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INTRODUCTION:
BEYOND THE
ISLAND –
GOLDING’S
MASTERY OF THE
SEA VOYAGE

W h e n  r e a d e r s
encounter  the  name
William Golding, their
m i n d s  a l m o s t
invariably  drift  to  the
grim, allegorical shores
of  Lord  of  the  Flies.
That novel, a staple of
modern  l iterature,
c e m e n t e d  h i s
r e p u t a t i o n  a s  a
c h r o n i c l e r  o f
humanity’s  inherent
darkness.  Yet,  to  limit
Golding to that single,

savage masterpiece is
to  overlook  a  later
work  of  extraordinary
depth  and  subtlety:
Ri tes  o f  Passage .
Published in 1980 and
a w a r d e d  t h e
prestigious  Booker
P r i z e ,  t h i s  n o v e l
represents  the  Nobel
laureate  at  his  most
mature  and  nuanced.
William  Golding’s
Rites  of  Passage  is
not merely a story of a
sea  journey;  it  is  a
profound exploration of
class,  hypocrisy,  self-
deception,  and  the
fragile  structures  that
h o l d  c i v i l i z a t i o n
together  when  the
solid ground of society
is  replaced  by  the
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shifting deck of a ship.
T h i s  a r t i c l e  w i l l
navigate  the  thematic
currents,  character
dynamics,  and literary
significance  of
Golding’s  remarkable
novel,  demonstrating
w h y  i t  r e m a i n s  a
cornerstone  of  late
20th-century  British
fiction.

THE HISTORICAL
AND CONTEXTUAL
BACKDROP

The
Napoleoni
c Era as a
Microcos
m
Set  in  the  early  19th
century,  during  the
a f t e r m a t h  o f  t h e
Napoleonic Wars, Rites

of  Passage  transports
the reader to a world of
rigid  social  hierarchy
and imperial  ambition.
Golding  chose  this
period  deliberately.
The time frame allowed
h i m  t o  e x p l o r e  a
society  where  class
distinctions  were  not
m e r e l y  s o c i a l
conventions  but  were
considered  divinely
ordained.  The  novel’s
primary  setting—a
decrepit,  overcrowded
s h i p  b o u n d  f o r
Australia—serves  as  a
perfect  microcosm  of
Georgian England. The
s h i p ,  n a m e d  t h e
Alcyone,  becomes  a
floating  stage  where
the dramas of station,
power,  and  morality
are played out without
the  poss ib i l i t y  o f
escape .  The  l ong
voyage,  stretching
o v e r  w e e k s  a n d
months,  strips  away
the distractions of land
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l i f e ,  f o r c i n g
c h a r a c t e r s — a n d
readers—to  confront
the  raw  dynamics  of
human  interaction
under  pressure.

Golding’s
Return to
the Sea
Having  served  in  the
Royal  Navy  during
World  War  II,  Golding
possessed an intimate
and  often  terrifying
knowledge of the sea.
T h i s  p e r s o n a l
experience  infuses
Rites of Passage with a
visceral  authenticity.
The  descriptions  of
s t o r m s ,  t h e
c l a u s t r o p h o b i c
quarters  below  deck,
the  complex  rigging,
and the petty tyrannies
of  shipboard  life  are
drawn from a deep well

of  personal  memory.
However, Golding uses
this nautical setting not
just  for  verisimilitude
but  as  a  power fu l
metaphor.  The  sea
itself—unpredictable,
indifferent,  and
immense—represents
t h e  c h a o t i c  a n d
uncontrollable  forces
that  lie  just  beneath
the  veneer  of  human
order. The journey is a
literal  rite  of  passage
for  the  ship  i tsel f ,
m o v i n g  f r o m  t h e
known world of Europe
t o  t h e  u n k n o w n
colonies, but it is also a
symbolic  journey  into
the  heart  of  human
nature.

PLOT OVERVIEW: A
JOURNEY OF
REVELATION

T h e  s t o r y  i s  t o l d
through the journal  of
Edmund  Talbot ,  a
young, aristocratic, and
profoundly self-assured
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gentleman  who  has
secured a government
p o s t  i n  A u s t r a l i a
through  his  influential
godfather. Talbot is our
primary  narrator,  and
his  voice—pompous,
w i t ty ,  and  deep ly
prejudiced—is  one  of
t h e  g r e a t
achievements  of  the
novel .  H is  journal
entries  chronicle  the
daily  life  aboard  the
Alcyone,  focusing  on
the  ship’s  eccentric
a n d  o f t e n  c r u e l
capta in ,  Captain
Anderson ,  and  a
myster ious,  lowly
clergyman,  Colley .
The  central  conflict  of
the  novel  emerges
from  the  brutal  class
w a r f a r e  w a g e d
between  the  Captain
and the parson. Colley,
a man of genuine piety
but  crippling  naivety
a n d  s o c i a l
a w k w a r d n e s s ,  i s
relentlessly  tormented

and  humil iated  by
Anderson.  Talbot ,
initially  amused  and
condescending towards
Co l ley ,  g radua l ly
becomes  ensnared  in
the drama. The turning
point  arrives  in  the
novel’s  most  famous
episode—a  scene  of
profound  degradation
involving  Colley,  rum,
and  the  crew.  This
event ,  a  perverse
inversion of a religious
communion,  shatters
the  clergyman  and
l e a d s  t o  a  t r a g i c
c o n c l u s i o n .  T h e
journey  becomes  a
“rite  of  passage”  not
only for Colley but for
Talbot  himself,  whose
comfortable  worldview
is  challenged  by  the
events  he  witnesses
and,  crucially,  partly
causes.

THEMATIC
ANALYSIS: THE
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CORE OF THE
NOVEL

Class,
Snobbery
, and the
“Rites” of
Society
The  t i t l e  R i tes  o f
Passage  operates  on
multiple  levels.  Most
obviously,  it  refers  to
the  ceremonial  rituals
that  mark a transition
from one social status
to  another .  In  the
closed  society  of  the
ship,  these  rites  are
brutal  and  persistent.
T h e  n o v e l  i s  a
devastating critique of
the  Eng l i sh  c l ass
s y s t e m .  G o l d i n g
exposes  how  social
status  is  enforced not

by law but by a cruel,
unspoken  code  o f
b e h a v i o r .  T h e
“gentlemen”  in  the
cabin  class  cling  to
their  privileges,  while
the common sailors are
treated as little better
than  animals.  Colley’s
t ragedy  is  that  he
belongs  to  neither
world. He is a man of
the cloth, which should
grant him respect, but
his  lower-class  origins
and his lack of worldly
sophistication  make
him a target. The “rite”
he is forced to undergo
is a ritual of humiliation
designed to put him in
his  place.  Golding
suggests  that  these
social  rituals  are,  in
the i r  own  way ,  as
savage  as  the  tribal
r i tes  o f  p r im i t i ve
cultures, wrapped only
in the thin disguise of
English politeness.
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The
Fragility
of
Civilizatio
n
This  is  a  theme  that
runs  through  al l  of
Golding’s  work,  from
the boys on the island
to  the  passengers  on
the  ship.  In  Rites  of
Passage,  civilization  is
not  a  fortress  but  a
flimsy  raft.  The  ship’s
h ie ra rchy  i s  he ld
t o g e t h e r  b y  t h e
a u t h o r i t y  o f  t h e
C a p t a i n ,  b u t  h i s
authority  is  based  on
c r u e l t y  a n d
supers t i t i on ,  no t
r e s p e c t .  T h e
passengers  are  bound
by  etiquette,  but  this
etiquette dissolves into

gossip,  mockery,  and
outright  malice  at  the
first  sign  of  weakness.
The storm that hits the
ship  midway  through
the journey is a literal
a n d  s y m b o l i c
representation  of  the
chaos that threatens to
engulf human order at
any moment. When the
storm passes,  the  old
order  reasserts  itself,
but it has been shown
to be hollow. The true
n a t u r e  o f  t h e
“c iv i l i zed”  men  is
revealed  not  in  the
drawing-room,  but  in
the dark hold of a ship,
far  from  the  eyes  of
society.

Self-
Deceptio
n and the



William Golding Rites Of Passage 7

7

Unreliabl
e

Narrator
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
bril l iant  aspects  of
Rites of Passage  is its
use  of  an  unreliable
narrator .  Edmund
Talbot is not a liar, but
he  is  supremely  self-
deceived.  He  records
e v e n t s  w i t h  a
confidence  that  masks
h i s  own  p ro found
i g n o r a n c e  a n d
p r e j u d i c e .  H e
genuinely  believes  he
i s  a  b e n e v o l e n t ,
enlightened  figure,  yet
his journal reveals him
to be a snob, a prude,
a n d  a  m a n  w h o  i s
casually  cruel  without
even  realizing  it.  He
c o n d e m n s  t h e
Captain’s  brutality
while being blind to his
own  condescension

towards  Colley.  The
reader  is  constantly
r e q u i r e d  t o  r e a d
between  the  lines,  to
s e e  t h e  t r a g e d y
unfolding  that  Talbot
himself  cannot  see.
T h i s  n a r r a t i v e
technique  forces  the
reader  into  an  active
role,  piecing  together
the  truth  f rom  the
fragments  of  Talbot’s
polished prose.  It  is  a
m a s t e r c l a s s  i n
dramatic  irony,  as  we
watch  Talbot  stumble
t o w a r d s  a  m o r a l
awakening that he may
never fully achieve.

CHARACTER
STUDY: THE TRIAD
OF TRAGEDY

Edmund
Talbot:
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The Man
Who
Learns

Too Late
Talbot  is  a  complex
character.  He  is  not
ev i l ,  but  he  i s  the
product  of  a  system
that has taught him to
value  manners  over
morality,  and  prestige
over  principle.  His
journey in the novel is
a  s l o w ,  p a i n f u l
education.  He  begins
as  a  car icature  o f
aristocratic  arrogance
a n d  e n d s  w i t h  a
g l i m m e r  o f  s e l f -
awareness.  The  letter
he writes near the end
of  the  novel,  which
s e r v e s  a s  a
c o n f e s s i o n a l
a d d e n d u m  t o  h i s
journal,  shows  a  man

shaken to his core. He
has  witnessed  the
destruction  of  another
human  be ing  and
realizes,  with  horror,
his own complicity. Yet
G o l d i n g  i s  n e v e r
sentimental.  Talbot’s
“ a w a k e n i n g ”  i s
ambiguous. Will it last?
Or will he return to his
comfortable  prejudices
o n c e  h e  r e a c h e s
A u s t r a l i a ?  T h i s
ambiguity is  the mark
of  great  l iterature.
Talbot is  not a villain,
but  a  warn ing .  He
represents  the  latent
callousness  that  lies
within  the  “best”  of
society.

Reverend
Robert
James
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Colley:
The
Scapegoa

t
Colley  is  arguably  the
most  tragic  figure  in
the novel. He is a man
out of time and place.
He  is  deeply  religious
in  a  secular,  cynical
world. He is gentle in a
w o r l d  o f  b r u t a l
mascul in i ty.  He  is
socially  clumsy  in  a
world  that  worships
grace  and  elegance.
His  intense,  almost
erotic,  devotion to  his
faith  makes  him  an
object  of  ridicule.  Yet,
Golding treats him with
profound  sympathy.
Colley’s tragedy is not
that  he  is  weak,  but
that  h is  goodness
offers  no  defense

against  the  cruelty  of
o t h e r s .  H i s
degradation—the  “rite
of  passage”  forced
u p o n  h i m  b y  t h e
crew—is  a  symbolic
crucifixion.  He  is  the
scapegoat for the sins
of the entire ship.  His
death,  which  occurs
a f te r  he  has  been
completely  broken,  is
the  final,  damning
ind ic tment  o f  the
society that  destroyed
him.  Co l ley ’s  own
letter,  which  forms  a
section  of  the  novel,
p r o v i d e s  a
h e a r t b r e a k i n g
c o u n t e r p o i n t  t o
Ta lbo t ’ s  j ou rna l ,
revealing the inner life
of  a  man  humiliated
but not stripped of his
dignity.

Captain
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Anderson
: The
Tyrant of
the
Quarterd

eck
Captain Anderson is  a
chil l ing  portrait  of
absolute  power.  He  is
not  a  melodramatic
villain;  he  is  a  petty,
insecure,  and  deeply
cruel man who uses his
authority  to  bully  and
torment those beneath
him.  He  sees  Colley’s
piety as a threat to his
own  command.  He  is
threatened  by  any
form of  authority  that
does  not  stem  from
himself.  His  treatment
of Colley is systematic
and  deliberate.  He

humiliates  him  at  the
d i n n e r  t a b l e ,  h e
refuses  h im  bas ic
pr iv i leges,  and  he
eventually  sets  the
c r e w  u p o n  h i m .
Anderson  represents
the  corruption  that
comes  when  authority
i s  u n c h e c k e d  b y
m o r a l i t y .  H e  i s  a
product  of  the  same
system  that  produced
Talbot,  but  he  is  its
violent,  undisguised
face.  His  role  is  to
show that the rituals of
society  are  enforced,
ul t imately,  by  the
threat  of  physical  and
psychological violence.

LITERARY
TECHNIQUES AND
STYLISTIC
BRILLIANCE

The
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Epistolary
Form and
Narrative

Voice
Golding’s choice to tell
the  story  through  a
journal and a letter was
a  masterstroke.  The
epistolary form creates
a sense of  immediacy
and  intimacy.  We  are
r e a d i n g  T a l b o t ’ s
private  thoughts,  yet
we  see  through  his
carefully  constructed
s e n t e n c e s .  H i s
language  is  ornate,
allusive,  and  deeply
self-conscious.  He  is
always  performing,
even  for  himself.  This
contrasts  sharply  with
the  direct,  heartfelt,
and  often  pathetic
language  of  Colley’s
l e t t e r .  T h e

juxtaposition  of  these
t w o  v o i c e s — t h e
confident  aristocrat
and  the  despairing
clergyman—creates  a
rich, polyphonic text. It
a l lows  Go ld ing  to
exp lo re  the  same
events  from  radically
different  perspectives,
forcing  the  reader  to
construct  the  whole
t r u t h  f r o m  t h e s e
p a r t i a l ,  b i a s e d
accounts.

Symbolis
m and
Irony
The novel is dense with
symbols. The ship itself
is a symbol of society,
but  also  a  symbol  of
the soul in transit. The
sea is a symbol of the
unconscious, of chaos,
o f  the  d iv ine .  The
storm  is  a  symbol  of
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moral  and  emotional
upheaval.  The  rum
given  to  Colley  is  a
grotesque  parody  of
t h e  E u c h a r i s t ,  a
“communion”  of  sin
rather than grace. The
irony  in  the  novel  is
pervasive  and  often
blackly  comic.  Talbot
c o n s t a n t l y
misinterprets  events.
He calls himself a man
of reason while failing
t o  s e e  t h e  m o s t
obvious  truths.  The
novel’s  title  itself  is
ironic:  the  “rite”  that
Colley undergoes is not
a  beautiful  ceremony
of initiation but a brutal
act  of  degradation.
This  constant  gap
b e t w e e n  w h a t
characters  say  and
w h a t  t h e  r e a d e r
understands  is  the
engine  of  the  novel’s
dramatic power.

THE LEGACY OF

RITES OF PASSAGE

Rites  of  Passage  was
the  first  book  of
Golding’s  sea  trilogy,
To  the  Ends  of  the
Earth, which continues
in  Close  Quarters  and
F i re  Down  Be low .
Together,  these  three
novels  represent  the
c u l m i n a t i o n  o f
Golding’s career.  They
are  a  fitting  capstone
t o  a  l i f e  s p e n t
examining the darkest
corners  of  the  human
heart.  The  novel  won
the  Booker  Prize  in
1980,  beating  stiff
competition, and it has
been  consistent ly
praised by critics for its
narrative  control,  its
psychological  depth,
and  its  searing  social
commentary.
Why  does  this  novel
matter  today?  In  an
a g e  o f  g r o w i n g
inequality  and  social
d iv i s ion ,  Ri tes  o f
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Passage  is  a  potent
r e m i n d e r  o f  h o w
systems  of  privilege
and  pre jud ice  are
maintained not by laws
alone, but by the daily,
casual cruelties of our
interactions.  The story
of Talbot and Colley is

a  warning  about  the
cost of social climbing
and  the  tragedy  of  a
good man broken by a
cruel  world.  It  also
s p e a k s  t o  t h e
c o n t e m p o r a r y
fascination  with  the
nature  of


