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Introduction to
The Destructors
by Graham
Greene

Graham Greene’s short story
The Destructors, first
published in 1954 in Picture
Post and later collected in
Twenty-One Stories,
remains one of the most
unsettling and thought-
provoking works of
mid-20th-century British
fiction. Set in a still-bombed
London recovering from the
Second World War, the story
follows a group of
adolescent boys who

methodically destroy the
home of an elderly, gentle
man known to them as “Old
Misery.” Though the plot is
straightforward, the story’s
psychological depth, moral
ambiguity, and bleak vision
of human nature have
secured its place as a
classroom staple and a
touchstone for discussions
about chaos, class, and the
meaning of destruction. This
article offers a
comprehensive analysis of
The Destructors by
Graham Greene,
examining its characters,
themes, symbolism, and
enduring relevance.
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Background:
Graham Greene
and Post-War
London

Graham Greene was already
an established novelist and
journalist when he wrote
The Destructors. The story
reflects the atmosphere of
1950s Britain, where the
physical scars of the Blitz
were still visible and the
promise of a new, orderly
society had not materialized.
London’'s bomb sites
became playgrounds for
children, and the rubble
served as a constant
reminder of how fragile
civilization could be. Greene,
a convert to Catholicism
often preoccupied with sin,
redemption, and the nature
of evil, uses this setting not
for political commentary but
for a darker exploration of

the human impulse to tear
down rather than build up.
The story’s nameless gang,
the Wormsley Common
Gang, becomes a microcosm
of a generation that has
inherited only a shattered
landscape—and chooses to
shatter it further.

Plot Summary of
The Destructors

The story begins on a
Tuesday morning in August.
The gang, led by the
pragmatic Blackie, meets in
a makeshift car park created
by a bombed-out house.
When T., a quiet newcomer,
proposes that they rob the
house of Old Misery—a
solitary old man who lives in
the last intact building on
the street—the plan quickly
evolves. T. has a more
radical idea: not to steal the
old man’s hidden treasure
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(which turns out to be a
stash of banknotes), but to
systematically destroy the
entire house from the inside.
Over several days, the boys
dismantle the structure:

they pull up floorboards,
break pipes, smash
windows, and eventually
remove the wooden

supports that hold up the
roof. On the final day, they
trap Old Misery in his
outdoor privy while they
finish the job. The house
collapses when a lorry
accidentally backs into it,
but the real climax is the
boys’ cold indifference. Even
Blackie, who is displaced as
leader by T., feels a
grudging admiration for the
sheer completeness of the
destruction.

Key Characters in The
Destructors

Greene’s characters are

more archetypes than fully
fleshed individuals, yet they
carry symbolic weight.

* Blackie - The original
leader, who values
order and the gang’s
reputation. He is
pragmatic and initially
cautious about T.’s
plan. His slow
surrender to T.'s vision
represents the
collapse of
conventional morality.

e T. (Trevor) - The
quiet, intelligent
newcomer who
masterminds the
destruction. T. is the
story’s antagonist and
perhaps its most
disturbing figure. He
comes from a
middle-class
background (his father
is an architect), which
gives his vandalism a
knowing, almost
aesthetic quality. He
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destroys not out of
anger or need, but for
the “art” of ruin.

¢ Old Misery (Mr.
Thomas) - The kindly,
trusting homeowner.
He represents the old
order, compassion,
and the remnants of a
pre-war world. His lack
of suspicion and his
gift of chocolate to the
boys amplify the
story’s moral horror.

e The Gang members
- Indistinct but
functional, they follow
whichever leader
commands their
loyalty. Their passivity
mirrors a society that
can be swayed by any
strong will.

Major Themes in
The Destructors

Destruction as
Creation

The most haunting theme in
The Destructors by
Graham Greene is the idea
that destruction can be an
end in itself. T. does not
steal the money; he tears up
the notes and lets them float
away. He does not want the
house for himself or for the
gang. He wants the
experience of total negation.
Greene presents this as a
kind of perverse artistry—T.
treats the house as a
“cathedral” to Dbe
dismantled, not built. The
boys take pride in their
work, even creating a
schedule and a division of
labor. For them, destruction
is meaningful precisely
because it has no purpose
beyond itself.
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Class and Social
Displacement

T.’s background is crucial.
He comes from a
once-affluent family now
fallen on hard times. His
father was an architect—a
builder of structures—but
now works as a clerk. T.'s
humiliation and resentment
find an outlet in demolishing
Old Misery’s house, which
represents an older, stable
middle-class order. The gang
itself is working-class, but T.
is an outsider within it. His
leadership is not based on
strength but on vision.
Greene suggests that class
envy and the breakdown of
traditional hierarchies can
lead to random, senseless
violence.

Anarchy and the
Absence of Authority

The world of the Wormsley

Common Gang is entirely
self-governed. No parents,
teachers, or police
intervene. The boys operate
in a moral vacuum where
only the most convincing
voice—T.'s—prevails.
Blackie’'s attempts to impose
rules are swept aside. This
anarchy reflects Greene’s
pessimism about post-war
society. Without the
constraints of tradition,
religion, or even basic
human sympathy, people
can slip into nihilism. The
destruction is committed not
by hardened criminals but
by ordinary boys “on a
summer holiday.” Their
ordinariness makes the story
so chilling.

Betrayal and Trust

Old Misery trusts the boys.
He gives them sweets, lets
them play near his house,
and even allows them to use
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his tools. When he discovers
T. has tricked him into being
locked in the privy, his
cry—“Please! Please!”—is
heartbreaking. Greene
emphasizes that the most
profound betrayals happen
between those who are
close. The story asks: what
happens to a society when
trust is broken not by
enemies but by those we
include?

Symbolism in
The Destructors

Greene layers the narrative
with symbolic elements that
enrich its meaning.

e The House - The only
intact building on the
street, the house is a
symbol of continuity,
memory, and
civilization. Old
Misery’s name for it is
“home.” Its

destruction is not just
vandalism; it is the
annihilation of the
past.

The Lorry - At the
climax, a lorry backing
into the house
accidentally triggers
the roof’s collapse.
This random event
underscores the
theme of chance and
meaninglessness. The
boys’ careful planning
is completed by an
indifferent accident.
The Money - Hidden
in @ mattress, the cash
is Old Misery’s life
savings. T. tears it up
without hesitation,
showing that his
target is not material
gain but symbolic
order. Money, like the
house, is just another
structure to demolish.

e The Privy - The

outhouse where Old
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Misery is trapped
becomes a symbol of
his powerlessness. A
place of waste and
isolation, it mirrors the
old man’s reduction
from a dignified
individual to a passive
witness of his own
loss.

Writing Style
and Narrative
Technique

Greene employs a spare,
almost reportorial style in
The Destructors. The
sentences are short and
declarative. Dialogue is
minimal but revealing. The
point of view shifts between
Blackie and an omniscient
narrator, allowing the reader
to see the gang’s internal
logic without endorsing it.
Greene never explicitly
condemns the boys; he

simply records their actions
with clinical precision. This
restraint heightens the
horror. The story’s tone is
cool and dispassionate,
making the violence seem
inevitable and almost
ordinary.

Greene also uses irony
masterfully. The gang calls
itself a “gang” but often acts
with the efficiency of a
committee. The destruction
is described with military
and architectural
vocabulary—*“scaffolding,”

“demolition,” “supporting
walls”"—as if it were a
legitimate construction
project. The final irony is
that the boys, who set out to
destroy a physical structure,
also destroy any vestige of
faith in human goodness.

Critical
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Since its publication, The
Destructors by Graham
Greene has generated a

wide range of
interpretations. Some critics
read it as a Cold War
allegory, with the boys
representing the destructive
potential of ideological
nihilism. Others see it as a
critique of post-war welfare
society, where rootless
youth have no stake in the
world they inherit. Still
others focus on the
psychological portrait of T.,
who prefigures later literary
figures of evil without
motive—a kind of adolescent
“saint of the negative.”

The story has also been

diReERption ARy of
Greene'’s Catholic faith.
Some argue that the
destruction is a form of
original sin made
manifest—an inherent
human tendency toward
chaos that no amount of
social reform can cure.
Others note that redemption
is conspicuously absent: no
one repents, no one is
punished, and the world
simply continues. This
bleakness is part of Greene’s
signature worldview.

Comparisons with
Other Works

Readers often compare The
Destructors to William
Golding’s Lord of the Flies,
another mid-century tale of
children descending into
savagery. But where
Golding’s island is a remote
microcosm, Greene’s is a
city street—the real world.
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The lack of any
survival-stakes makes the
boys’ behavior even more
inexplicable. The story can
also be linked to Albert
Camus’s concept of the
absurd: T.'s destruction is a
rebellion without purpose or
hope of change.

Why The
Destructors
Remains
Relevant

In an age of online trolling,
cancel culture, and
sometimes senseless
vandalism, The

Destructors by Graham
Greene feels disturbingly
contemporary. It anticipates
questions about why people
destroy what they cannot
use, why teenagers
sometimes engage in “pure”
malice, and how easily

collective violence can be
organized. The story does
not provide answers, but it
forces readers to confront
the uncomfortable possibility
that destruction can be its
own reward.

Educators continue to assign
the story because it invites
deep ethical discussions. Is
T. evil, or is he simply a
product of his environment?
Should the gang be held
responsible, or is the
breakdown of society the
real culprit? Greene leaves
these questions open,
trusting the reader to sit
with the unease.

Conclusion

Graham Greene’'s The
Destructors is more than a
shocking anecdote about a
house being torn down. It is
a tightly crafted fable about
the human appetite for
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negation, the fragility of
social bonds, and the
strange beauty of ruin.
Through its unforgettable
characters—the visionary T.,
the replaceable Blackie, the
innocent Old
Misery—Greene captures a
moment in history when the
old certainties had crumbled
and the new ones had not
yet taken shape. The story’s
enduring power lies in its

refusal to explain away the
boys’ actions. They destroy
because they can, and
because, in a world stripped
of meaning, destruction is
the only act that feels real.
For readers encountering
The Destructors by
Graham Greene for the
first time, the experience is
likely to be unsettling,
thought-provoking, and
unforgettable—exactly as
Greene intended.



