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Shirley Jackson’s “The Lottery” is an intentionally disturbing and universally relevant short story.  On the surface, “the lottery” is an ancient ritual practiced annually in an unnamed village, by roughly 300 people, one of which is stoned to death. The clinical detachment of the narration, added to the surprising lack of violent detail enhances the story’s disturbing tone.  The way Jackson tells this story, the pieces she chooses to leave out, the conclusions she forces her readers to make, and the meanings between the lines make “The Lottery” a provocative narrative.  “The Lottery” survives as a literary masterpiece, because it raises important questions about violence, society, and tradition and never offers any clear answers.  The only answers available are deep within ourselves as human beings, and most of the answers we find there, we do not like. 

Shirley Jackson is able to shock her audience by using the reader’s own imagination against himself or herself.  She gives only enough information about setting and character to suggest a real place.  The reader imagines the rest and becomes a partner in creating the story.  When the story takes an unexpected twist and turns nasty, the reader is unable to detach himself or herself and becomes a reluctant participant in the sacrificial murder.  Jackson manipulates her audience by utilizing story elements such as setting, point of view, tone, irony, and symbol.

Shirley Jackson wants her audience to relate this story to the violence of everyday life.  She uses setting to force her readers to make certain connections.  For this reason the setting for “The Lottery” is ambiguous, but distinctively, twentieth-century American.  If it were set 2300 years ago in Europe people would call it barbaric and feel assured that they were more civilized, or if it were on an Island out in the South Pacific, the custom would be dismissed as savage.  Instead, Jackson places this story in a more familiar place, a place that feels like apple pie.  It is a warm, green, and prosperous town, populated with good neighbors and familiar faces.   The character names and the dialect they speak indicate rural America.  Expressions such as “folks,” “my old man,” and “your Missus” stand out as American slang.  The greeting, “hi” in the passage, “’Hi, Steve,’ Mr. Summers said, and Mr. Adams said, ‘Hi, Joe,’” would have changed in other English speaking countries, to “Cheerio” in Britain or perhaps “G’day” in Australia (Jackson 257).  Though subtle, the author deliberately indicates an American setting.  The idea that this kind of violent ritual could take place within the United States is disturbing.  By failing to implicate a particular village, the author forces the reader to locate the town in his or her own imagination.  Furthermore, by making this village seem so familiar, Jackson invites her audience to make associations regarding their own towns and neighbors.   Jackson succeeds at making “The Lottery” relevant and immediate for her readers, by letting the reader imagine the details.

Jackson tells this story from a third person point of view.  She tells the readers the facts, with no judgments or slant.  The characters in the story express their own opinions through dialogue, but the narrator does not align himself or herself with any of the characters in the story.  The narrator does not see into any other characters’ minds and does not share his or her own thoughts.  The total lack of personality makes it possible for the narrator to be any person in the crowd.  It also allows the reader to slip effortlessly into the narrator’s shoes and stand in the middle of the lottery as one of the many nameless faces, as an impartial bystander or willing participant.  Jackson’s goal is to make the reader assess the situation according to his or her own moral code.   

The tone of “The Lottery” at the beginning is jovial anticipation.  The characters in the story talk casually with one another, often cracking jokes and speculating on the outcome of the lottery.  The reader is as eager as the characters in the story to find out who will “win” the lottery.  By the time the audience finds out that “winning” is undesirable, it is too late to stop and put on the moral breaks.  When Mrs. Hutchinson begins to protest that the drawing was unfair, few readers take her side.  Having witnessed the first drawing, the reader is more inclined to view Mrs. Hutchinson as a poor sport.  Every person had the same opportunity and an equal chance.  Mrs. Hutchinson would not have complained had her husband not drawn the “winning ticket.”  Not knowing that this is actually a death sentence, the reader, out of curiosity, pushes on keen to find out why Mrs. Hutchinson protests the outcome.  When the last line of the story, “and then they were upon her,” reveals that final irony, the reader’s eager anticipation sours into guilt and disgust (Jackson 261).  In the end, one is often appalled, not by the ritual, but because they were somehow made to feel apart of the slaughter.  

One of the most significant ironies of "The Lottery" is the complete lack of violent detail in a story about violence.  The only violent detail is described four sentences from the end:  “A stone hit her on the side of the head” (Jackson 261).  It is a straightforward declaration of fact.  It gives the reader an image.  Jackson then gives us only six relatively harmless words to describe the entire murder:  “and then they were upon her” (261).  The written text ends with that line, but the story continues in the reader’s imagination.  The reader stones Mrs. Hutchinson to death; Jackson does not.  Therein lies the genius of “The Lottery.”  

Scattered through out the text are minor symbols like the black box, the pile of stones, and many of the character’s names, such as Graves and Warner, which are used both as for shadowing devices and a symbolic shorthand that enables the author to use less detail.  More importantly, “The Lottery” as a whole is one giant symbol of violence.  To understand this story and the writer’s intention, “The Lottery” must viewed as a metaphor.  This story is about violence in everyday life.  It is not about the stray maniac or foreign enemies.  “The Lottery” is about how regular people, especially as part of a larger group, can strike out against the innocent if they fear for their own lives.  The German people allowed the Jews to die in concentration camps because they feared that they would be the next to die.  American people have persecuted and slaughtered countless African Americans because they feared for their livelihoods and economic survival.  The U. S. has also imprisoned Japanese American immigrants during WWII and Arab Americans at Guantanomo Bay during our current plight with terrorism.  Americans turned in their neighbors as suspected communists during the McCarthy era, and innocents hung for witchcraft in Salem, Massachusetts.  “The Lottery” is a metaphor for all of these events and none of these events.  This story does not have just one interpretation or one meaning.  It does however have one purpose, and that is “to shock the story’s readers with a graphic demonstration of the pointless violence and general inhumanity in their own lives.” as the author, herself insists (qtd. in Kennedy and Gioia 254).  

Shirley Jackson wants her readers to read her story and relate it to their own life and experiences.  She wants readers to look around and notice the violence in their own lives.  Jackson uses her writing skill to make the reader partially responsible for the story and subsequently responsible for the violence.  She wants us to understand that the savage is in us, all around us, and become of us.  With her story, “The Lottery” Jackson is giving us the sight to recognize it and telling us that our only hope is to stand against the violence.
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