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ABSTRACT 

William Golding's fiction deeply examines the fragility of human identity, depicting it as a 

tenuous construct vulnerable to disintegration amid isolation, primal instincts, and existential 

challenges. This paper analyses the motif of fractured identities in three seminal texts, Lord of 

the Flies (1954), The Inheritors (1955), and Pincher Martin (1956), to illustrate how identity 

crises lead to moral decay and societal disintegration. In Lord of the Flies, the boys' descent 

into savagery exemplifies the dichotomy between civilised and primitive identities, 

undermining ethical boundaries and promoting anarchic tribalism. The Inheritors juxtaposes 

Neanderthal communal harmony with Homo sapiens' aggressive individualism, elucidating 

identity as an evolutionary weakness that erodes moral empathy and social cohesion. Pincher 

Martin explores psychological trauma, illustrating how the protagonist's hallucinatory self-

reconstruction reveals the ego's deceptive essence, ultimately resulting in symbolic 

annihilation. Utilising psychoanalytic, existential, and thematic critiques, this analysis 

illustrates Golding's bleak yet penetrating perspective on identity as the cornerstone of moral 

and social order. Ultimately, Golding asserts that without vigilant self-awareness, fragmented 

identities inevitably dismantle the essence of humanity, presenting a cautionary allegory for 

post-war existential anxiety. 
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INTRODUCTION 

William Golding, a Nobel laureate whose oeuvre grapples with the shadows of human nature, 

consistently employs the narrative of identity crisis to probe deeper enquiries into morality 

and society [1]. Emerging from the cataclysm of World War II, Golding's fiction rejects 

romanticised views of innate goodness, instead unveiling the latent savagery that lurks 

beneath civilised veneers. Central to this exploration is the concept of the "fractured self"—a 

psyche splintered by external chaos and internal conflict, leading to ethical erosion and 

communal breakdown. As articulated in thematic overviews of his novels, Golding's works 

trace a trajectory from unbridled depravity to tentative redemption, underscoring the interplay 

between instinctual drives and societal restraints [2]. This paper contends that in Golding's 

fiction, identity crises serve not merely as psychological phenomena but as catalysts for 

moral and social unravelling, manifesting through symbolic regressions, existential 

displacements, and traumatic dissociations. 

The study posits that Golding's protagonists, whether juvenile castaways, prehistoric kin, or 

wartime survivors, embody the universal peril of self-fragmentation: a process wherein the 

ego's illusions collide with reality, precipitating ethical voids and societal entropy. To 

substantiate this, the analysis proceeds through dedicated sections on Lord of the Flies, The 

Inheritors, and Pincher Martin, integrating scholarly interpretations to illuminate these 

dynamics. By synthesising primary textual evidence with critical lenses—ranging from 

Freudian psychoanalysis to Lacanian symbolism—this study affirms Golding's enduring 
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relevance in dissecting the human condition [3]. In an era marked by ideological fractures 

and ethical ambiguities, Golding's narratives compel a reevaluation of identity as the bedrock 

of moral integrity and social harmony. 

Fractured Selves in Lord of the Flies: The Binary of Civilisation and Primitivism 

Golding's debut novel, Lord of the Flies, stands as a paradigmatic fable of identity's 

dissolution, wherein a group of English schoolboys, marooned on a tropical island, regress 

from ordered democracy to primal anarchy [4]. The narrative arc traces the fracturing of 

individual and collective selves through the antagonism between Ralph's rational leadership 

and Jack's instinctual dominion, revealing identity as a socially constructed edifice vulnerable 

to deconstructive forces [5]. At its core, the novel interrogates how external symbols and 

rituals, such as the conch shell and face paint, shape and shatter personal agency, ultimately 

engendering moral nihilism and social fragmentation. 

The construction of identities in Lord of the Flies operates within a primitive-civilised binary, 

where leadership models dictate the contours of selfhood and group affiliation. Ralph 

embodies the civilised paradigm, fostering identities rooted in consent, intellectual discourse, 

and communal responsibility; his reliance on the conch as an emblem of equitable speech 

preserves individuality amid diversity, allowing figures like Piggy to assert rational voices 

against encroaching chaos [5]. This framework upholds moral order, prioritising rescue 

signals and ethical deliberation over immediate gratification. In contrast, Jack's primitive 

archetype erodes such boundaries through performative rituals: the application of clay masks 

transmutes boys into "awesome strangers", liberating them from shame and accountability 

while subsuming personal distinctions into a homogenised tribal collective [5]. Hunting 

expeditions further accelerate this unravelling, channelling fear of the "beast", a projection of 

innate savagery, into hysterical violence, wherein participants like Roger abandon moral 

inhibitions, deriving identity from predatory ecstasy rather than reflective autonomy [6]. 

This binary precipitates a profound identity crisis, as the boys' initial civilised veneers, 

imbued by English schooling, crumble under isolation's weight. Freudian interpretations 

elucidate this as a triumph of the id over the ego and superego, with the island's Edenic allure 

inverting into a crucible for repressed barbarism [7]. Existential readings further emphasise 

the novel's interrogation of selfhood, where the absence of external authority forces 

characters to confront the absurdity of existence and the fluidity of personal essence [8]. 

Simon's visionary encounter with the "Lord of the Flies" epitomises the fractured self: his 

intuitive grasp of evil as an internal spectre fractures the illusion of external threats, yet his 

ritualistic murder by the group underscores the moral void born of dissociated identities [5]. 

Socially, this manifests in the assembly's devolution into mob rule, where democratic 

assemblies yield to Jack's authoritarian cult, eroding reciprocity and engendering atrocities 

like Piggy's demise [9]. 

Golding thus employs the novel to caution against the fragility of civilised identity, positing 

that without sustained ethical vigilance, primal fractures inexorably dismantle moral 

compacts and social structures. The boys' reversion to "painted, frightened faces" and guttural 

chants symbolises not mere regression but a deliberate embrace of zero-identity—a liminal 

state of irresponsibility that amplifies collective savagery [5]. Cognitive bias analyses 

highlight how such perceptual distortions exacerbate this thematic unravelling, as innate 

heuristics propel the group toward irrational tribalism and ethical collapse [10]. In this 

unravelling, Golding exposes the societal peril of unchecked self-fragmentation: isolated 

psyches, unmoored from communal ethics, breed tyrannies that mirror broader historical 

descents into fascism and war. 
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Identity Crisis in The Inheritors: Evolutionary Displacement and Existential Loss 

In The Inheritors, Golding transports the motif of fractured selves to a prehistoric canvas, 

chronicling the Neanderthals' ("the people") encounter with Homo sapiens ("the new people") 

as an allegory for identity's evolutionary impermanence [11]. Through the perspective of 

Lok, a gentle yet perceptually limited Neanderthal, the novel delineates identity as an 

intertwined nexus of communal bonds, sensory intuition, and naturalistic spirituality, 

qualities shattered by the intruders' linguistic prowess and aggressive individualism. This 

crisis not only unravels personal coherence but also precipitates moral estrangement and the 

dissolution of ancestral social fabrics [12]. 

Existential philosophy permeates the text, framing identity as a precarious negotiation 

between being-in-the-world and alienation from it. The Neanderthals' selves are holistic and 

collective, derived from empathetic attunement to nature's "Oa", a maternal life-force that 

infuses all entities with vitality and ritual veneration of the dead, ensuring continuity through 

shared memory and gesture-based communion [13]. Lok's fragmented perceptions, marked 

by incomplete language and dreamlike visions, reflect an unselfconscious harmony, where 

selfhood emerges from ecological interdependence rather than egocentric isolation. Yet, this 

idyll fractures upon the Homo sapiens' arrival: their fire, boats, and articulated speech 

introduce abstraction and domination, alienating the Neanderthals from their environment 

and kin. Lok's confusion amid these novelties, mistaking shadows for spirits or the new 

people's wails for communal songs, signals an existential vertigo, wherein familiar landmarks 

of identity dissolve into incomprehensible threats [14]. 

The moral unravelling stems from this displacement, as the Neanderthals' innate empathy 

clashes with the new people's instrumental rationality. Fa's abduction and Liku's infanticide 

evoke profound grief, yet the people's inability to conceptualise malice as intentional, 

viewing it through instinctive rather than reflective lenses, renders them defenceless, their 

moral framework of non-violence yielding to bewildered passivity [13]. Socially, the group's 

contraction from a harmonious band to solitary remnants mirrors the erosion of collective 

identity; Ha's absence and the Oa's abandonment amplify Lok's isolation, culminating in his 

hallucinatory merger with the river, a symbolic dissolution that affirms the people's 

obsolescence. Golding thus critiques evolutionary "progress" as a pyrrhic victory, where 

Homo sapiens' enhanced self-awareness fosters alienation, violence, and a fractured morality 

divorced from nature's rhythms [15]. 

This prehistoric parable extends to contemporary anxieties, positing identity crises as 

harbingers of social entropy. The new people's ritualistic excesses—cannibalism veiled as 

myth—foreshadow civilisations built on conquest, wherein dominant identities suppress 

empathetic alternatives, perpetuating cycles of displacement and ethical void [13]. Golding's 

narrative, with its lyrical evocation of perceptual rupture, underscores the moral imperative of 

preserving interconnected selves to avert societal inheritance by the ruthless. 

The Fractured Ego in Pincher Martin: Trauma and Symbolic Annihilation 

Pincher Martin intensifies Golding's scrutiny of fractured selves through the monadic 

consciousness of Christopher "Pincher" Martin, a naval officer shipwrecked (and revealed as 

deceased) on a jagged rock [16]. The novel's innovative structure, unfolding as a solipsistic 

reverie, dissects the ego's desperate fabrication of identity amid trauma, exposing its 

linguistic illusions and inexorable collapse into nothingness. Here, identity crisis manifests as 

a psychological maelstrom, where wartime horrors and existential dread catalyse moral 

introspection and social disconnection [17]. 
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Lacanian psychoanalysis illuminates Martin's fractured ego as a construct of the symbolic 

order, a fictive scaffold erected against the Real's void of death. Clinging to the rock, 

metaphorically his rotten tooth, emblematic of inherent lack, Martin territorialises the barren 

seascape with anthropomorphic names ("Piccadilly", "Red Lion"), imposing narrative 

coherence to affirm his existence [18]. This nominative frenzy, bolstered by artefacts like his 

identity disc and photographic echoes, mirrors the mirror stage's specular validation, yet 

betrays dependency on absent Others (Nathaniel as negation, the Dwarf as surrogate gaze). 

Trauma from the torpedoing fractures this edifice: intrusive flashbacks of the sinking, marked 

by survivor guilt and temporal stasis, sever the past from the present, engendering a "death 

imprint" that haunts with repetitive hallucinations of pursuit and disintegration [19]. Martin's 

internal tribunal, pitting vitalistic greed against remorseful conscience, exemplifies the self's 

schism: he devours limpets and crabs in Darwinian frenzy, yet confronts the "maggot" of his 

rapacious soul, a moral unravelling that indicts wartime egotism [20]. 

Socially, this isolation amplifies broader unravelings; Martin's pre-war betrayals of wife, 

lover, and career echo in his soliloquies, revealing identity as a predatory construct that 

devours relational bonds. The novel's denouement, with the "black lightning" of symbolic 

death erasing his world as "painted paper", consummates the fracture: expelled from the 

symbolic, Martin confronts pure negation, his ego's annihilation paralleling societal traumas 

of war-induced dissociation [18]. Golding, through this mythic solipsism, critiques the 

modern subject's illusory autonomy, positing that unhealed fractures breed ethical solitudes 

incompatible with communal restoration [20]. 

Moral and Social Unravelling: Broader Implications in Golding's Oeuvre 

Across Golding's fiction, the fractured self emerges as the linchpin of moral and social 

disintegration, a recurring allegory for humanity's perennial teetering between order and 

abyss. In Lord of the Flies, primitivism's allure unmasks ethical relativism; in The Inheritors, 

evolutionary hubris severs moral empathy; in Pincher Martin, traumatic solipsism voids 

social reciprocity [2], [1]. These motifs coalesce in Golding's thematic evolution: early 

pessimism yields to redemptive glimmers, as in later works like Darkness Visible, yet the 

core indictment persists, identity crises, untempered by conscience, engender societal 

cascades of violence and alienation [21]. 

Psychoanalytic and existential critiques affirm this: Freudian ids overrun superegos, yielding 

moral voids; Lacanian symbols crumble before the Real, fracturing communal myths [7], 

[18]. Socially, Golding anticipates ecocritical and posthumanist readings, wherein self-other 

binaries exacerbate environmental and interspecies ruptures, as Neanderthals' harmony 

contrasts sapiens' dominion [14]. His oeuvre thus serves as a moral compass, urging 

reconstruction of resilient identities to forestall unravelling [2]. 

CONCLUSION 

Golding's fiction compellingly dramatises fractured selves as harbingers of moral and social 

entropy, transforming personal crises into universal parables of human frailty. Through the 

microcosms of island, glacier, and rock, he unveils identity's dual role, as guardian of ethics 

and vulnerability to chaos, imploring vigilance against its dissolution. In a world shadowed 

by division, Golding's insights remain prescient, advocating for empathetic reconstructions 

that mend the self's fissures and society's seams. 
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