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Abstract

Thisstudy offersacomparativeandys sof how
human nature, societal collapse, and inherent
violence are represented in selected young adult
and crossover fictionsby Wliam Golding, Cormac
McCarthy, and Suzanne Collins. Although
separated by historical context, genre, and
intended audience, the works examined reveal a
shared concern with the fragility of social order
and the ease with which violence emerges when
institutional control collapses. Golding’s depiction
of children stranded without authority exposes a
bleak vision of innate savagery beneath civilized
behavior. McCarthy’s post-apocalyptic landscapes
strip society to its barest moral choices, where
survival often tests the limits of compassion and
ethical responsibility. Collins, writing within the

framework of dystopian young adult fiction,
presentsa mediated and politicized formof violence
that critiques spectacle, power, and systemic
oppression while still foregrounding adolescent
agency. Through closetextual reading and thematic comparison, this paper arguesthat all three authors
portray violence not as an anomaly but as a latent human capacity activated by fear, scarcity, and
social breakdown. However, their narratives diverge in moral outlook. Golding suggests an almost
inescapable darkness at the core of humanity, McCarthy balances despair with moments of fragile
moral hope, and Collins allows for resistance and reform through collective action and empathy. By
placing thesetextsin dial ogue, the study highlights how young adult fiction and related forms function
asacritical space for examining ethical formation, power structures, and the conditions under which
societies fail or endure. The comparison underscores the genre’s capacity to confront unsettling truths
about human behavior while remaining accessible to younger readers.
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Introduction

Young adult and crossover fiction hasincreasingly become apowerful spacefor exploring complex
guestionsabout human nature, violence, and the collapse of socia order. Far frombeing smplisticor morally
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reassuring, many workswrittenfor or access bleto younger audiencesconfront readerswith unsettling portrayas
of survival, ethical breakdown, and thelimitsof civilization. Thisstudy examineshow such concernsare
articulated intheworksof William Golding, Cor mac M cCar thy, and SuzanneCallins, whose narratives,
despitedifferencesin context and form, interrogatethe fragile boundary between order and chaos.

Therelevanceof thesethemesisrooted in the historica and cultural anxietiesthat shaped each text.
Golding’s Lord of the Flies (1954), written in the aftermath of World Wer 11, refl ects deep skepticism about
the belief that civilization naturally restrains human brutality. McCarthy’s TheRoad (2006) emergesfrom late
twentieth- and early twenty-first-century fears surrounding environmental collapseand moral exhaustion,
presenting a world where survival itself threatens ethical meaning. Collins’s The Hunger Games (2008),
written inthe context of global mediacultureand political inequality, reframesviol ence as spectacleand
control, particularly asexperienced by the young (Golding, 1954; McCarthy, 2006; Collins, 2008).

Studying thesetextstogether issignificant becausethey place children and adolescents at the center of
socid collapse. Youth, traditionally associated with innocence and mord poss bility, becomeboth victimsand
agentsof violence. Thisnarrative choi ceforcesreadersto confront whether brutdity islearned through socia
systems or emergeswhen those systemsdisintegrate. While Golding suggeststhat violenceisaninherent
aspect of human nature once authority disappears, M cCarthy presentsviolenceasatragic but often reluctant
responseto extreme scarcity. Collins, by contrast, emphasi zes structural violence, arguing that cruelty is
sustained and normalized by political power rather than innate savagery.

The primary objectiveof thispaper isto comparatively analyze how these authors represent human
nature under conditionsof collapse and how violence functionswithin their imagined worlds. The central
guestionsguiding the study are: Isviolence portrayed as an inescapabl e human instinct or asaproduct of
circumstance? How doesthe absenceor corruption of socid ingtitutionsaffect moral behavior? Andwhat role
doesyouth play in either accel erating or resisting societal breakdown? Thiscomparative approach amsto
demonstrate that young adult and crossover fiction offers a serious and nuanced examination of humanity’s
darkest impulseswhilestill engaging questionsof responsibility, choice, and moral endurance.

Literature Review

Scholarly discussions of human nature and violencein literature have long centered on thetension
between innate instinct and social conditioning. Philosophical debatesrooted in thinkerssuch as Thomas
Hobbes and Jean-Jacques Rousseau continueto inform literary criticism, particularly in narrativesthat depict
socid collgpse. Withinthiscritical tradition, theworksof William Golding, Cormac M cCarthy, and Suzanne
Collinshaveattracted sustained academic attention for their stark portraya sof violenceand mora breakdown.

Critical responses to Golding’s Lord of the Flies often emphasi zeits pess mistic view of human nature.
Scholars such as James Baker argue that the novel rejectstheideathat evil issocially imposed, instead
portraying savagery asaninherent human trait revealed when civil structuresdisappear (Baker, 1965). Other
critics focus on Golding’s symbolic framework, suggesting that the island functions as a microcosm of the
modern world, wheredemocracy, reason, and morality collapse under fear and desirefor power (Kinkead-
Weekes & Gregor, 2002). Thenove isfrequently read asapostwar critique of Enlightenment optimism and
humanrationdity.

McCarthy’s The Road has generated extensive debate around morality in post-apocal yptic fiction.
Criticsnotethat whilethe novel depictsextremeviolence, cannibalism, and socia decay, it Smultaneously
preservesafragileethica corethrough the rel ationship between father and son. According to Hillier (2011),
McCarthy resiststotal moral nihilism by framing compassion as an act of resistancerather than anatura
inginct. Unlike Golding, McCarthy isofteninterpreted as suggesting that moraity can survive collapse, though
only through ddliberateand painful choice. Violence, inthiscontext, istragic and defengverather than cd eoratory.
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Studies of Collins’s TheHunger Gameslargdly stuatethetrilogy within dystopian young adult literature
and politicd critique. Scholars such asPharr (2012) arguethat the series exposes how authoritarian systems
manufactureviolence asentertainment to maintain control. Unlike Golding and M cCarthy, Collinsshiftsthe
focusfromindividua mord faluretoingtitutiondized cruety, emphas zing surveillance, mediamanipulation,
and class oppression. Critics also highlight the role of adolescent resistance, noting that Katniss’s moral
conflictscomplicatesimplistic notionsof heroismand agency.

Despiteextens ve schol arship on each author individually, comparative studiesthat placethesetextsin
direct dialogueremainlimited. Existing research rardly examineshow differing genre conventionsand target
audiences shaperepresentationsof violenceand human nature. Thisstudy addressesthat gap by synthesizing
critical perspectivesacrosstheseworks, demonstrating how young adult and crossover fiction collectively
interrogate the conditions under which humanity fracturesor endures.

Theoretical Framework

Thisstudy isgrounded in interdisciplinary theoretical perspectivesthat addresshuman nature, violence,
and the breakdown of social systems. Central to the analysisisthe long-standing debate between innate
human savagery and socidly conditioned behavior. Political and mord philosophy, particularly the contrasting
views of Thomas Hobbes and Jean-Jacques Rousseau, provide a useful foundation. Hobbes’s assertion that
human life in the absence of authority becomes “nasty, brutish, and short” informs readings of unchecked
violence, while Rousseau’s belief in innate human goodness disrupted by society complicates interpretations
of moral decay. These opposi ng frameworks hel p contextualize how violence emergesin fictional worlds
marked by collapse.

Inliterary studies, dystopian and post-apocal yptic theoriesfurther shapethisframework. Dystopian
fictionisoften understood as acritique of existing socia and political systems, projecting contemporary
anxietiesintoimagined futures (M oylan, 2000). Post-apocalyptic narratives, meanwhile, focuson survival
after systemicfailure, emphasizing ethica decision-making when laws, ingtitutions, and communa normsno
longer function (Berger, 1999). Both genresforeground crisisasatesting ground for morality, making them
particularly suited to examining human behavior under extreme conditions.

Violence, withinthisframework, istreated not merely asphysica aggression but asasocia and ethical
phenomenon. Slavoj ZiZzek’s distinction between subjective violence (visible acts of brutality) and systemic
violence (embedded in political and economic structures) isespecidly relevant. Thisdigtinctionalowsfor an
analysis of how overt acts of cruelty coexist with less visible forms of oppression and control (Zizek, 2008).
Suchan gpproachiscruciad when comparing textsthat depict spontaneous savagery dongsdeingtitutiondized
violence.

Theroleof youth isanother key theoretica concern. Childhood and adolescenceare often culturally
associated with innocence, mord flexihility, and potentid. Literary criticsarguethat placing young protagonists
in violent settings destabilizes these assumptions, forcing readersto question whether morality islearned,
inherent, or situational (Trites, 2000). In narrativesof collgpse, young charactersfrequently function asmora
barometers, reflecting both thefailures of adult society and the possibility of renewal.

By applyingthesetheoreticd pergpectives, thestudy examineshow William Golding, Cormac M cCarthy,
and Suzanne Collins conceptualize violence and human nature differently. Golding’s work aligns closely with
Hobbesian pessimism, McCarthy’s fiction balances existential despair with ethical endurance, and Collins’s
narraivereflectscritiquesof systemic and politica violence. Together, theseframeworksenableacomparative
reading that movesbeyond plot-level brutality to interrogate the degper mora and philosophical questions
embedded in young adult and crossover fiction.
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Analysis of Selected Texts
William Golding: I nherent Savagery and the Collapse of Order

William Golding’s Lord of the Flies presentsoneof themost influentid literary explorations of human
nature under conditionsof socid collgpse. By isolating agroup of school boyson an uninhabited idand without
adult supervision, Golding constructsacontrolled socid experiment that stripscivilizationtoitssurfacerituals.
The gradual descent of the boys into violence and chaos forms the core of Golding’s argument: that the
impulsetoward savagery isinherent in human beingsand merely restrained, not erased, by socia ingtitutions.

From the outset, the boys attempt to replicate the structures of the civilized world. The conch shell
symbolizes democratic order, reasoned speech, and collective agreement. However, asfear intensifiesand
surviva becomes uncertain, these symbolic structures|ose authority. Theerosion of rulesisnot caused by
external forces but by the boys’ internal desires for power, dominance, and release from moral restraint.
Golding suggeststhat civilization isfragile precisely becauseit depends on voluntary moral disciplinerather
than innate goodness (Golding, 1954).

Violenceinthenovel evolvesfrom play to brutality. Early hunting scenes, initially framed as games,
gradually takeonritudisticand sadistic qualities. Thekilling of Smon marksacrucia turning point, reveding
how fear and group mentaity overrideindividuad conscience. Criticssuch asJames Baker interpret thismoment
asevidencethat evil operates collectively, emerging when persona responsibility dissolveswithinthecrowd
(Baker, 1965). The boys’ actions are not driven by necessity alone but by a growing pleasure in violence,
which reinforces Golding’s pessimistic view of human nature.

Jack’s rise to power further illustrates how authority shifts from reason to force. His leadership is
sustai ned through fear, punishment, and spectacle, anticipating later dystopian depictionsof authoritarian
control. Ralph, who represents order and moral responsibility, becomesincreasingly powerless, suggesting
that ethical leadership strugglesto survivein the absence of ingtitutiona enforcement. Golding thusreg ectsthe
ideathat moral behavior isingtinctive, portraying it instead asalearned disciplinethat collapseswhen socia
pressurefades.

Scholars often link Golding’s vision to the moral disillusionment following World War I1. The novel
reflectsalossof faith in progressand rationalism, arguing that modern atrocitiesare not historical anomalies
but expressions of adegper human flaw (Kinkead-Weekes & Gregor, 2002). Inthissense, Lord of theFlies
sarvesasafoundationd text for later dystopian and young adult narratives, establishing ableak framework in
which societal collapsereved s, rather than creates, human violence.

CormacMcCarthy: Moral Survival in aViolent World

Cormac McCarthy’s The Road offersastark meditation onviolence and human naturein the aftermath
of complete societal collapse. Unlike William Golding’s enclosed social experiment, McCarthy presents a
world wherecivilization has aready failed beyond repair. Law, community, and history have disappeared,
leaving only isolated individua sstruggling to survive. Inthis setting, violenceisnot s mply amanifestation of
innate savagery but agrim, often unavoidable responseto scarcity, fear, and the absence of socia trust.

The novel’s landscape is defined by constant threat. Cannibalism, murder, and exploitation dominate
encounters between survivors, reinforcing the sensethat ethica normshave been erased dongwithingtitutions.
Yet M cCarthy complicatesthisbleak vision through the rel ationship between the father and the son. Their
repeated insistence that they are “the good guys” who are “carrying the fire” introduces a fragile moral framework
that resststotal nihilism (McCarthy, 2006). Violence, when enacted by thefather, istypicdly defensverather
than predatory, framed asatragic necessity rather than asource of pleasure or power.

Scholarshavenoted that The Road presentsmordity asan active choicerather than aninnate condition.
Hillier (2011) arguesthat McCarthy portraysethical behavior asaform of resistance, maintained through
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conscious effort despite overwhel ming evidence of human cruelty. This perspective contrasts sharply with
Golding’s vision of inherent savagery. In McCarthy’s world, the problem is not that humans naturally seek
violence, but that extreme conditions erode the structuresthat support moral restraint. Compassion survives
only in private, intimatere ationships, not insociety a large.

Thechildin TheRoad plays a crucial ethical role. The son consistently questions his father’s violent
instincts, showing empathy toward strangers and refusing to accept cruelty asinevitable. Hismoral clarity
suggeststhe possibility of ethical renewd, evenif it cannot yet reshapetheworld. Criticsoften interpret the
child asasymbolic bearer of hope, representing the endurance of human valuesbeyond socia collapse (Cant,
2008).

Stylistically, McCarthy’s sparse prose mirrors the stripped-down moral landscape of the novel. The
absence of quotation marksand conventiona punctuation reinforcesthebreakdown of order whileemphasizing
theemotiona weight of ethical decisions. Violence, whenit occurs, isabrupt and unsettling, denying readers
any senseof catharsis.

Ultimately, The Road presentsavision of human naturethat isneither wholly pessimistic nor reassuring.
While acknowledging humanity’s capacity for extreme brutality, McCarthy insists that moral responsibility can
persst eveninaruinedworld. Violence, in thisframework, isnot inherent but situationa, chalenging readers
to consider what it truly meansto remain human when society itself nolonger exists.

Suzanne Callins: I nstitutionalized Violenceand Youth Resistance

Suzanne Collins’s The Hunger Games presentsadistinct but equally unsettling vision of violenceand
societa collapse, one shaped not by the absence of authority but by itsexcess. Unliketheworlds of Golding
and McCarthy, Panemisgoverned by ahighly structured palitical systeminwhich violenceisdeliberately
organized, televised, and normdized. Callinsshiftsthefocusfromindividud savagery toingtitutiondized crudty,
exposing how power structures manufactureviolenceto maintain control over the popul ation.

At the center of the narrativeisthe annual Hunger Games, a state-sponsored spectacl e that forces
childrentofight to the death for public entertainment. Thisritualized violence servesmultiplefunctions: it
punishesrebellion, reinforcesclasshierarchy, and conditionscitizensto accept bruta ity asinevitable. Scholars
arguethat Collinscritiques contemporary mediaculture by showing how suffering becomes consumablewhen
framed as spectacle (Pharr, 2012). Unlike spontaneous violence born of fear or survival, theviolencein
Panemiscalculated, aestheticized, and politically motivated.

Katniss Everdeen’s role complicates traditional representations of heroism and agency in young adult
fiction. Whilesheisskilled inviolence, her actionsarelargely reactive, shaped by the need to protect hersdlf
and others within an oppressive system. Collins consistently emphasizes Katniss’s moral discomfort, particularly
her resistance to killing for sport. This hesitation underscores the novel’s central claim: violence is not innate
but learned and enforced by social structures. The Capitol’s manipulation of rules, images, and narratives
ensuresthat ethica choiceiscongtrained, if not outright denied.

Youth, in Collins’s work, becomes a site of both vulnerability and resistance. The use of children as
instruments of stateviolence highlightsthe moral bankruptcy of the ruling regime, while a so positioning
adolescents as potential catalysts for change. Critics note that Katniss’s refusal to fully perform the role
assigned to her destabilizesthe systemitsalf, transforming persona survival into political defiance (Trites,
2000). Her symbolic power liesnot in physical dominance but in empathy, solidarity, and the exposure of
injustice.

Violencein TheHunger Gamesthusoperates on two levels: the physical harminflicted withinthe
arena and the systemic violence embedded in poverty, surveillance, and coercion. Collins’s narrative suggests
that societal collapsedoesnot always manifest aschaos; it can aso appear asrigid order sustained through
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fear. This perspective stands in contrast to Golding’s emphasis on innate savagery and McCarthy’s focus on
mora enduranceafter collapse. Instead, Collinsarguesthat cruelty ismost dangerouswhenitisnormalized,
bureaucratized, and presented asentertainment.

Through thisframework, The Hunger Games expandsthe di scourse on human naturein young adult
fiction, assarting that ethical resi stance remains possibleeven within violently controlled societies, particularly
when youth challengethe systemsthat seek to exploit them.

Compar ative Discussion

A comparative reading of theworks of William Golding, Cormac McCarthy, and Suzanne Collins
reved sboth shared concernsand significant ideologicd differencesinther portrayad sof human nature, societa
collgpse, and violence All threeauthors depict environmentsinwhich established socid systemsfail or become
corrupted, yet the causes and consequences of violence vary according to narrative context, genre, and moral
outlook.

A key similarity acrossthetextsisthe exposure of socia order asfragile. In Lord of the Flies, the
collgpseoccursrapidly onceingitutiona authority isremoved, suggesting that civilization issustained by thin,
external restraints. The Road depictsaworld where collapseis already complete, leaving individualsto
navigateamoral vacuum. In TheHunger Games, by contrast, society hasnot disintegrated but hasreorganized
itself around systematic oppression. Despitethesedifferences, each text demongtratesthat when ethical norms
arenolonger collectively enforced, violence becomes adominant modeof interaction.

Theauthorsdivergesharply intheir interpretationsof why violence emerges. Golding presentsviolence
asaninherent human impul se, arguing that savagery surfacesnatura ly when rulesdisappear. McCarthy offers
amoreconditiond view, portraying violenceasatragic reponseto extreme scarcity rather than afundamenta
inginct. Collinsshiftsrespongbility away fromindividud natureatogether, emphasizing structurd and politica
forcesthat normdize cruety. Thesedistinctionsreflect broader philosophical positionson human behavior,
ranging from pessimidtic determinism to cautiousmora humanism.

Youth plays a crucial role in shaping these narratives. In Golding’s novel, children replicate the worst
tendencies of adult society, reinforcing the idea that innocence is an illusion. McCarthy’s child figure functions
asamora counterwei ght, suggesting the possi bility of ethica continuity even after collgpse. Collinspostions
youth asbothvictimsand chalengersof violent systems, highlighting adol escent agency asaforcefor res sance.
These varying representations underscore how young adult and crossover fiction useyouth perspectivesto
question mora responsibility.

Genreand audiencefurther influencetheportraya of violence. Golding and M cCarthy offer bleak, unresolved
conclusions, whileCollins, writing for ayoung adult readership, alows spacefor collectiveactionand reform.
Together, thesetextsdemonstrate that whileviolencemay bepervasivein conditionsof collapse, itsmeaning
and mord implicationsremain deeply contested.

Conclusion

Thiscomparative study hasexamined how human nature, societd collgpse, and violencearerepresented
inthesd ected worksof William Golding, Cormac M cCarthy, and Suzanne Collins. Although thesetexts differ
ingenre, historical context, and intended audience, they collectively exposetheinstability of moral and socia
systemswhen subjected to fear, scarcity, and power imba ance. Each narrative chall engesthe assumption that
civilization naturally safeguardsethica behavior, instead presenting violence asarecurring responseto crisis.

Golding’s Lord of the Flies offersthe most pessimistic vision, asserting that violenceisan inherent
aspect of human nature that emerges once social constraints dissolve. McCarthy’s The Road complicatesthis
view by depicting violenceassituational and morally burdensome, emphasizing that ethical responsibility can
survive even in a devastated world. Collins’s The Hunger Games shiftsthefocustoward institutional and
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systemic violence, arguing that cruelty isoften produced and sustained by political structuresrather than
individual instinct. Together, these perspectivesillustrate that violence cannot be understood through asingle
moral framework but must beexaminedin relation to socia conditionsand power dynamics.

A significant contribution of thisstudy liesinitsfocusonyouth-centered narratives. By placing children
and adolescentsat theforefront of collapse, these authorsforce readersto confront uncomfortabl e questions
about innocence, responsi bility, and moral formation. Youth inthesetextsare not passivevictimsbut active
parti ci pantswhose choi ceseither accdl erate destruction or preserveethica values. Thisemphasisunderscores
the capacity of young adult and crossover fiction to engage with serious philosophica and socia issues.

Ultimatdly, thisstudy demonstratesthat narrativesof collapsefunction asmora testing grounds. They
reveal both humanity’s capacity for brutality and its potential for empathy, resistance, and renewal. By reading
theseworkstogether, the paper highlights how young adult fiction servesnot only asentertainment but asa
critical spacefor examining theconditionsunder which societiesfail and thefragile possibilitiesthrough which
they may endure.
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