles of the characters. However, they mainly focus on character-based
symbolism, whereas the present study gives more attention to objects and rituals as signs whose
meanings change throughout the narrative.

Other studies have focused more directly on the novel’s symbolic and allegorical structure.
Mohammed analysed Lord of the Flies as an allegorical and symbolic novel in which the
collapse of rules led to savagery [21]. Similarly, Hasan and Sharif re-examined the novel as a
moral allegory that reflects ethical and social anxieties in the modern world [17]. These studies
support the view that Golding’s symbols are closely connected with the breakdown of
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civilisation. However, the present paper argues that these symbols should not be treated as
fixed meanings. For example, the fire does not only represent rescue; it later becomes a sign of
destruction. Likewise, the conch does not simply represent democracy; it loses meaning when
the boys no longer respect its authority.

Cmeciu and Cmeciu examined Lord of the Flies as a semiotic structure of order and disorder,
showing how Golding’s fictional world is organised through signs and rituals [9]. More
recently, Arfa et al. analysed major symbols in the novel, including the conch, Piggy’s glasses,
the beast, the signal fire, and the Lord of the Flies [2]. Their study supports the argument that
Golding’s symbols reveal human nature, social relations, and the movement from order to
chaos. The present study builds on this work but differs by arranging the symbols
chronologically to show how their meanings deteriorate alongside the boys’ psychological and
political collapse.

Recent studies have also examined the novel through the theme of savagery. Bhatta argues that
Golding presents human beings as capable of moving from civilisation into brutality when
social control disappears [5]. Adhikari investigated the novel through the Veneer theory,
suggesting that civilisation is a thin layer covering violent human instincts [1]. These readings
are relevant because they help explain the symbolic function of the beast, the mask, and the
Lord of the Flies. However, the present study does not view the boys’ savagery as sudden or
automatic. Instead, it argues that their collapse happens gradually through changes in shared
meanings, social practices, and political authority.

Moreover, stylistic and ethical studies can also add useful perspectives. Sani et al. revealed that
Golding’s narrative voice, imagery, and symbolism work together to represent moral ambiguity
and social breakdown [23]. Additionally, Gning depicted the novel as an exploration of an
ethical void and a critique of modern civilisation [14]. These studies support the present paper’s
argument that Golding’s symbolism is both psychological and political. The boys’ fear
becomes a tool of control, their masks allow moral disinhibition, and their rituals transform
violence into group identity.

Overall, previous studies agree that Lord of the Flies is deeply symbolic and that its major
symbols represent the fragility of civilisation, the rise of savagery, and the darkness within
human nature. However, many studies identify what each symbol represents without fully
explaining how symbolic meanings change across the story. The present paper addresses this
gap by using a Peircean semiotic framework to analyse the symbols as dynamic signs. It argues
that the novel employs an interconnected symbolic system that traces the boys’ gradual
movement from order to chaos.

4. Methodology

This study utilised a qualitative textual analysis of William Golding’s Lord of the Flies, guided
by Peirce’s triadic semiotic framework. The analysis focused on selected symbols that play a
repeated and structurally significant role in the development of the novel’s central themes.
These symbols include the conch shell, the signal fire, Piggy’s glasses, the beast, the mask and
painted faces, the Lord of the Flies, Simon, and the island itself. They were selected because
they are not incidental images in the narrative; rather, they appeared at important moments in
the boys’ social, psychological, and moral decline. Each symbol contributes to the novel’s
wider representation of civilisation, fear, authority, violence, innocence, and moral collapse.

4.1 Analytical Procedures

The analytical procedure followed three main stages. First, each selected symbol was identified
in its immediate narrative context. This involved examining where the symbol first appears,
which characters are associated with it, and how it functions within the plot. Second, the
symbol was interpreted through Peirce’s triadic model of representamen, object, and

654



Fahmi Bader Aden Emhimed 41 ad) ALaLa) o glat) dlaa

interpretant. The representamen refers to the visible sign in the text, such as the conch shell or
the signal fire. The object refers to the concept or value represented by the sign, such as
democratic authority, rescue, rationality, fear, or inner evil. The interpretant refers to the
meaning produced through the reader’s understanding of the sign within the wider narrative.
This procedure allows the analysis to move beyond simple identification of symbols and to
explain how symbolic meaning is produced and transformed throughout the novel [3,7,22].
Third, the symbols were analysed chronologically in order to show how their meanings change
as the boys’ society deteriorates. This chronological approach is important because Golding’s
symbols do not remain stable from the beginning of the novel to the end. The conch, for
example, begins as a sign of assembly, order, and democratic speech, but later becomes
powerless when the boys no longer accept its authority. Similarly, the fire begins as a sign of
hope and rescue, but later becomes associated with violence and destruction. Analysing the
symbols in the order in which they develop thus reveals the gradual movement from social
organisation to disorder, from rational speech to coercive power, and from moral restraint to
collective violence.

The analysis also considered the psychological, political, and social dimensions of each
symbol. Psychologically, the symbols revealed fear, projection, aggression, moral blindness,
and loss of innocence. Politically, they exposed the failure of democratic authority, the rise of
authoritarian leadership, and the manipulation of fear as a form of control. Socially, they
showed how group identity, ritual, exclusion, and collective belief shape the boys’ behaviour.
By combining these dimensions, the study treats symbolism not as a decorative literary
technique but as the main structural device through which Golding represents the collapse of
civilisation and the instability of human moral order.

To ensure that the interpretation remained grounded in the primary text, the analysis used short
textual quotations from the novel as evidence. These quotations were not treated as isolated
examples but as moments where symbolic meaning becomes especially visible. The selected
textual evidence is interpreted in relation to the wider development of the plot, the behaviour
of the characters, and the changing social order on the island. In this way, the study aims to
provide a systematic and text-based reading of symbolism in Lord of the Flies.

4.2 Analysis Framework

This study adopted Charles Sanders Peirce’s triadic semiotic framework as the main analytical
approach for examining symbolism in William Golding’s Lord of the Flies. This framework is
appropriate because the novel is constructed around objects, characters, settings, and events
whose meanings extend beyond their immediate narrative functions. The conch shell, the signal
fire, the beast, Simon, Piggy’s glasses, the Lord of the Flies, and the final fire are not merely
elements of the plot; they operate as signs through which Golding develops wider meanings
about civilisation, fear, authority, violence, moral blindness, and social collapse. Semiotics is
therefore useful for this study because it provides a systematic way of explaining how such
signs produce meaning within a literary text [3,7,22].
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Figure 1: Peircean semiotics [10].

Peirce’s semiotic theory understands meaning as a triadic relationship among the
representamen, the object, and the interpretant. The representamen is the sign itself, or the form
through which meaning is presented. The object is the idea, concept, or reality to which the
sign refers. The interpretant is the meaning produced through the process of interpretation. In
literary analysis, this model is useful because it allows the researcher to move systematically
from the literal presence of a symbol in the text to its deeper thematic significance. For
example, the conch shell functions as the representamen; its object is democratic order,
authority, and the rule of law; and its interpretant is the idea that civilisation depends on
collective recognition of shared rules. Once that recognition disappears, the sign loses its
authority, and the social order it represents begins to collapse.

Peirce’s framework is particularly useful for analysing Lord of the Flies as Golding’s symbols
are not fixed in meaning [22]. Their significance changes as the narrative progresses. The signal
fire, for instance, initially signifies hope, rescue, and responsibility, but when it is neglected or
transformed into destructive fire, it also becomes a sign of failed discipline and moral
deterioration. Similarly, the conch begins as a sign of democratic speech and assembly, but its
later destruction marks the end of rational and civilised order. This changing movement of
meaning is consistent with semiotic analysis, which treats signs as meaningful within systems
of relation rather than as isolated units [7]. It is also consistent with previous criticism of
Golding’s novel, particularly Chellappan’s semiotic reading of Lord of the Flies, which
approaches the novel’s structure through the interaction of signs and meanings [8].

The framework also supports the study’s aim of balancing the psychological and political
dimensions of the novel. On the political level, symbols such as the conch, the signal fire, and
Piggy’s glasses represent authority, rules, leadership, reason, collective discipline, and social
organisation. On the psychological level, symbols such as the beast, the Lord of the Flies,
hunting rituals, masks, and Simon reveal fear, projection, aggression, moral blindness, and
inner evil. Golding’s symbolic system works by bringing these two dimensions together. The
boys’ political society collapses because their psychological fears and violent impulses become
stronger than their commitment to order, rational speech, and shared responsibility.

In applying Peirce’s model, each selected symbol is analysed through three related questions.
First, what is the representamen, or the visible sign, in the narrative? Second, what is the object,
or the concept, to which the sign refers? Third, what interpretant is produced through the
reader’s understanding of the sign within the wider narrative context? This procedure allows
the analysis to remain grounded in the primary text while also explaining the broader meanings
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generated by the symbols. It also helps avoid a purely descriptive discussion of symbolism by
giving each interpretation a clear analytical basis.

The framework is applied chronologically since the novel presents symbolism as part of a
gradual process of collapse. The island first appears as a symbolic setting and moral testing
ground. The conch then establishes the possibility of a democratic order. The signal fire
represents responsibility and hope for rescue. Piggy’s glasses connect reason with practical
survival. As fear develops, the beast becomes a sign of psychological projection and inner
darkness. Hunting rituals and masks show the movement toward deindividuation and savagery.
The Lord of the Flies gives visible form to the evil the boys refuse to recognise within
themselves. Simon represents moral insight, but his death shows the destruction of truth by
collective fear. Finally, the breaking of the conch and the final fire mark the collapse of reason,
democracy, and civilised restraint. This chronological ordering is supported by narratological
approaches, which emphasise that meaning in fiction is shaped not only by what events signify,
but also by their sequence and position within the plot.

Thus, Peirce’s triadic framework provides a clear method for analysing symbolism in Lord of
the Flies. It enables the study to explain not only what each symbol represents, but also how
each symbol produces meaning in relation to the narrative, the characters, and the novel’s
central themes. Through this approach, the selected symbols are understood as an
interconnected semiotic system that traces the boys’ movement from civilisation to savagery
and reveals Golding’s central concern with the fragility of social order and the darkness within
human nature.

5. Analysis of Symbolism
This section discusses the symbols in detail. The analysis of the symbols is conducted in a
chronological manner to illustrate how their meanings change as the novel progresses and
moves from order to chaos.

5.1 The Conch Shell

At the beginning of the novel, the conch functions as the clearest symbol of social order and
collective authority. As a physical object, the conch is simply a shell discovered by Ralph and
Piggy. However, within the boys’ emerging society, it becomes a sign that refers to democratic
organisation, public speech, and the possibility of civilised rule. In Peircean terms, the conch
is the representamen, its object is political order, and its interpretant is the boys’ belief that
authority can be created through agreed rules and shared respect.

The symbolic importance of the conch begins when it is used to gather the scattered boys after
the crash. Its sound creates the first form of collective identity on the island. The boys come
together not because they are forced to do so, but because the conch produces a shared response.
This is important since Golding presents civilisation as something that depends on collective
recognition. The shell has no natural political authority; its authority is given to it by the boys.
In this sense, the conch is a social sign. It becomes powerful only because the group agrees to
treat it as powerful.

The election of Ralph also strengthens the conch’s political meaning. Golding’s description of
the election as the “toy of voting” is especially significant for it presents democracy as both
hopeful and fragile [16]. The boys imitate the political procedures of the adult world, but the
phrase also suggests immaturity. Their democracy is real enough to organise the group
temporarily, yet it remains childish and unstable since it is not supported by deep moral
commitment. The conch carries both promise and irony. It represents order, but an order that
can easily collapse when desire, fear, and violence become stronger than respect for rules.

As the narrative develops, the conch’s authority weakens. Jack and his hunters increasingly
reject discussion, rules, and collective decision-making. This symbolic decline mirrors the
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collapse of political order on the island. The conch’s meaning depends on collective
recognition; once the boys stop believing in its authority, it becomes powerless. This is why
the conch is an especially useful example of Peirce’s semiotic model. The representamen
remains the same physical object, while its interpretant changes as the social context changes.
At first, the boys interpret the conch as a sign of law and public speech. Later, Jack’s group
interprets it as irrelevant because their new order is based on force rather than dialogue.

The destruction of the conch at the moment of Piggy’s death marks the symbolic death of
rational speech and democratic order. This is not merely a dramatic event; it is a semiotic
turning point. The sign that once organised the boys’ community can no longer produce its
earlier meaning. Its destruction shows that civilisation has not simply weakened; it has lost the
shared system of signs that made order possible. The boys have moved from public dialogue
to coercion and violence, and the collapse of the conch confirms the collapse of the social world
it once represented.

5.2 The Signal Fire

The signal fire appears early in the novel as a symbol of rescue and connection with the adult
world. As a sign, it refers to hope, survival, and the boys’ responsibility to maintain contact
with civilisation. Its object is not only physical rescue but also the moral discipline required to
remain human in an isolated environment. The interpretant produced by the fire is therefore
double: it represents both practical survival and the ethical need to prioritise collective welfare
over immediate desire.

At first, Ralph strongly connects the fire with rescue. For him, keeping the fire burning is the
central task of the group. His insistence that “the smoke is more important” shows that he
understands survival as a collective responsibility rather than an individual desire [16]. This
statement is important as it reveals Ralph’s continuing attachment to order, future planning,
and shared duty. Unlike Jack, who increasingly focuses on hunting and immediate satisfaction,
Ralph remains concerned with rescue and return. The fire therefore becomes a sign of
civilisation because it connects the boys to a world beyond the island.

However, the fire also exposes the weakness of the boys’ discipline. The first fire quickly
becomes uncontrolled, and later, the hunters allow the signal fire to go out because they are
more interested in killing a pig. This moment is symbolically important because the failure is
not only practical. It reveals that the boys’ priorities are changing. The fire requires patience,
cooperation, and responsibility; hunting offers excitement, power, and physical pleasure. When
Jack chooses hunting over the fire, Golding shows the beginning of a moral shift from social
duty to appetite and violence.

The fire also becomes increasingly unstable as a symbol. What begins as a sign of rescue later
becomes associated with destruction. By the end of the novel, fire is used not to save Ralph but
to hunt him. This transformation is central to Golding’s symbolic design. The same sign
changes its interpretant according to the boys’ moral condition. Early in the narrative, fire
means hope; later, it means violence and social breakdown. Ironically, the destructive fire
finally attracts the naval officer and leads to rescue. Golding therefore uses the fire to expose
the paradox of civilisation: the boys are saved not by their discipline, but by the uncontrolled
violence that nearly destroys them.

From a semiotic perspective, the fire shows that symbols in the novel are not fixed. Their
meanings depend on the human intentions and social practices surrounding them. Fire can
preserve life, signal rescue, and express responsibility, but it can also destroy, threaten, and
serve violence. This instability reflects one of the novel’s central concerns: civilisation itself is
fragile because the same human capacities that support order can be redirected toward
destruction.
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5.3 Piggy’s Glasses

Piggy’s glasses operate as one of the most significant symbols in the novel, for they connect
intelligence, science, and vulnerability. As an object, the glasses allow Piggy to see clearly and
allow the boys to create fire. As a sign, they refer to rational thought, technological knowledge,
and the practical value of intellect. The interpretant initially produced by the glasses is positive:
they represent reason as a necessary condition for survival. This symbolic function becomes
clear when Jack recognises the practical power of the glasses and says, “His specs—use them
as burning glasses!” [16]. The quotation shows that the glasses are valued not because Piggy
is respected, but because they provide the technological means to create fire. Thus, the glasses
represent rational knowledge and scientific usefulness, while also exposing the boys’ failure to
protect the vulnerable figure who possesses them.

However, the boys’ treatment of the glasses reveals their attitude toward reason itself. Piggy is
physically weak, socially marginalised, and frequently mocked, yet his glasses are essential to
the group. This contradiction shows that the boys depend on reason while refusing to respect
the person who embodies it. Golding separates usefulness from dignity. The boys value Piggy’s
glasses because they need them, but they do not value Piggy as a moral and rational subject. In
this sense, the glasses symbolise both the power of reason and its vulnerability in a society
increasingly controlled by strength.

The glasses also show the connection between knowledge and power. At first, the ability to
create fire is linked to survival and rescue. The glasses support the collective good as they
support the boys in maintaining the signal fire. However, when Jack’s group steals the glasses,
their symbolic meaning changes decisively. Reason is no longer shared for the common good;
it is seized and controlled by force. The theft of the glasses marks a movement from cooperative
civilisation to authoritarian possession. What was once a tool of survival becomes a resource
controlled by the strongest group.

Piggy’s increasing blindness also represents the weakening of rational judgement on the island.
As Piggy loses control over his glasses, the boys’ society loses its connection to reason, clarity,
and moral reflection. This symbolic connection is important because Golding does not present
intellect as automatically powerful. On the contrary, intellect becomes powerless when the
surrounding society refuses to protect it. By the time Piggy is killed, the social world that once
needed his intelligence has become incapable of listening to it. Thus, the glasses symbolise not
only knowledge but also the tragic failure of knowledge when it is separated from moral
responsibility and political protection.

5.4 The Beast

The beast is one of the most complex symbols in the novel. It has no stable physical form.
Unlike the conch or the glasses, the beast is largely imagined. Yet it has powerful social
consequences. Within the Peircean framework, the beast functions as a sign whose object is
fear, but its interpretant develops into something wider: the boys’ projection of their own inner
violence. The phrase “maybe it’s only us” is central to this meaning because it suggests that
the beast may not be an external creature but a reflection of the boys themselves [16].
Psychologically, the beast represents the unconscious fears that grow within the boys as adult
authority disappears. Their fear is first directed outward, toward the forest, the darkness, and
the unknown spaces of the island. Nevertheless, Simon gradually recognises that the beast is
not simply outside them. His insight reveals one of the novel’s most important symbolic truths:
evil does not enter the island from elsewhere; rather, it emerges from within human beings
when moral restraint collapses. The beast therefore becomes a sign of projection. The boys
create an external image for the violence and fear they are unable to recognise within
themselves.
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Politically, the beast becomes useful to Jack. He uses fear to strengthen his authority and
control the group. This is where the symbol becomes especially significant. The beast is not
only a psychological projection but also a political instrument. Jack’s leadership depends on
keeping the boys afraid, because fear makes them obedient. In this sense, the beast symbolises
the way authoritarian power often depends on the creation of an enemy. The more the boys fear
the beast, the more they submit to Jack’s violent leadership.

The chant “Kill the beast!” marks the moment when fear becomes collective violence [16]. The
boys are no longer simply afraid; they are now united through ritual aggression. Language,
rhythm, and movement transform fear into group identity. This is crucial because Golding
shows that violence is not only an individual impulse but also a social practice. The beast
becomes a centre around which the boys organise their fear, their loyalty, and their cruelty. The
symbol balances the psychological and political dimensions of the novel: inward fear becomes
outward domination, and private anxiety becomes collective violence.

5.5 The Mask and Painted Faces

The painted face, or mask, marks another stage in the boys’ collapse. When Jack paints his
face, the paint functions as a sign of concealment and transformation. Golding makes this
transformation explicit when the mask allows Jack to feel “liberated from shame and self-
consciousness” [16]. This short phrase reveals that the painted face does more than hide Jack
physically; it releases him psychologically from the moral limits attached to his former identity.
The mask hence, becomes a sign of moral disinhibition, enabling violence by weakening
personal responsibility. Its object is the loss of individual moral identity, while its interpretant
is liberation from shame, guilt, and social restraint. Golding’s reference to “shame and self-
consciousness” is significant because it shows that the mask does not merely change Jack’s
appearance; it changes his relation to himself [16].

The symbolic power of the mask lies in its ability to separate action from responsibility. Behind
the painted face, Jack becomes less accountable to the moral rules associated with his former
identity. The mask does not merely hide him from others; it hides him from himself. This is
why the painted face is central to the psychological collapse of the characters. It makes violence
easier because it weakens self-recognition. Once the boys no longer see themselves as ordinary
schoolboys, they become capable of actions that would previously have seemed shameful or
unacceptable.

Politically, the mask also helps create tribal identity. The hunters become a separate group with
their own rituals, chants, and loyalties. The painted face turns individual boys into members of
a collective force. This movement from individual conscience to group violence prepares the
way for Simon’s death. The mask therefore, symbolises both psychological disinhibition and
political tribalism. It shows how savagery becomes possible when identity is absorbed into a
violent group structure.

In semiotic terms, the mask is a sign that transforms the relationship between the individual
and the group. Its representamen is the painted face; its object is concealment and moral release;
its interpretant is the permission to act violently without the same sense of personal
responsibility. Golding therefore uses the mask not simply as a symbol of savagery, but as one
of the mechanisms through which savagery becomes possible.

5.6 The Lord of the Flies

The Lord of the Flies is the symbolic centre of the novel. Literally, it is the pig’s head placed
on a stick as an offering to the beast. Symbolically, it represents the boys’ descent into ritual
violence and their confrontation with evil. As a sign, the pig’s head refers to corruption,
sacrifice, and the darkness within human nature. Its object is internal evil, while its interpretant
is most fully realised through Simon’s recognition that the beast is not external.
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The title “Lord of the Flies” itself carries religious and moral implications, suggesting decay,
corruption, and demonic power. The pig’s head is surrounded by flies, reinforcing the imagery
of death and decomposition. It is not a noble or heroic symbol; it is ugly, physical, and
disturbing. This ugliness is important because Golding refuses to romanticise savagery. The
symbol confronts the reader with the material reality of violence. What the boys call hunting
and celebration is revealed as blood, decay, and moral disorder.

Simon’s encounter with the Lord of the Flies is crucial because it reveals the deepest meaning
of the symbolic system. The boys have imagined the beast as something outside themselves,
but the pig’s head exposes the truth that the real beast is internal. The statement “I’m part of
you” makes this meaning explicit [16]. In Peircean terms, the interpretant of the sign becomes
a moral insight: evil is not located in the forest, the darkness, or an imagined creature, but in
the human capacity for cruelty.

Simon’s later death confirms the tragic failure of this insight. He understands the truth about
the beast, but he cannot communicate it to a community that has already surrendered to fear
and ritual violence. His death shows that truth alone cannot save a society that has lost the
moral capacity to receive it. The Lord of the Flies thus marks the point at which Golding’s
symbolism becomes most explicit. It gathers together fear, violence, sacrifice, corruption, and
inner evil into one disturbing image.

5.7 Simon

Simon is not merely a character in the novel; he also functions symbolically as a figure of moral
sensitivity, spiritual insight, and truth. While Ralph represents order and Piggy represents
reason, Simon represents a deeper form of moral awareness. He is the character who most
clearly understands that the boys’ fear is misdirected. Unlike the others, he does not simply
respond to fear with aggression or denial. Instead, he tries to understand its source.

Simon’s symbolic role becomes clearest in his recognition that the beast is not an external
monster. His insight challenges the group’s entire structure of fear. If the beast is within the
boys, then Jack’s promise to protect them from it becomes false. If evil is internal, then hunting
cannot destroy it. Simon therefore threatens the political and psychological system that Jack
has built. This explains why his death is so symbolically significant. He is killed not only
because the boys mistake him for the beast, but because the truth he carries cannot survive in
a community organised around fear.

The killing of Simon is one of the most important moments in the novel’s moral structure. It
marks the transition from symbolic fear to actual murder. Before this event, the boys’ violence
is developing, but after Simon’s death, the possibility of innocence is deeply damaged. The
group’s chant, movement, and collective excitement transform them into a single violent body.
In this scene, Golding shows that moral blindness is not simply the absence of knowledge; it is
the refusal to recognise truth when truth becomes uncomfortable.

Simon’s death also confirms the failure of language and interpretation. He has discovered the
true meaning of the beast, but this meaning cannot enter the social world of the boys. His
interpretant remains individual and cannot become collective. Through Simon, Golding
suggests that moral insight is fragile when society is ruled by fear, ritual, and violence. Simon
therefore stands as a symbolic counterpoint to the Lord of the Flies. The pig’s head reveals the
truth of inner evil, while Simon briefly embodies the possibility of recognising and resisting
that truth. His death shows the destruction of moral awareness by collective savagery.

5.8 The Island and the Final Fire

The island initially appears as a place of natural beauty and freedom. It resembles a paradise
without adult control, a space where the boys might build a new and innocent society. However,
as the narrative progresses, the island becomes increasingly associated with fear, violence, and
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destruction. As a sign, the island refers first to possibility and innocence, but its interpretant
changes as the boys’ behaviour transforms the setting.

This symbolic transformation is essential to the novel’s moral structure. The island does not
become evil by itself; it is altered by the boys’ actions. Their violence changes the meaning of
the place. By the final chapters, the island is no longer a paradise but a burning landscape of
pursuit and terror. This reversal is captured in the image of destruction when “the whole island
was shuddering with flame” [16]. The quotation shows how the island’s earlier association
with natural beauty and possibility is replaced by violence, fear, and ruin. The final fire thus
transforms the island into a visible sign of the boys’ moral collapse, even though it ironically
becomes the cause of their rescue. The final fire, which Jack’s group starts in order to Kill
Ralph, completes this reversal. What was once a space of freedom becomes a space of moral
ruin.

The arrival of the naval officer at the end complicates the symbolism further. On one level, he
represents rescue and the return of adult civilisation. On another level, his presence is ironic
because he comes from a world also engaged in war. Ralph’s tears for the “end of innocence”
suggest that rescue does not fully restore what has been lost [16]. The boys are removed from
the island, but their experience has revealed something permanent about human vulnerability.
The final scene consequently widens the symbolic meaning of the island from a children’s
society to the adult world beyond it.

The final fire also completes the transformation of one of the novel’s central signs. Earlier, fire
represented rescue, discipline, and hope. At the end, it becomes a weapon of destruction, yet it
ironically brings rescue. This irony is central to Golding’s bleak vision. The boys are saved not
by their moral improvement, but by the violence that has consumed their society. The island
therefore, becomes a symbolic testing ground where the appearance of civilisation is stripped
away, and the instability of human moral order is exposed.

5.9 Synthesis: Symbolic Development and the Collapse of Civilisation

When read through a Peircean semiotic framework, the symbols in Lord of the Flies form a
connected system rather than a set of isolated images. Each symbol gains meaning through its
relation to the boys’ changing social and psychological conditions. The conch begins as a sign
of democratic speech, but loses meaning when the boys reject shared authority. The fire begins
as a sign of rescue but becomes a sign of destruction. Piggy’s glasses begin as a sign of reason
but become an object of violent possession. The beast begins as imagined fear but becomes a
political tool. The mask removes individual responsibility and enables tribal violence. The Lord
of the Flies gives material form to the evil that the boys have projected outward. Simon
represents moral insight, but his death reveals that truth cannot survive when collective fear
has become stronger than conscience.

This symbolic progression mirrors the collapse of the characters themselves. Golding’s
symbolism is therefore both psychological and political. Psychologically, the symbols reveal
the movement from fear to disinhibition, from guilt to cruelty, and from innocence to self-
knowledge. Politically, they show the failure of the democratic order, the rise of authoritarian
power, and the use of fear to control the group. Socially, they reveal how collective identity is
formed through ritual, exclusion, violence, and shared belief. The strength of Golding’s
symbolic method lies in the way these dimensions operate together. The boys’ political collapse
is not separate from their inner collapse; rather, the breakdown of social order releases the
darker impulses already present within them.

Through this framework, symbolism becomes the main structure through which the novel
communicates its central argument. Golding does not simply state that civilisation is fragile.
He demonstrates this fragility through signs whose meanings deteriorate as the boys
deteriorate. The symbolic system of the novel therefore moves from order to chaos, from
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speech to violence, and from external fear to internal evil. In this sense, Lord of the Flies uses
symbolism to show that the collapse of civilisation is not only a social event but also a crisis
of meaning, identity, and moral responsibility.

6. Discussion

The analysis of symbolism in Lord of the Flies shows that Golding’s symbols do not operate
as fixed literary decorations. Rather, they function as changing signs whose meanings develop
in relation to the boys’ psychological deterioration and the collapse of their social order. This
finding is consistent with earlier studies which argue that Golding uses symbolism to dramatise
the conflict between civilisation and savagery, reason and violence, and moral order and
instinctive desire [17,19-21]. However, the present analysis extends these studies by arguing
that the symbols are not merely attached to stable meanings. Their meanings change across the
narrative because the community interpreting them also changes. In this sense, the conch, the
fire, Piggy’s glasses, the beast, the mask, and the Lord of the Flies are best understood as
dynamic signs whose interpretants shift as the boys move from democratic organisation to
tribal violence.

This interpretation supports Peirce’s view that meaning is produced through the relationship
between the sign, the object, and the interpretant rather than through the sign alone [3,7,22].
The usefulness of this framework lies in its ability to explain why the same object can carry
different meanings at different stages of the novel. The signal fire, for example, initially
signifies hope and rescue, but later becomes associated with destruction and attempted murder.
Piggy’s glasses first represent rational vision and scientific usefulness, but later become a
stolen instrument of power. The conch begins as a sign of democratic speech, but once the boys
stop respecting it, it becomes an empty object. This supports Cmeciu and Cmeciu’s argument
that Lord of the Flies can be read as a semiotic structure of order and disorder [9]. Nonetheless,
while their study highlights the novel’s larger semiotic pattern, the present analysis places
greater emphasis on chronological symbolic deterioration: the signs collapse gradually and in
direct relation to the boys’ moral decline.

The findings are also in line with Arfa et al., whose recent semiotic analysis shows that
Golding’s major symbols reflect human nature, social dynamics, and the descent into chaos
[2]. Similarly, this study treats the conch, Piggy’s glasses, the beast, the signal fire, and the
Lord of the Flies as central symbolic units. Yet the present analysis differs in one important
respect. Arfa et al. mainly emphasise the underlying meanings of these symbols, whereas this
discussion argues that meaning is not only “underlying” but also unstable and historically
produced within the narrative. The conch does not simply mean civilisation from beginning to
end. It means civilisation only as long as the boys continue to recognise its authority. Once
Jack’s group rejects deliberation and rules, the conch loses its practical and symbolic power.
This suggests that Golding is not merely presenting symbols of civilisation; he is showing how
civilised meanings depend on collective belief, shared rituals, and moral discipline.

The analysis of the conch confirms earlier research that associates it with democracy, order,
and rational speech. Li and Wu, for example, argue that Ralph represents civilisation and
democracy, while Piggy represents intellect and rationalism [19]. Lin similarly considers
Ralph, Piggy, Jack, and Simon as symbolic figures representing democracy, reason, savagery,
and goodness [20]. The present study agrees with these interpretations but suggests that a
purely character-based reading may simplify Golding’s symbolic method. Golding not only
attaches ideas to characters; he also shows how objects become social institutions. The conch
matters because the boys collectively grant it authority. Its destruction at the moment of Piggy’s
death is therefore not only the destruction of an object, but the destruction of the social
agreement that made speech, law, and rational debate possible. This reading also corresponds
with Gning’s argument [15] that Lord of the Flies explores the fragility of societal structures
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and the collapse of collective ideals. However, the present analysis adds that this collapse is
also semiotic: the boys do not simply lose order; they lose the shared meanings that made order
possible.

The signal fire complicates traditional interpretations of Golding’s symbolism. Many studies
read the fire as a symbol of hope, rescue, and connection with the adult world. This is certainly
valid in the early part of the novel, especially because Ralph repeatedly treats the fire as the
boys’ most important responsibility. However, the fire becomes more ambiguous as the
narrative develops. It shifts from a sign of rescue to a sign of negligence, then to a weapon of
destruction, and finally to the ironic cause of rescue. This symbolic instability is important
because it challenges readings that assign one fixed meaning to each symbol. Golding’s fire is
not simply positive or negative. It reveals the instability of human tools and institutions: the
same force that can preserve life can also be turned toward violence. In this respect, the fire
supports Sani et al.’s stylistic argument that Golding’s imagery and symbolism work together
to expose the fragility of civilisation and the instability of moral boundaries [23].

Piggy’s glasses also extend the discussion of civilisation beyond simple moral opposition.
Previous studies commonly identify Piggy with rationality and intellect [19,20]. The present
analysis agrees, but it argues that the glasses show the vulnerability of reason when it is not
supported by power or ethical respect. The boys depend on Piggy’s glasses to create fire, yet
they ridicule Piggy and eventually allow his exclusion and death. This contradiction is central
to the novel’s political meaning. Reason iS necessary, but reason alone cannot protect itself.
When Jack steals the glasses, rational knowledge is no longer used for a shared purpose; it is
captured by force. This finding is congruent with Gning’s analysis [14] of the novel as an
ethical void in which moral reference points disappear. It also develops that reading by showing
how the ethical void is materialised through symbolic action: the theft of the glasses represents
the transfer of knowledge from communal survival to authoritarian control.

The beast is perhaps the strongest example of Golding’s ability to combine psychological and
political symbolism. Earlier interpretations often identify the beast as the darkness within
human nature, and this reading remains persuasive. Bhatta argues that Golding depicts the
human tendency toward brutality, power, and savagery [5]. On the other hand, Adhikari
analysed the novel through veneer theory, where civilisation is a thin surface beneath which
violent instincts remain present [1]. The present analysis partly agrees with both views,
particularly because the beast reflects fears and impulses already present within the boys.
However, it also offers a more cautious interpretation. The beast should not be read only as
proof that human beings are naturally evil. It is also a sign produced and strengthened through
collective fear. The boys speak about the beast, imagine it, ritualise it, and eventually allow it
to shape their political behaviour. Thus, the beast becomes socially real even though it has no
stable physical form.

This shows how psychological fear becomes political power. Jack’s leadership depends on his
ability to control the meaning of the beast. Ralph tries to manage fear through reason and
discussion, but Jack transforms fear into obedience. He presents himself and his hunters as
protectors, converting anxiety into authority. This interpretation agrees with the political
analysis of Jack as a figure of dictatorship or coercive power [20,21]. Nonetheless, it adds a
semiotic dimension: Jack’s power is not based only on violence; it is based on his control of
signs. He controls what the beast means, what the mask permits, and what hunting represents.
Golding shows that authoritarian rule does not rely only on physical force. It also depends on
the manipulation of fear, ritual, and collective imagination.

The mask and painted faces further support this interpretation. Earlier readings often treat the
painted face as a symbol of savagery, but the present analysis suggests that it functions more
specifically as a sign of moral disinhibition. The mask allows Jack and the hunters to separate
their violent actions from their former identities as schoolboys. It protects them from shame by
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creating a new symbolic identity. This agrees with Sani et al.’s view that Golding’s symbolism
intersects with psychology and social dynamics [23]. However, the present discussion goes
further by arguing that the mask is not only a representation of savagery; it is one of the
mechanisms through which savagery becomes possible. Once the boys are masked, they are
able to enter a new moral order in which violence appears acceptable, even desirable. Hence,
the mask transforms both self-perception and group behaviour.

The Lord of the Flies brings together the psychological, political, and religious dimensions of
the symbolic system. Arfa et al. identify it as one of the key symbols through which Golding
critiques the darkness within humanity [2]. This study agrees, but it also argues that the Lord
of the Flies is the point at which the novel’s symbolic system becomes most self-conscious.
Through Simon’s encounter with the pig’s head, the meaning of the beast is clarified: evil is
not external but internal. Yet this insight does not save Simon. His death shows the tragic
failure of truth when the community is no longer capable of receiving it. In Peircean terms,
Simon reaches the most accurate interpretant of the beast, but this interpretant cannot circulate
socially because the boys have already surrendered to fear and ritual violence.

This finding also allows the study to compare Golding’s pessimism with more recent
interpretations that complicate the idea of inevitable human evil. Bhatta presents the novel as
a powerful account of humanity’s movement into savagery [5], and Adhikari [1] links it to
veneer theory, which suggests that civilisation is a thin cover over primitive instinct. The
present analysis agrees that Golding exposes the fragility of civilisation, but it avoids reading
the novel as a simple declaration that evil is unavoidable. The boys’ collapse is not immediate.
It happens through stages: the weakening of the conch, the neglect of the fire, the theft of the
glasses, the political use of the beast, the adoption of masks, and the ritual Killing of Simon.
This sequence suggests that Golding is interested not only in innate evil but also in the social
processes through which evil becomes organised. Civilisation fails not because symbols are
meaningless, but because the boys stop sustaining the values those symbols represent.

A further critical point concerns the limitations of traditional civilisation-versus-savagery
readings. Lin notes the absence of a female perspective in the novel, while some modern
criticism has questioned the colonial assumptions behind the opposition between “civilisation”
and “savagery” [20]. This is important because Golding’s symbolic system is powerful, but it
is also shaped by the cultural and historical language of its time. The terms “civilisation” and
“savagery” should therefore be used critically rather than accepted uncritically. The present
analysis recognises that the novel’s symbolic opposition between order and savagery is central
to its structure, but it also acknowledges that this opposition can reproduce problematic
binaries. A stronger reading of the novel should therefore examine not only what the symbols
mean inside the text, but also what cultural assumptions make those meanings available.
Overall, the present analysis confirms the previous findings of Li, Lin, and Mohammed [19-
21] that the novel is deeply symbolic and allegorical. It supports Arfa et al.’s claim that semiotic
analysis reveals the layered meanings of Golding’s major symbols [2]. It also agrees with
previous studies [1,5,15] that the novel is centrally concerned with the breakdown of
civilisation, the emergence of violence, and the fragility of social order. However, the present
study contributes to this body of work by showing that the symbols should be read
chronologically and relationally. Their meanings do not remain stable. They rise, weaken,
transform, and collapse alongside the boys’ society.

In conclusion, the discussion demonstrates that Golding’s symbolism works as a coherent
system of moral, psychological, and political meaning. The selected symbols are significant
because each one marks a stage in the boys’ collapse: the conch represents the rise and fall of
democratic authority; the fire represents hope transformed into destructive power; Piggy’s
glasses represent reason captured by force; the beast represents fear transformed into political
control; the mask represents the loss of moral identity; and the Lord of the Flies represents the
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internal source of evil that the boys refuse to recognise. Through these symbols, Golding does
not simply tell the reader that civilisation is fragile. He shows how fragility develops through
the gradual collapse of shared meanings. The novel’s tragedy is therefore not only that the boys
become violent, but that the signs which once organised their world cease to produce civilised
interpretations.

7. Conclusion

This study has examined the symbolic structure of William Golding’s Lord of the Flies through
a Peircean semiotic framework, focusing on the relationship between sign, object, and
interpretant. By analysing the conch, the signal fire, Piggy’s glasses, the beast, the mask, the
Lord of the Flies, and the island itself, the paper has shown that Golding’s symbols are not
static representations with fixed meanings. Rather, they are dynamic signs whose meanings
change as the boys’ moral, psychological, and political conditions deteriorate. Therefore, the
symbolic movement of the novel mirrors the gradual collapse of civilisation on the island.
The analysis has demonstrated that each selected symbol contributes to the novel’s wider
structure of decline. The conch begins as a sign of democratic order and rational speech, but
its authority disappears when the boys no longer respect collective rules. The signal fire initially
represents hope and rescue, yet it later becomes associated with destruction and violence.
Piggy’s glasses symbolise reason and technological knowledge, but their theft reveals how
rational power can be seized and controlled by force. The beast exposes the boys’ inner fear,
while Jack transforms that fear into a political instrument. The mask allows the boys to escape
shame and moral responsibility, making violence easier to perform. Finally, the Lord of the
Flies gives material form to the darkness that the boys have projected outward, confirming
Simon’s tragic insight that the real beast exists within human beings themselves.

Through this symbolic progression, Golding presents the collapse of civilisation as both a
psychological and political process. The boys do not suddenly become violent; rather, their
descent unfolds through the gradual weakening of shared meanings, ethical restraints, and
social institutions. This is why a semiotic framework is useful for reading the novel. It reveals
that the island’s society collapses not only because rules are broken, but because the signs that
once sustained order no longer produce civilised interpretations. The conch no longer
commands respect, the fire no longer guarantees responsibility, and reason no longer protects
the vulnerable. Meaning itself becomes unstable, and this instability prepares the way for
violence.

The paper has also shown that Golding’s symbolism should be read chronologically and
relationally. The symbols do not stand apart from one another; they form an interconnected
system. Together, they trace the movement from speech to silence, from hope to destruction,
from reason to coercion, and from fear to ritual violence. This interconnected symbolic pattern
strengthens the novel’s central argument about the fragility of civilisation. Golding does not
simply oppose civilisation and savagery in abstract terms. Instead, he dramatises how civilised
values depend on continuous recognition, moral discipline, and collective responsibility.

At the same time, the novel should not be reduced to a simple statement that human beings are
naturally evil. Golding’s vision is darker and more complex. The boys’ society fails since fear,
desire, and aggression are allowed to reshape social meaning and political authority.
Civilisation is shown to be fragile, but not meaningless. Its symbols can sustain order only
when they are supported by ethical commitment. The tragedy of the novel lies in the fact that
the boys lose not only innocence but also the ability to interpret their world through the values
of reason, responsibility, and human sympathy.

In conclusion, Lord of the Flies uses symbolism as a central method for exploring the collapse
of social order and the exposure of human vulnerability. Through its symbolic system, the
novel suggests that civilisation depends on more than laws, objects, or institutions; it depends
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on the meanings people collectively attach to them and the moral responsibility required to
preserve those meanings. Golding’s achievement lies in making ordinary objects and rituals
carry the weight of political breakdown and psychological revelation. The novel therefore
remains significant because it shows that the destruction of civilisation begins not only in
violent action, but in the gradual collapse of the signs, values, and interpretations that make
human community possible.
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Appendix

Analytical Framework for Symbol Analysis in the Novel

Selected Symbol Object
(Representamen) .
the symbolic image, object, th@ literal'rcferent or
oi thotif L the texdt narrative reality represented
by the symbol

through interpretation

[ Interpretant ]
‘ the meaning produced J

v ¢
Political Dimension ] Social Dimension ] [ Psychological Dimension ]
® power, oppression, e relations, class, e fear, desire, trauma,
authority, resistance norms, community inner conflict

v
[ Integrated Symbolic Reading ]

how the symbol functions
holistically in the novel
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