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Golding’s Symbolism of the Conch

For centuries philosophers have debated the question of whether man is innately evil. William Golding poses this question in his realistic novel Lord of the Flies. Set on a tropical island during World War II, the novel begins when schoolboys from Great Britain are being flown to safety and their plane is shot down. No adults survive, and the boys are left to govern themselves and get rescued. William Golding uses symbolism in the form of the conch to represent the concept of society. The boys’ evolving relationship with the conch illustrates Golding’s theme that humans, when removed from the pressures of civilized authority, will become evil. 

One way Golding portrays the change to evilness is to begin the story with the conch as an important symbol that unites them and gives them the power to deal with their difficult situation. When the conch is first found and blown, it brings everyone together because it brings the possibility of being rescued. When the boys are deciding who should be the leader in this situation, the boys exclaim, “Him with the shell. Ralph! Ralph! Let him be chief with the trumpet-thing” (Golding 21). Ralph possesses the conch, a symbol of power and authority, and the boys are able to take on different roles. Golding draws attention to how Ralph is assigned “chief” which implies structure and order. Thus, at first the conch is an important object bringing civilizing influences to the boys as they work together to make the best of a bad situation.

Gradually, however, the conch becomes less important to the boys, signifying Golding’s suggestion about people’s gradual turn to evil. When the boys first start a fire on top of the mountain, Piggy holds the conch and attempts to speak.  However, Jack scolds him by saying, “The conch doesn’t count on top of the mountain, so you shut up” (Golding 39). Jack places even less importance on the conch, excluding more of the boys and thus diminishing the democratic order and authority that the conch provides. Jack’s assertion connects the demise of the conch to a change in the social order. Golding especially emphasizes the word choice of “shut up” to demonstrate how Jack is slowly becoming a power-hungry dictator, and the orderly influence of the conch is replaced by man’s evil impulses.

Golding emphasizes how the conch ultimately loses significance and most of the boys turn into evil savages. Piggy tells Ralph to call an assembly, and Ralph only laughs. One of the boys decides to throw a rock at the conch, and it “exploded into a thousand white fragments and ceased to exist” (Golding 164).  The final destruction of the conch shows the turn to evil. Golding expresses the damage with violent word choice such as “exploded”. There is no turning back once it is broken. The authority of the conch is destroyed and nothing remains of a once civilized group of people. 

Golding uses the conch shell to show the slow slide of the boys into savagery, thereby demonstrating the theme that humans have the capability to turn evil. At first, the conch brings everyone together; then, as its power erodes, the group breaks into two. Finally, the destruction of the conch signals the plunge into total savagery. Golding uses it to unify the central events of the story around his theme of inevitable evil. Golding is an artist, not a philosopher, but through his art he answers the question debated for centuries by philosophers: Is man innately evil? According to Lord of the Flies, he is.
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