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William Golding:

Between God-Darkness and God-Light

By GEORGE H. THOMSON

But though I admire the Greeks I am not one of
them. . . .yet my link with the Egyptians is deep and
sure. I do not believe them either wise or foolish. I
am, in fact, an Ancient Egyptian, with all their un-
reason, spiritual pragmatism and capacity for am-
biguous belief.

Egypt from my Inside

As an Ancient Egyptian, Golding manifests qualities
which confuse and challenge the reader of his novels.
These qualities may be reduced to three in number: his
commitment to the unmediated flux of existence with
its unreason and ambiguity; his denial of the ortho-
doxies of science, materialism, and statistical inquiry;
and his celebration of spiritual values. It is this third
point I wish to take up. And in fairness to the reader,
I wish him to see Golding’s own assertion of his “spiri-
tual pragmatism and capacity for ambiguous belief.”
His assertion will confirm the main emphasis of my
essay and at the same time instill a right degree of
scepticism towards its principal thesis — which I state
with all possible boldness.

Golding is an orthodox Christian. Hence his novels
explore the concepts of pride and grace.

Most of Golding’s critics hold a contrary view, in-
sisting that his novels are not to be interpreted as Chris-
tian documents. I can no longer, as I once did, share
this opinion. Nor can I go on believing, as so many do,
that Golding is a skeptic or a seventh-type ambiguitist
or an existentialist. A reading of the novels in con-
junction with the essays and interviews enforces a dif-
ferent conclusion. To begin with, here is evidence in
the form of statements made outside the fiction.

Golding’s credo (1957): “I believe that man suffers

from an appalling ignorance of his own nature. I

produce my own view, in the belief that it may be

something like the truth.”

The credo expanded (1961):

What nonsense to say that man is reduced to insig-

nificance by the galaxies! The stars are a common

brightness in every eye. What “out there” have you
that does not correspond to an “in here”? The mind
of man is the biggest thing in the universe, it is

throughout the universe, it invents the universe. . . .

We are a foolish and ignorant race and have got our-

selves tied up in a tape-measure. . . . But today. . .

there is a deep desire in the minds of people to

break out of the globe of their own skulls, and find

the significance in the cosmos that mere measure-
ment misses. Any man who claims to have found a
bridge between the world of the physical sciences
and the world of the spirit is sure of a hearing. Is
this not because most of us have an unexpressed
faith that the bridge exists, even if we have not the
wit to discover it?!

Next, the essays collected in The Hot Gates. Most of
these, being occasional pieces, are cleverly constructed
by-products of Golding the student, the teacher, and
the lecturer. But three of them, all autobiographical
in nature, are fiercely imaginative products of Goiding
the novelist. “Billy the Kid” recreates bully Billy Gold-
ing’s first days at school and his first lesson in getting
along with the world. “The Ladder and the Tree” de-
scribes his childhood home with its tree where he climbed
away from his parents and yet not quite away; he must
return to them to learn his second lesson in getting
along with the world. “Egypt from My Inside” pictures
the author as a child haunting the British Museum in
pursuit of things Egyptian. All three recount moments
of intense awareness, vividly remembered and breath-
lessly alive. What is more important, each relives a
moment when the child confronts something outside
himself, something larger than himself which makes
an incalculable and only partly comprehended demand
that cannot be set aside or denied.

Such childhood experiences evoke a pattern of expec-
tation, a pattern of unwanted and unlooked for inter-
vention, the need for which is unthought of until it
is given. In his first novel Golding still restricts this
pattern to the child. Instead of Billy the Kid, tough
and alienated, it is Ralph, rolling in the sand and cry-
ing for mercy. And instead of a teacher it is a naval
officer who saves the day. But the intervention has the
same quality of a thing unexpected and given.

The Hunted and the Hunters

Most readers have felt the peculiar ambivalence of
the last scene in Lord of the Flies. The naval officer
appears on the one hand as a deus ex machina of Euri-
pidean proportions and, on the other, as a hunter in
his own right, only bigger and better organized than
the boys. The distinction is between the event (the
coming of the officer) which is miraculously unlooked
for and the agent (the character of the officer) which
confirms the dark knowledge in Ralph’s heart. In
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