
the lottery story by shirley jackson
the lottery story by shirley jackson is a seminal piece of American literature that
explores the darker aspects of human nature and societal traditions. Published in 1948, this
short story quickly became a subject of controversy and intense analysis due to its shocking
ending and the stark portrayal of conformity and violence within a seemingly ordinary town.
The narrative centers around an annual ritual known as "the lottery," which involves the
townspeople gathering to draw lots with unforeseen and tragic consequences. This article
delves into the plot, themes, characters, and symbolism of the lottery story by shirley
jackson, providing a comprehensive understanding of its enduring impact on readers and
critics alike. Additionally, the cultural and historical context in which the story was written is
examined to shed light on the reasons behind its provocative message. Finally, the article
highlights why this story remains a crucial study in literature courses and how it continues
to influence modern storytelling.
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Plot Summary of the Lottery Story by Shirley
Jackson
The lottery story by shirley jackson is set in a small, rural village where the residents gather
annually for a ritual known as the lottery. The story begins on a clear and sunny summer
day, creating a contrast between the pleasant setting and the dark nature of the event. The
villagers assemble in the town square, and the head of each household draws a slip of
paper from a black box. The lottery's purpose seems benign at first, described as a tradition
upheld for generations. However, the story takes a chilling turn when it is revealed that the
"winner" of the lottery is actually chosen to be stoned to death by the community.

This shocking climax exposes the story’s critique of blind adherence to tradition and the
capacity for cruelty within society. The lottery story by shirley jackson uses a
straightforward narrative style to build suspense and gradually reveal the true horror of the
ritual.



Themes and Symbolism in the Story
The lottery story by shirley jackson is rich with themes and symbols that contribute to its
powerful commentary on human behavior and social norms.

The Dangers of Blind Tradition
A central theme in the story is the unquestioning acceptance of tradition. The villagers
continue the lottery simply because it is a longstanding practice, despite its brutal outcome.
This theme warns against societal inertia and the failure to question harmful customs.

Human Capacity for Violence
Jackson explores how ordinary people can commit acts of violence under social pressure.
The story reveals the dark side of human nature, highlighting the ease with which
communities can justify cruelty for the sake of conformity.

Symbolism of the Black Box
The black box used in the lottery symbolizes tradition, death, and the unknown. Its shabby
condition reflects the community's neglect in questioning the ritual’s morality, while its dark
color foreshadows the grim conclusion of the lottery.

Use of Setting and Atmosphere
The story’s setting—a peaceful village on a sunny day—creates a stark contrast to the
violent act that concludes the lottery. This juxtaposition emphasizes the horror of the event
and the complacency of the townspeople.

Blind tradition and conformity

Collective violence and scapegoating

Symbolism of objects and rituals

Contrast between setting and action

Character Analysis
The lottery story by shirley jackson features characters who represent various societal
roles, each contributing to the story’s critique of communal violence and tradition.



Tessie Hutchinson
Tessie is the protagonist who ultimately becomes the victim of the lottery. Her late arrival
and casual attitude initially make her seem less concerned, but her protests after being
selected highlight the human instinct for self-preservation and the injustice of the ritual.

Mr. Summers
Mr. Summers is the official who conducts the lottery. His role symbolizes the authority that
enforces tradition without question. He appears businesslike and detached, emphasizing
how normalized the violence has become.

Old Man Warner
Old Man Warner is the oldest villager and a staunch defender of the lottery. His character
embodies the resistance to change and the defense of outdated customs, warning against
abandoning the tradition.

Other Villagers
The other townspeople, including families and children, participate passively or actively in
the ritual. Their collective behavior reflects societal complicity in perpetuating harmful
practices.

Historical and Cultural Context
The lottery story by shirley jackson was published in 1948, a period marked by post-World
War II reflection and social change. The story reflects contemporary anxieties about
conformity, violence, and the consequences of unquestioned traditions.

Post-War American Society
In the aftermath of the war, American society grappled with issues of conformity and the
potential for collective violence. Jackson’s story critiques the dangers of following societal
norms without critical thought.

Criticism of Social Rituals
The story challenges rituals and customs that may seem harmless but hide darker
implications. This critique aligns with broader literary movements questioning authority and
tradition during the mid-20th century.



Reception and Controversy
Upon its release, the lottery story by shirley jackson shocked readers and sparked debate.
Many were disturbed by the violent ending and the portrayal of a seemingly normal
community engaging in barbarism.

Impact and Legacy of the Lottery Story
The lottery story by shirley jackson has left a lasting mark on American literature and
popular culture. Its exploration of dark themes through a deceptively simple narrative has
made it a staple in literary studies.

Influence on Literature
The story has influenced countless writers and has been included in numerous anthologies
and academic curricula. Its narrative techniques and thematic depth continue to be
analyzed and appreciated.

Adaptations and References
The lottery has been adapted into various media forms, including film, theater, and radio.
Its themes remain relevant, inspiring discussions about tradition, violence, and societal
responsibility.

Educational Importance
The story is widely taught in schools for its rich thematic content and as an example of
effective short story writing. It encourages critical thinking about morality, conformity, and
the role of tradition in society.

Powerful exploration of conformity and violence1.

Rich symbolism and thematic complexity2.

Enduring influence on literature and culture3.

Continued relevance in discussions of social behavior4.

Frequently Asked Questions



What is the main theme of 'The Lottery' by Shirley
Jackson?
The main theme of 'The Lottery' is the danger of blindly following tradition without
questioning its morality or purpose.

Why is the lottery conducted in the story?
The lottery is a traditional ritual conducted to ensure a good harvest, though the story
reveals the brutal and senseless nature of this practice.

How does Shirley Jackson use symbolism in 'The
Lottery'?
Jackson uses symbolism such as the black box representing tradition and death, and the
lottery itself symbolizing societal conformity and violence.

What is the significance of the setting in 'The Lottery'?
The setting is a small, seemingly normal village which contrasts with the horrific lottery
ritual, highlighting the theme that evil can exist in ordinary places.

How do the villagers react to the lottery?
The villagers accept the lottery as a normal and necessary event, showing their
complacency and unquestioning adherence to tradition despite its cruelty.

What is the impact of the story's ending?
The shocking and violent ending forces readers to confront the dark side of human nature
and the consequences of unexamined traditions.

How does Shirley Jackson build suspense throughout
'The Lottery'?
Jackson builds suspense by gradually revealing details about the lottery, maintaining a calm
tone, and delaying the explanation of the lottery’s purpose until the climax.

What message does Shirley Jackson convey about
society through 'The Lottery'?
Jackson critiques societal conformity and the potential for ordinary people to commit
horrific acts when following tradition without questioning its morality.



Additional Resources
1. The Lottery and Other Stories by Shirley Jackson
This collection includes the iconic short story "The Lottery" along with other chilling tales by
Shirley Jackson. The stories delve into themes of societal conformity, human nature, and
the macabre undercurrents of everyday life. Jackson’s masterful storytelling creates an
unsettling atmosphere that lingers long after reading.

2. The Lottery by Shirley Jackson (Graphic Novel Adaptation)
This graphic novel adaptation brings the haunting story of "The Lottery" to life with
evocative illustrations that amplify the tension and horror of the original text. It offers
readers a visual and emotional experience that complements Jackson’s themes of tradition
and violence.

3. We Have Always Lived in the Castle by Shirley Jackson
A novel exploring themes of isolation, family secrets, and societal judgment, this work
shares the dark, eerie tone found in "The Lottery." It follows two sisters living in seclusion
after a family tragedy, uncovering layers of psychological suspense and gothic horror.

4. Something Wicked This Way Comes by Ray Bradbury
This novel captures a similarly sinister and suspenseful atmosphere as "The Lottery,"
focusing on the arrival of a mysterious carnival in a small town. Bradbury’s exploration of
fear, temptation, and the loss of innocence resonates with Jackson’s critique of communal
rituals.

5. The Ones Who Walk Away from Omelas by Ursula K. Le Guin
A philosophical short story that questions the morality of societal happiness built on the
suffering of an individual. Its ethical dilemma and exploration of collective responsibility
echo the unsettling themes found in "The Lottery."

6. Lord of the Flies by William Golding
Golding’s classic novel about a group of boys stranded on an island gradually descending
into savagery parallels the dark exploration of human nature and societal breakdown
present in "The Lottery." It examines how quickly civilization can erode under pressure.

7. Harvest Home by Thomas Tryon
This novel centers on an outsider uncovering the sinister traditions of a rural New England
village, much like the revelations in "The Lottery." It combines horror and suspense to
critique blind adherence to tradition and the dangers of insular communities.

8. American Psycho by Bret Easton Ellis
Though different in setting, this novel’s depiction of hidden violence beneath a veneer of
normalcy relates to the themes of secrecy and brutality in "The Lottery." It delves into the
dark recesses of human psyche and societal facades.

9. Bloodchild and Other Stories by Octavia E. Butler
This collection of speculative fiction stories explores complex themes of power, sacrifice,
and societal roles. Butler’s narratives, like Jackson’s, challenge readers to confront
uncomfortable truths about humanity and social structures.
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