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Loss of Innocence 

Theme Summary 

The theme of innocence is central to William Golding's Lord of the Flies. At the 
beginning of the novel, the boys arrive on the island as ordinary, well-behaved 
schoolchildren, who expect rescue and attempt to recreate the order of civilisation. 

However, as fear, violence and the desire for 
power grow, they gradually abandon the 
moral values they have learned from 
society. Their transformation into hunters 
who are capable of cruelty and murder, 
demonstrates the destruction of childhood 
innocence and the emergence of 
humanity's darker instincts. 

Golding suggests that their innocence does not fade due to corruption from the island, 
but because the boys increasingly embrace the innate evil that exists within them. The 
island becomes a symbolic testing ground where the absence of laws and adult 
authority exposes their true nature. Through characters such as Ralph, Jack, Simon 
and Piggy, Golding explores different responses to this loss. He ultimately presents 
innocence as fragile, and civilisation as a force that merely restrains humanity’s 
natural capacity for violence. 

Presentation of the Theme 

The Boys’ Transformation 

Golding introduces the boys as innocent 
children who initially think and behave in line 
with the expectations of the adult world. 
They elect a chief democratically, establish 
rules and build a signal fire because they 
believe that order and cooperation will 
ensure their rescue. Ralph's optimistic 
declaration, “This is our island. It's a good 
island. Until the grown-ups come to fetch 
us we'll have fun” reflects the boys' 
childlike excitement and naivety. Rather than 
recognising the dangers of their isolation, 
they treat the island as an adventure where 
they can enjoy freedom without adult supervision. 
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Golding uses this optimism to emphasise their innocence, as they remain unaware 
that the absence of civilising forces will gradually strip away their moral boundaries 
and expose their capacity for violence. Jack initially even insists that “We've got to 
have rules and obey them. After all, we're not savages. We're English.” His 
confidence in civilisation demonstrates how deeply social values are embedded 
within him at the beginning of the novel. 

However, these civilised values begin to disappear. 
One of the earliest signs of this transformation is 
the boys' abandonment of their school uniforms. 
Their uniforms symbolise their identity as civilised 
schoolboys, representing the rules, discipline and 
social expectations of the adult world. Ralph finds 
comfort in these reminders of civilisation. Golding 
notes that, for Ralph, “to put on a grey shirt once 
more was strangely pleasing.”  

On the other hand, Jack quickly rejects this 
school-boy identity. Instead of clinging to the 
values of civilisation, he embraces savagery by 
painting his face. The narrator explains that,“the 

mask was a thing on its own, behind which Jack hid, liberated from shame and 
self-consciousness.” The metaphor of the mask symbolises the removal of social 
restraint. Hidden behind face paint, Jack no longer feels guilt or responsibility for his 
actions, allowing his violent instincts to emerge. Golding suggests that civilisation itself 
often acts as a mask, merely suppressing humanity's darker impulses rather than 
eliminating them.  

As the novel progresses, the boys' physical appearance reflects this moral 
transformation. Their clean uniforms disappear, their hair grows long and unkempt, 
and their bodies become dirty and painted. Golding 
uses this visual deterioration to symbolise the 
collapse of innocence and civilisation. He suggests 
that, without the routines and expectations 
imposed by society, the boys gradually lose both 
their civilised appearance and their moral identity. 

The boys’ increasing enjoyment of hunting further 
demonstrates their loss of innocence. Jack’s 
“bloodthirsty snarling” contrasts sharply with his 
earlier hesitation to kill the pig. The animalistic 
imagery reflects his complete rejection of 
childhood compassion and his acceptance of 
brutality. Innocence is presented as something 
gradually eroded through repeated acts of violence rather than lost in a single 
moment. 
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Violence, Death and the Destruction of Childhood 

As the novel progresses, the boys' increasing violence permanently destroys their 
innocence. The deaths of both Simon and Piggy mark the point at which they can 
never reclaim their childhood. 

Simon represents natural goodness and moral understanding. His murder occurs 
during a disturbing and frenzied tribal dance, in which almost every boy participates. 
The boys’ inability to distinguish Simon from the imagined Beast demonstrates how 
fear and group mentality have overwhelmed reason and morality.  

Simon’s death symbolises the destruction of innocence itself. Afterwards, “Simon’s 
dead body moved out toward the open sea,” creating an image of purity leaving the 
island forever. Golding employs this 
peaceful imagery to contrast 
Simon’s innocence with the boys’ 
growing savagery. 

Piggy’s death represents the final 
collapse of civilisation. When Roger 
releases the boulder that kills him, 
the conch is simultaneously 
destroyed, symbolising the end of 
law, democracy and rational thought. 
The irreversible acts of violence 
they commit result in the total 
destruction of their remaining innocence. 

From this point onwards, Ralph is no longer a chief but a hunted victim. Looking back 
on the island, he remembers “the first enthusiastic exploration as though it were 
part of a brighter childhood,” suggesting that his earlier innocence already feels 
distant and impossible to recover. 

By the final chapter, Ralph recognises how profoundly the boys have changed. His 
reflection that “We did everything adults would do. What went wrong?” highlights 
the tragic irony that simply replicating adult systems cannot prevent humanity’s darker 
instincts from emerging.  
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Golding’s Purpose and Message 

Golding uses the boys’ loss of innocence to illuminate his broader belief that human 
nature contains an inherent capacity for darkness. Rather than treating evil as an 

external force, Golding argues that violence lies within every 
individual. It is simply suppressed when civilisation imposes 
order and consequences.  

 This idea is most clearly expressed through Simon's 
realisation that "Maybe there is a beast… maybe it's only 
us."  Despite the boys believing it is a physical monster, the 
Beast becomes a symbol of humanity's inner capacity for 
cruelty. Golding suggests that fear encourages people to 
invent external enemies instead of confronting the darkness 
within themselves. 

The boys' insistence on an external ‘monster’ further reveals 
their innocence. Their childish fear of “beasties” emphasises 

their immaturity and youth, unable to recognise that evil could be part of humanity. 
When a littleun describes what frightens him, Golding writes that "the vivid horror of 
this, so possible and so nakedly terrifying, held them all silent. The child's voice 
went piping on from behind the white conch." The childish and naive image of a 
“Beastie” that has qualities of an imaginary monster, sharply contrasts with the deeper 
terror the reader anticipates. This reveals how little the boys grasp about their own 
nature and the darkness they will unleash on the island.  

Golding’s choice to write about school children rather than adults makes the boys’ 
descent into savagery even more disturbing. Children are usually seen as symbols of 
innocence, so their actions on the island expose how 
deeply violence is engrained in human nature from birth. 
If even the youngest and most protected members of 
society can lose their moral boundaries once the rules of 
civilisation disappear, then the darkness Golding is 
describing can't be brushed off as something unusual or 
only found in adults. It has to be innate. 

Golding reminds his readers of the boys’ youth 
throughout the novel. Small details, such as loose teeth or 
crying for parents, ensure the reader remains aware that 
they are still children. Even as their actions grow more 
monstrous, their childlike language shows the last shreds 
of innocence that linger. When Jack says "I'm not going 
to play any longer. Not with you," Golding shows that he continues to treat this 
shocking descent into violence as a game, almost as if the island is an extension of 
childhood imaginative play, rather than the moral collapse it truly is.  
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The novel's final line reinforces this message. After being rescued, "Ralph wept for 
the end of innocence, the darkness of man's heart, and the fall through the air of 
the true, wise friend called Piggy." Ralph's tears are not just for the deaths that took 
place, but for the irrevocable knowledge he has gained about humanity. His hopeful 
and optimistic outlook of childhood has been destroyed and he now understands the 
capacity for evil within himself and those around him. 

 

Connections with Other Themes 

The theme of loss of innocence is closely connected to several other major themes 
throughout the novel. It is inseparable from civilisation vs savagery, as the boys lose 
their innocence at the same rate that civilisation collapses. Every broken rule, 
abandoned responsibility and violent act pushes them further towards barbarism. The 
destruction of the conch symbolises both the collapse of civilisation and the 
permanent loss of childhood innocence. 

The theme also links strongly to human nature and evil. Golding suggests that 
innocence disappears because the boys gradually accept the violent instincts that 
have always existed within them. Simon’s 
recognition that “Maybe it’s only us” 
reveals that the true source of evil is 
humanity itself, not the island or the Beast. 

Loss of innocence is equally connected to 
fear, as the imagined Beast drives many of 
the boys to abandon reason and morality. 
Jack exploits this fear to gain power, 
encouraging violence as a form of 
protection. As fear increases, innocence 
steadily declines.  

Finally, the theme is closely related to 
power. Jack’s rise to leadership depends 
upon the boys rejecting civilised values and 
embracing hunting, punishment and 
violence. His dictatorship transforms 
ordinary schoolboys into “anonymous devils”, demonstrating how the pursuit of 
power can corrupt innocence and encourage humanity’s darkest instincts. 
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