
The Lottery Story By Shirley Jackson

The Lottery Story by Shirley Jackson is a compelling short story that delves
into the dark side of human nature and societal traditions. First published
in 1948, this controversial piece quickly stirred up significant public
reaction and has since become a classic in American literature. In this
article, we will explore the plot, themes, characters, and the lasting impact
of Jackson's work, as well as its relevance to contemporary society.

Plot Summary

The story is set in a small, seemingly idyllic village where the residents
gather annually for a lottery. The narrative begins on a warm summer day,
with children collecting stones, an activity that foreshadows the disturbing
climax. As the townspeople converge in the square, the atmosphere is filled
with a blend of excitement and tension. The lottery is presented as a



tradition, with the villagers participating without questioning its purpose
or morality.

The lottery itself is organized by Mr. Summers, who oversees the event with a
sense of authority and calmness. As the lottery progresses, individuals from
each household draw slips of paper from a black box. The tension builds as
the villagers await the results, which reveal that one family must be
sacrificed for the supposed benefit of the community. When Tessie Hutchinson,
a seemingly ordinary woman, draws the slip marked with a black dot, the true
horror of the event unfolds. The townspeople, including her own family, turn
on her and ultimately stone her to death.

Themes

Shirley Jackson’s The Lottery is rich with themes that provoke thought and
reflection on human behavior and societal norms.

Tradition and Conformity

One of the central themes in the story is the blind adherence to tradition.
The villagers continue to participate in the lottery without questioning its
purpose or morality. This conformity highlights how societal norms can
perpetuate violence and injustice. The ritualistic nature of the lottery
serves as a critique of how traditions can become obsolete yet remain
ingrained in culture.

- Examples of Tradition in the Story:
- The use of the black box, which is old and worn, symbolizes the
unquestioned nature of the lottery.
- The villagers’ reliance on the lottery for their harvest reflects a
misguided belief in tradition over rationality.

The Nature of Violence

Violence is another significant theme in The Lottery. The story presents a
shocking contrast between the normalcy of village life and the brutal act of
stoning. Jackson illustrates how ordinary people can commit horrific acts
when they are normalized through tradition. The villagers’ willingness to
turn on Tessie Hutchinson emphasizes the ease with which morality can be
discarded in favor of collective action.

- Key Points on Violence:
- The villagers’ transformation from a community to a mob reveals the darker
aspects of human nature.
- The story prompts readers to consider how society can desensitize



individuals to violence.

Individual vs. Society

The tension between individual desires and societal expectations is a
prevalent theme in the story. Tessie Hutchinson, who initially participates
in the lottery with indifference, becomes a victim when her number is drawn.
Her desperate plea for fairness highlights the struggle of the individual
against the will of the majority.

- Key Moments of Individual vs. Society:
- Tessie’s outcry for her children and her husband to spare her illustrates
the conflict between familial bonds and societal obligation.
- The villagers’ refusal to reconsider the lottery despite its brutality
demonstrates the power of collective thinking over individual morality.

Character Analysis

The characters in The Lottery serve to embody the themes of the story and
provide insight into human nature.

Tessie Hutchinson

Tessie Hutchinson is the protagonist and the most developed character in the
story. Initially portrayed as a carefree woman, her character transforms into
one of desperation and fear as the lottery progresses. Tessie's eventual fate
serves as a critique of how societal norms can sacrifice individuals for the
sake of tradition.

- Characteristics of Tessie:
- Initially dismissive of the lottery's significance.
- Becomes increasingly frantic when her family’s fate is on the line.
- Represents the struggle of the individual against societal norms.

Mr. Summers

Mr. Summers is the figurehead of the lottery, representing authority and
tradition. His calm demeanor and organized approach to the lottery contrast
sharply with the violence of the event itself. He symbolizes how individuals
in positions of power can perpetuate harmful traditions without moral
consideration.

- Characteristics of Mr. Summers:



- Organized and authoritative.
- Lacks empathy for the consequences of the lottery.
- Represents the unchallenged nature of tradition in society.

The Villagers

The villagers serve as a collective character, representing the mob mentality
that can arise in society. Their willingness to participate in violence
against Tessie highlights how individuals can lose their moral compass when
surrounded by conformity.

- Characteristics of the Villagers:
- Initially friendly and communal, they quickly turn violent.
- Their collective action against Tessie illustrates the dangers of mob
mentality.
- Reflect a society that normalizes brutality through tradition.

Literary Devices

Shirley Jackson employs various literary devices to enhance the story's
impact and convey its themes.

Symbolism

Symbolism plays a crucial role in The Lottery, with several elements
representing deeper meanings:

- The Black Box: Represents tradition and the unquestioned nature of societal
norms.
- The Stones: Symbolize the violence and brutality that can lie beneath the
surface of civilized behavior.
- The Lottery Itself: Serves as a symbol of the arbitrary nature of violence
and the human propensity to conform to societal expectations.

Ironic Tone

Jackson’s use of irony is evident throughout the story. The juxtaposition of
the townspeople’s cheerful demeanor with the horrific conclusion of the
lottery creates a striking contrast that emphasizes the absurdity of the
event. This irony serves to critique societal norms and the hidden darkness
within human nature.



Contemporary Relevance

Despite being written over 75 years ago, The Lottery remains relevant today.
It serves as a cautionary tale about the dangers of blind conformity and the
potential for violence in society. In a world where traditions often go
unquestioned, Jackson’s story encourages readers to reflect on their own
beliefs and practices.

- Modern Parallels:
- The story can be related to contemporary issues such as systemic violence,
societal pressures, and the consequences of following harmful traditions
without question.
- It prompts discussions about morality, ethics, and the importance of
individual thought in the face of societal expectation.

Conclusion

In conclusion, The Lottery Story by Shirley Jackson is a powerful exploration
of human nature, tradition, and the capacity for violence in society. Through
its chilling narrative and rich themes, the story encourages readers to
critically examine the traditions and norms that govern their lives.
Jackson’s work remains a poignant reminder of the potential darkness that can
arise within seemingly ordinary communities, making it a timeless piece of
literature that continues to resonate with audiences today.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'The Lottery' by
Shirley Jackson?
The central theme of 'The Lottery' is the danger of blindly following
tradition and the capacity for violence inherent in human nature.

How does Shirley Jackson use foreshadowing in 'The
Lottery'?
Shirley Jackson employs foreshadowing through the villagers' casual behavior
and the children's gathering of stones, hinting at the violent outcome of the
lottery.

What societal issues does 'The Lottery' critique?
The story critiques conformity, the desensitization to violence, and the
unquestioning adherence to tradition in society.



Why is the setting of 'The Lottery' important to the
story?
The small-town setting creates a sense of normalcy and familiarity,
contrasting sharply with the horrific conclusion, which enhances the story's
shocking impact.

What role does the character Tessie Hutchinson play
in 'The Lottery'?
Tessie Hutchinson represents the arbitrary nature of scapegoating and the
vulnerability of individuals when societal norms turn violent.

How does the ending of 'The Lottery' affect the
reader's perception?
The abrupt and violent ending forces the reader to confront the dark side of
human nature and the potential for brutality lurking beneath the surface of
everyday life.

What literary devices are prominently used in 'The
Lottery'?
Shirley Jackson uses irony, symbolism, and imagery to convey the story's
themes and enhance its unsettling atmosphere.

How has 'The Lottery' been received since its
publication?
Since its publication in 1948, 'The Lottery' has sparked significant
controversy and discussion, often regarded as a classic example of American
horror fiction and a powerful social commentary.
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