"The Lottery" caused major controversy when it was first published in the June 26, 1948 issue of The New Yorker. Shirley Jackson's implicit critique of the brutality underlying the rituals and values of America's small towns outraged magazine readers, many of whom cancelled their subscriptions (see the Encyclopedia Britannica for more on the tale's publication history). As a side note – Jackson based "The Lottery" on her life in North Bennington, Vermont.  

The anonymous, generic village in which "The Lottery" is set, in addition to the vicious twist the story gives to a common American ritual, enhance the contemporary reader's uneasy sense that the group violence in the story could be taking place anywhere and everywhere, right now. Jackson's skillful warping of a popular pastime has become an American classic, establishing her position as one of the great American horror writers.

Why Should I Care?

So, if you've ever been hanging out with a group of friends and done something truly stupid, you may have heard the refrain, "If your friends jumped off a bridge, would you jump, too?" Your answer is probably "no," but Shirley Jackson disagrees. She thinks you – and anyone and everyone – would race off that bridge if your community decided it was necessary. According to her, while individuals may be great, a group of people is another animal--An animal that eats its own.

"The Lottery" is a story of a small town basically devouring a member of its own community. It's one of the most horrifying texts you'll encounter, in high school or out of it. It's symbolic cannibalism! 

Like so many great horror stories, this one has a load of social commentary. "The Lottery" is like the world's creepiest public service announcement against peer pressure. Similar to those warnings about drinking or smoking – except Jackson is warning against unthinkingly follow along with a group. 

So there's your warning about group psychology, but we want to be clear: "The Lottery" isn't about short-lived mass hysteria like the Salem Witch Trials. No, this is a regular thing; it's like a witch trial that happens every year, where one unfortunate person becomes "the excluded one." 

So, first there's peer pressure and second there's the exclusion of one person to give the remaining community members a bonding experience. The third ingredient in the horror of "The Lottery" is tradition, which is what prevents any of the villagers from questioning their roles in ritualistic murder. In other words, Jackson's all, "You think tradition's so great and meaningful, well, look how it deadens people's abilities to think for themselves!" 

And it's sometimes true that we don't think about the origins or significance of many of our regular traditions. Think about Halloween and how most of the kids dressing up and asking for candy don't know that the early precursor to the holiday is Samhain, an ancient Celtic ritual of bonfires and animal slaughter, when the worlds of the living and the dead were thought to intermingle.

Whether its origins are good or bad, a given tradition can seem like it's always been here. Tradition often doesn't appear to have a history or logic of its own; it just is, and this type of thinking makes tradition hard to question. We can read "The Lottery" as a kind of plea: if your only reason for doing something is that you've always done it, Jackson suggests that might not be a reason at all.

Samhain

Samhain (pronounced 'sow'inn') is a very important date in the Pagan calendar for it marks the Feast of the Dead. Many Pagans also celebrate it as the old Celtic New Year (although some mark this at Imbolc). It is also celebrated by non-Pagans who call this festival Halloween.

Samhain has been celebrated in Britain for centuries and has its origin in Pagan Celtic traditions. It was the time of year when the veils between this world and the Otherworld were believed to be at their thinnest: when the spirits of the dead could most readily mingle with the living once again. Later, when the festival was adopted by Christians, they celebrated it as All Hallows' Eve, followed by All Saints Day, though it still retained elements of remembering and honouring the dead.

To most modern Pagans, while death is still the central theme of the festival this does not mean it is a morbid event. For Pagans, death is not a thing to be feared. Old age is valued for its wisdom and dying is accepted as a part of life as necessary and welcome as birth. While Pagans, like people of other faiths, always honour and show respect for their dead, this is particularly marked at Samhain. Loved ones who have recently died are remembered and their spirits often invited to join the living in the celebratory feast. It is also a time at which those born during the past year are formally welcomed into the community. As well as feasting, Pagans often celebrate Samahin with traditional games such as apple-dooking.

Death also symbolises endings and Samhain is therefore not only a time for reflecting on mortality, but also on the passing of relationships, jobs and other significant changes in life. A time for taking stock of the past and coming to terms with it, in order to move on and look forward to the future.

Ancient Celtic celebrations

Not only did the Celts believe the boundary between the worlds of the living and the dead dissolved on this night, they thought that the presence of the spirits helped their priests to make predictions about the future.

To celebrate Samhain the Druids built huge sacred bonfires. People brought harvest food and sacrificed animals to share a communal dinner in celebration of the festival.

During the celebration the Celts wore costumes - usually animal heads and skins. They would also try and tell each other's fortunes.

After the festival they re-lit the fires in their homes from the sacred bonfire to help protect them, as well as keep them warm during the winter months.

The Lottery
Symbolism, Imagery, and Allegory
The lottery is like an 800-pound gorilla of symbols in this story. It's in the title, for Pete's sake. Where do we even begin? Well, let's start with the lottery as a way of upsetting reader expectations. After all, communities across America practice different annual traditions – Easter egg hunts (with origins in early fertility rituals), Christmas tree decorating (check out those patron trees of the Germanic tribes), or July 4th fireworks (well, that one just celebrates the adoption of the Declaration of Independence ...). Anyway, our point is that we're all comfortable with yearly rituals – and it's often not widely known how these celebrations began. See how tradition obscures the history of public ritual?

Anyway, back to the lottery. So, we associate lotteries with good things (winning cash prizes!) and annual celebrations also seem pleasant. We talk about this in "What's Up With the Title?" so we'll just say here that, like the blooming, cheerful village itself, there's nothing in the lottery that immediately suggests anything is wrong with this set-up. The lottery is, in fact, operating as an allegory of village life itself: at first, it seems harmless, but then we start to wonder what's going on with all the subdued smiles and piles of stones.

So, if the lottery is an allegory of the community, its rules and proceedings must in some way correspond to real-life elements of village society; we mean, if Jackson was willing meticulously to give so many of the characters heavily symbolic names, we have to assume that she's equally careful in developing the lottery as an allegory.

One thing that's striking is the lottery's initial breakdown of the village's residents into household. The head of the family draws for the household, and the whole group has to abide by what the head draws. But – and here's where it gets really clever – isn't it true that we are all usually broken down by household? The household, whether it be one of parents and children, couples, or friends, is the first unit of social interaction. What's more, we often do have to abide by the conditions of our households as a whole – the metaphorical strips of paper that our parents draw.

Some of us get lucky in the draw, and some don't. As soon as we show up in that town square, as soon as we consent to participate in society at large, we leave ourselves open to the chance of catastrophic failure. Even rich Joe Summers and powerful Harry Graves have to draw from the box: we're all subject to the vagaries of luck that the lottery represents. And all of us, eventually, are going to die (although, we can only hope, not by stoning). So the lottery thematizes not only life's chances, but also the sudden, unexpected nature of death.

About this whole household thing – didn't it seem kind of weird that it was always the man of the house doing the drawing? When it wasn't the man of the house, as in the Dunbar and Watson families, circumstances were curious enough that the villagers feel called upon to comment, finding out that Mr. Dunbar's home with a broken leg, and the Watson boy is old enough to draw for his mother now that his father is mysteriously absent. The norm we see here is that each man is literally choosing not only his fate, but also the fate of his entire family. Women have no agency in this situation, which reflects the overall patriarchal nature of the traditional values of this village society.

Still, we have to note that, while it's only men who get to do the active choosing, their wives are absolutely willing participants in the event. So even though tradition is keeping them in places of diminished power, they seem to support their inferior status as traditional.

The origins of the lottery are murky; even Old Man Warner doesn't know when it began. His association of the lottery with the abundance of corn suggests that it began as some kind of overt human sacrifice, in which the murder of one person somehow equaled plentiful corn harvests. Now, though, "the original paraphernalia for the lottery [has] been lost long ago" (5) and there is widespread forgetfulness on the old preparations for the lottery (there used to be a song, a speech, a ritual salute?). But how can you stop something when you don't know how it started? Without a sense of the lottery's history, it's become a totally hollow act, one to be completed in time "for noon dinner" (1).

The loss of the lottery's origins poses a really profound ethical question: obviously, it wouldn't be a good thing if the lottery began as human sacrifice, but at least then there would be a logic to it. In this story, we see Mr. Graves helping Davy Hutchinson select a strip of paper from the black box, we see the boys collecting their stones: they are being trained to see the lottery as naturally as their parents do. They are, in fact, being instructed in savagery. The lottery has become completely self-perpetuating; it no longer needs an explanation (see our "Character Analysis" on Old Man Warner for further analysis of this point.)

Perhaps the boys take to the lottery with such enthusiasm because it is mankind's essential nature to be brutal, but the lottery is providing institutional recognition for murder that might not otherwise be allowed. These kids are being taught by their society to kill. Again, we can't ignore the proximity of the story's publication to World War II. We don't want to press this point too hard, but we do think that it is legitimate to wonder whether the experience of mass violence on that scale might not be driving Jackson's commentary on the ways that society breeds violence into every new generation of young people. For more on this topic, see our character analysis of "The Boys."

The Black Box

The black box is a physical manifestation of the villagers' connection to tradition; Jackson is pretty explicit on this point, when the subject of replacing the box comes up: "No one liked to upset even as much tradition as was represented by the black box" (5). They believe that this box may, in part, be made up of shards of the previous boxes, back to the original Black Box. We have to admit, this reminded us of the practice of collecting Christian relics, like hair or bone from the bodies of the saints or pieces of the Cross. We noted, in the Delacroix Family "Character Analysis," how much Jackson likes to upend Christian iconography in this story. Well, this seems like it may be another example: the villagers use this relic of an earlier time to perpetuate their violent, unmerciful traditions.

Like the lottery as a whole, the black box has no functionality except during this two hours every June: "It had spent one year in Mr. Graves's barn and another year underfoot in the post office and sometimes it was set on a shelf in the Martin grocery and left there" (6). The purpose of the box, like the lottery itself, has become obscure with the passage of time. It is well worn, but the villagers are reluctant to let it go, again, like the lottery itself. In fact, we don't think it's too far-fetched to say that the villagers' treatment of the box represents their thinking on the subject of the lottery as a whole: they're a bit terrified by both the box and the lottery, but they're also too frightened (and, perhaps, fascinated), to drop either one.
The Three-Legged Stool

Critic Helen Nebeker argues that the three legs of the stool are like the three aspects of the Christian Trinity (God the Father, God the Son, and the Holy Spirit); the use of the stool to support the black box thus represents the manipulation of religion to support collective violence (source). It is true that this story is so short that everything in it seems like it must be symbolic of something. Another possibility is that this doesn't have to be the Christian Trinity at all; there are trinities all of the place in various religious traditions, like the three Norse Fates, or the Three Graces in Greek myth. The use of this three-legged stool may serve to underline more generally the ritualistic significance of the lottery as a holdover from generic Ye Olden Days.

Setting 

Where It All Goes Down

A small village in the summer, indeterminate year

The anonymity of the village signals its universality. It adds to the horror of the story that we can imagine the lottery taking place anywhere, in any small town we might know. We can't confine the violence of the lottery to a specific area or a certain set of people: Jackson's critique is America-wide. The references to other towns that hold lotteries contribute to our sense that Jackson isn't talking about any one community, but is instead critiquing society as a whole.

As for the lottery's temporal setting – a day in mid-summer – it indicates a period of unconstrained growth and reckless abandon. The children are testing the freedoms of summer. The flowers are "blossoming profusely." The grass is "richly green." We might read the village's ritual murder as its method of pruning excessive growth. Many critics point out that the summer solstice was a popular time of pre-historic ritual, and that the lottery's timing is a subtle gesture to earlier primitive rituals.

Narrator: 

Who is the narrator, can she or he read minds, and, more importantly, can we trust her or him?

Third Person (Objective)

The narrator of "The Lottery" is extremely detached from the story. Rather than telling us the characters' thoughts or feelings, the narrator simply shows the process of the lottery unfurling. This further underlines the shocking nature of the ending, as our only indications of the lottery's true purpose come from the villagers' nervous manners, rather than from insight into their thoughts. Imagine if the story had been told from one of the villagers' point of view – it might have been a far less effective narrative choice.

Genre

Horror, Realism

These two genres go hand-in-hand in "The Lottery." By placing the story in a generic small town, the horror of "The Lottery's" ending stands in stark contrast to the normalcy of the story that comes before it. In fact, Jackson's portrayal of the small town fooled New Yorker readers so well that letters poured into the office demanding to know exactly which small town practiced the barbaric ritual of stoning.

The story's impact only increases upon multiple readings. Once you know the true purpose of the lottery, seemingly harmless details within the story take on gruesome dimensions. In the first paragraph, we learn that the villagers like to finish the lottery in time for lunch. This seems reasonable at first, but soon indicates the callousness with which the villagers treat a public execution. Likewise, the boys' interest in stones can first be read as childish play, but takes on a sinister cast once we know the stones' purpose. These details demonstrate Jackson's true mastery of the horror genre.

Tone

Take a story's temperature by studying its tone. Is it hopeful? Cynical? Snarky? Playful?

Deadpan, Detached, Calm

This serves to underscore the horror of the lottery, as there is no shift in narrative voice when the story shifts profoundly from generic realism to nightmarish symbolism. We go from reading about a small village on a sunny summer day to witnessing the villagers execute a member of their own community, all without the slightest change in tone form the author

Writing Style

Clinical, Journalistic

The very first sentence of the text clues us in: "The morning of June 27th was clear and sunny, with the fresh warmth of a full-summer day; the flowers were blossoming profusely and the grass was richly green." The style appears totally barebones, without any overt emotion – no pleasure or kindness or regret. In this regard, it might be said to mirror the attitude of the villagers themselves, who for the most part see the lottery as a naturalized way of life, no more worthy of emotion than the flowers or the grass. The villagers express no overt sympathy for Tess, and neither does the story's narration. To us, this only serves to increase the horror of "The Lottery".

What’s Up With the Title?

Not surprisingly, this story's title brings to mind the dictionary definition of, well, a lottery: a happening determined by chance. There's nothing in that definition about good or bad chance – but did your mind still go straight to giant dollar signs? Ours did, too. In common usage, winning a lottery is cause for celebration. What becomes apparent by the end of Jackson's story, however, is that this lottery sure isn't one you'd want to win. By titling her story "The Lottery," Jackson keeps the real meaning of the story under wraps until the last possible second, allowing her message to deliver maximum impact.

What’s Up With the Ending?

Jackson defers the revelation of the lottery's true purpose until the end of the story, when "the winner," Tess Hutchison, is stoned to death by friends and family. This shocking event marks a dramatic turning point in how we understand the story. We think that Jackson uses stoning as a metaphor for the innate savagery that can lurk beneath a modern, civilized façade. See "Symbols, Imagery, Allegory" for more on this analogy.

The ending is a turning point in other ways as well. One critic notes that the ending transforms "The Lottery" from realism to symbolism, as we suddenly understand the town and its inhabitants as being symbolic rather than actual. For Tess Hutchinson, the ending of the lottery is certainly not what she expects. Although she began the story as an eager latecomer to the event, the story's conclusion brings out her hypocrisy: Tess Hutchinson is quite willing to participate in group-sponsored violence until she becomes its victim

Plot Analysis

Most good stories start with a fundamental list of ingredients: the initial situation, conflict, complication, climax, suspense, denouement, and conclusion. Great writers sometimes shake up the recipe and add some spice.

Initial Situation

Villagers gather in the square.

The story begins with a sense of liberation. It's a beautiful summer day, the children are out of school, and the villagers have begun assembling in the square to hold a lottery. It is unclear exactly what the prize of this lottery is going to be, and this mystery persists throughout the story. Clearly, the scene has been set for future revelations, which is exactly what the initial situation is supposed to be about.

Conflict

Bill Hutchinson gets "it." His wife protests.Explanation/Discussion:

This is the first overt moment of discord we see in the story, as Tess Hutchinson disagrees with the result of the lottery. Basically, this has conflict written all over it.

Complication

Each member of the Hutchinson family nervously draws from the box.

Things are starting to get fishy. Clearly, winning the lottery does not entail a trip to Hawaii. The plot thickens as we grow closer to discovering who wins the lottery.

Climax

Tess Hutchinson wins the lottery.

We've finally reached the climactic moment of the story, when we find out who has won this famous lottery – but we're still left with several mysteries. What exactly is the prize, and why does Tess seem so unhappy about being selected to receive it? These questions are what lead us to the next stage …

Suspense

Tess Hutchinson protests the lottery.

This whole lottery business is getting weirder and weirder. Tess has won the lottery – so why does she claim it's unfair? We never heard of a California SuperLotto winner protesting the results. We've got growing misgivings about what the prize is, that Tess is so desperate not to get it.

Denouement or Falling Action

No dice; the villagers surround Tess carrying stones.

Here in the denouement, all suspense is resolved. The villagers ignore Tess's protests as they begin to select the stones they're going to use against here. Suddenly, the penny drops for us, the readers: this lottery winds up in the violent death of its winner. All that's left is the execution.

Conclusion

The villagers begin attacking.

"'It isn't fair, it isn't right,' Mrs. Hutchinson screamed, and then they were upon her" (80). And that's about all we get. Jackson spares us the grisly details, but it's clear that Tess will be stoned to death. The villagers like to finish the lottery in time for lunch, remember?

Themes

Theme of Society and Class

On a basic level, "The Lottery" asks us to think about the rituals and traditions we unthinkingly follow as members of our society. Beyond critiquing the ways in which custom obscures right and wrong, the lottery also becomes a way of analyzing "traditional" social and gender divisions: the random distribution of paper means some families are fortunate and others aren't. We think it's significant that it's paper that has come to replace wood chips – much as paper money has taken the place of gold or goods for barter. The paper, either in the lottery or in your wallet, is symbolic of exchange value; as we get more "civilized," we lose track of what this paper really means. In the case of both the lottery and cash, paper can mean fortune, either good or bad – and it's disturbing how much life (and wealth) can be left up to the gambles of chance.

Theme of Tradition and Customs

"The Lottery" tells the story of an annual tradition practiced by the villagers of an anonymous small town, a tradition that appears to be as vital to the villagers as New Year celebrations might be to us. Yet, subtle hints throughout the story, as well as its shocking conclusion, indicate that the villagers' tradition has become meaningless over time. What's particularly important about tradition in "The Lottery" is that it appears to be eternal: no one knows when it started, and no one can guess when it will end. Its apparent lack of history is what makes tradition so powerful: it's like a force of nature, and the people of the village can't even imagine rebelling against it.

Theme of Hypocrisy

"The Lottery" explores sudden shifts in opinion and loyalties – in other words, hypocrisy. But it's worth asking whether changes in allegiance during the lottery are conscious enough to be construed as hypocrisy: the ritual of the lottery appears to be so naturalized that the villagers can't think rationally or critically about what they are doing. It is only we, as outsiders, who can really confront the madness of this ritual. In fact, it's the earnestness of the villagers that's so particularly frightening. They really seem to have conviction that, because they all drew for it, they have the right to murder a member of their community. (For more on this deeply, profoundly disturbing point, check out our "Character Analysis" of the Delacroix Family.)

Theme of Family

"The Lottery" plays around with the concept of family in interesting ways. The thing is, each person in the lottery must draw by household, so this is the moment, each year, when belonging to a given family has the most socially recognized significance. In the midst of this collective ritual, though, it's during the lottery that the emotional bonds that connect mother to child, husband to wife, and friend to friend, become completely insignificant. Once the lottery has ended, family bonds reassert their importance, and the families who have lost members mourn them. So Jackson is clearly drawing a line between the social place of families (with their male heads of households and unfair distribution of luck) and the emotional importance of family ties, which is a private matter.

The Lottery Characters
The Boys (Bobby Martin, Dickie Delacroix, Harry and Bobby Jones)

Character Analysis

In a story this sparse, it's pretty striking how much the boys of the village tell us, not only about the nature of the lottery (consider that early, ominous pile of stones), but also about the raw feeling underlying this village ritual. 

Summer vacation has just begun, and "the feeling of liberty [sits] uneasily on most of [the village's children]... their talk [is] still of the classroom and the teacher, of books and reprimands" (2). So, there's liberty, the natural state of children – and then there's school, which reins in their behavior (i.e., those reprimands referenced by the narrator). On this fine June day, though, school's out and stones are in: we're leaving behind everything that school represents (e.g., civilization, law) to access that "liberty" that the boys in the story are beginning to enjoy so much.

What evidence do we have that the village boys are really getting into this village ritual? Well, there's the first sentence of the second paragraph: "The children assembled first, of course" (2). They're too excited to wait. What's more, Bobby Martin, Bobby and Harry Jones, and Dickie Delacroix have already begun collecting stones (for what purpose, we do not yet know). When they're called to order so that the fateful drawing can begin, the boys heed their parents reluctantly, "having to be called four or five times" (3). And that little scamp, Bobby Martin, "[runs], laughing, back to the pile of stones" (3). The boys get that the lottery's trappings of tradition – the black box, the strips of paper, all that bit – are a pretext for the really important part: the stoning.

That pile of stones right at the beginning reappears as Tess's fate is decided. Jackson explicitly connects the boys' behavior to the adults' murderous desires: "Although the villagers had forgotten the ritual and lost the original black box, they still remembered to use stones. The pile of stones the boys had made earlier was ready" (76).

There's a lot in this story about how tradition authorizes community violence, but Jackson's also throwing in her two cents about the essentially brutal nature of human beings. These kids embrace what their parents have to hide under a decorous lottery draw: they are looking forward to killing someone. Those rocks they collect stand as terrible proof that this group of regular children wants to murder someone "in time for lunch" (1). In fact, all of the villagers seem pretty eager, but the boys are the most forthright about it.

We also want to comment on why we're specifying "The Boys" and not "The Children"; after all, the girls are also gathering early for the event. But it's not the girls who are collecting stones. They are "[standing] aside, talking among themselves, looking over their shoulders" (2). 

Why does Jackson distinguish between boys and girls in their anticipation for the lottery? We think it has a lot to do with the fact that it's the men of the family who must draw the first lottery strips. According to ritual, it's the males of the village who bring their wives and children into the running for the lottery; they take the initial risk, and their sons seem to enjoy it the most. Jackson is playing on stereotypes of masculine violence – but she's also undercutting ideals of "feminine" peace with the brutal characters of Mrs. Hutchinson and Mrs. Delacroix. The men in the village aren't the only ones enthusiastically participating in this ritual murder.

Mr. (Joe) Summers

Character Analysis

Unlike many characters in "The Lottery," we find out a lot about Mr. Summers. He's married to "a scold" and has no children, so the villagers feel sorry for him – even though he runs a coal business and "[has] time and energy to devote to civic activities (like the square dances, the teen club, the Halloween program, and of course, the lottery)" (4). This tells you something about the priorities of the villagers: they appear to place more emphasis on a traditional family life than on the kind of worldly success that Mr. Summers has achieved.

Mr. Summers is quite the innovator: he wants to make a new black box because the old one is getting shabby (a suggestion the villagers don't take to: "no one liked to upset even as much tradition as was represented by the black box" [5]). He has had more success getting the villagers to use strips of paper instead of chips of wood when drawing for the lottery. He introduces this notion in the name of progress, pointing out that chips of wood may have been fine when the village was small, but now that the population is growing, they needed to use something that would fit more easily into the box. Mr. Summers is generally a wizard of efficiency: "he [seems] very proper and important as he [talks] interminably to Mr. Graves and the Martins" (8).

Mr. Summers is like the face of progress in the village; that association we talked about in the "Character Analysis" on "The Boys" between liberty and summer also works here with Mr. Summers (summer, Summers – get it?). Like the boys, Mr. Summers is filled with energy, but unlike the boys, he doesn't direct that enthusiasm to the root of the lottery, the stones. Instead, he works wholeheartedly to give the lottery a new face for the 20th century; he suggests strips of paper instead of chips of wood to save space, but what is paper except milled wood?

Mr. Summers cares about surface and not content. But behind all of his reforming – his call for a new box and paper instead of wood – there is always the silent truth of Mr. Graves (graves, Graves – get it?).

Mr. (Harry) Graves

Character Analysis

Mr. Summers may act like he's the Big Man of the Village, but he still has to be sworn in by the mysterious Mr. Graves. Mr. Graves is never described, and he never has a line of dialogue, which, in a short but dialogue-rich story, is like pointing a neon sign at him blazing the word "Symbol!" And really, Jackson's not going for subtle psychological realism, here: the man's name is Graves, people. There's a reason he's the ultimate authority in a murderous lottery: his name is where the "winners" of this ritual are going.

Mr. Graves is the postmaster of the village, a position that gives him enormous power, since he controls the town's communications with the outside world. Perhaps it is the importance of his work that makes him, literally, the support of the village's tradition. Consider that it is Mr. Graves who brings the three-legged stool to prop up the lottery's black box, and it is Mr. Graves who vests Mr. Summers with the right to conduct the lottery in the first place.

Since the only things we really know about Mr. Graves are his name and his job title (and that he's married, a seeming prerequisite for respect in this town), both must be important. It may be the job of postmaster that gives him power in the fictional life of the village, but it's definitely his ominous name that gives him symbolic power as a character in the story.

We think it's significant that Mr. Graves shows up with the stool to hold the black box, swears in Mr. Summers, and then recedes from the story, despite his apparent importance. While the nature of the lottery is left up in the air, all we see is Mr. Summers – the symbolic surface of the ritual – conducting the lottery like every other small-town event, like the square dances or teen groups. But when Mr. Graves does intrude into the narrative, his appearances accompany suspicious hints of the true nature of the lottery.

Remember that, when Mr. Graves comes forward to draw for his family (at the prompting of his wife; the position of women in this story is addressed in the "Symbols, Imagery, Allegory") we get an explicit intimation of unease: "all through the crowd there were men holding the small folded papers in their large hands, turning them over and over nervously" (28). Mr. Graves's draw prompts the narrator to zoom out and survey the fear of the village as a whole, foreshadowing the brutal nature of the lottery; after all, what's at stake in this lottery is the grave, the open secret of the lottery.

Even more ominous is Mr. Graves's appearance in the final paragraphs of the story. Just as we learn that the Hutchinsons have "won" a lottery that Tess Hutchinson really doesn't want, suddenly, there is Mr. Graves again, taking little Dave Hutchinson's paper from his clenched fist and opening it. Dave stares up at him "wonderingly" (69). It may be that this lottery will be Dave's first introduction to mortality, as he participates in the violent death of his mother. It seems only appropriate that it should be Graves who initiates him into the lottery's brutal lessons of life, death, and human nature. Or is it human nature? For more on the causality of the lottery, see "Symbols, Imagery, Allegory."

Old Man Warner

Character Analysis

So, Mr. Summers is the shiny surface of the lottery, Mr. Graves is its grim end, and the boys are the vicious, primitive spirit that drives its enjoyment. But obviously this story is about tradition in a big way, the tradition that "no one liked to upset" (5). Given how symbolic the other characters appear to be, there's got to be a guy who stands in for tradition, and Jackson doesn't disappoint: there's Old Man Warner. Heck, the man's called "Old Man"; Jackson is once again creating a figure who's not so much a real person as he is a stand-in for something else, in this case, those days gone by for which it's so easy to feel nostalgic. And, like Summers and Graves, we can't ignore the literal meaning of his last name: Warner, one who warns.

In the fifth paragraph, the narrator writes that "the black box now resting on the stool had been put into use even before Old Man Warner, the oldest man in town, was born" (5). In other words, Old Man Warner is a benchmark for tradition: if the box is older even than Warner, it (or at least, pieces of it) must date back to that hazy time when the lottery began.

As the oldest man in the village, Old Man Warner seems to take it upon himself to make sure that the village doesn't change. When he hears that other towns have given up the lottery entirely, he grumbles, "used to be a saying about 'Lottery in June, corn be heavy soon.' First thing you know, we'd all be eating stewed chickweed and acorns" (33). So, for Old Man Warner, the lottery is associated with agriculture and with plenty; it allows the community to guard against nameless, declining fortune. Old Man Warner is the one who comes the closest to stating a rationale for the lottery, which apparently has origins so old that even he can't say how it began; all he knows is that it is associated with abundance and with the cycle of the year.

This association of the lottery with nature is super-important, even beyond the hints it gives us about the history of this ritual. The thing is, we have no idea if what Old Man Warner's saying is anything close to true. But he ties nature to the lottery with complete ease; in other words, the tradition feels natural to the villagers. For the most part, they utterly fail to question the lottery because to do so would be like questioning why we live in communities with one another. It's that much a part of the yearly cycle of this village.

The antiquity of the ritual, its forgotten origins, and its ties (through Old Man Warner) with nature all point to a kind of mythic past for the ritual, before civilization. Without this ritual to guard the community, Old Man Warner fears scarcity of a specific kind: the village would go back to chickweed and acorns, the diet of a hunter-gatherer rather than a farmer. 

The lottery could be a means of regulating and rationalizing the savagery that the boys of the town bring so close to the surface. It is the relic of a human transition from savage to "civilized man" – but the only difference between the two is that the "civilized man" dresses up his murderous rage in a black box and strips of paper before he lets himself loose.

Old Man Warner's assertion that "It's not the way it used to be [...] People ain't the way they used to be" (69) implies that Old Man Warner likes to reminisce about the good old days. Whether people "ain't the way they used to be" may or may not be true; all that matters is that, as the voice of tradition, Old Man Warner is fulfilling his role as a stereotype of the crotchety old man, resentful of newfangled ways, the lack of discipline among young people (as represented by Nancy Hutchinson's friends speaking out of turn at the end of the lottery), and, especially, the reform-minded "young Joe Summers" (33).

Interestingly, Old Man Warner provides an explanation for the lottery that nobody listens to. His pronouncements about why the lottery can't end don't ever provoke comment from the other community members. Tradition works in this story as a force beyond reason. The village doesn't need to hear why they must keep holding the lottery; it's enough that they know they have to – and really, secretly, they kind of like it. For more on this, see our "Theme" on "Tradition and Customs."

Tess Hutchinson

Character Analysis

Mrs. Tess Hutchinson stands out right from the start: she arrives at the lottery late, having "clean forgot what day it was" (8). The town treats her tardiness lightly, but several people comment on it, "in voices just loud enough to be heard across the crowd" (9).

So Tess Hutchinson has already been marked by the collective as one who's not entirely part of the group; she's eager (maybe even too eager, for an adult) to be at the lottery, but she's not so big on observing the rules that the lottery (and tradition in general) seems to be all about reinforcing. Obviously, this refusal to adhere to the rules gets kind of thematized with her constant objections once Bill Hutchinson draws the marked strip of paper: she protests that Bill "didn't [have] time enough to take any paper he wanted" (46) and that it "wasn't fair" (this one she repeats a lot).

Beyond her rule breaking, there are further ways that Tess stands out. She seems really quite eager to join in the lottery. The narrator notes that "[the men] stood together, away from the pile of stones in the corner, and their jokes were quiet and they smiled rather than laughed" (3). Compare this relative solemnity (and promptness) with Tess Hutchinson, who "[comes] hurriedly along the path to the square" (8) and is reassured that she's "in time, though" (8). The other women wait and observe when their husbands draw; Tess says, "Get up there, Bill" (30). The people near her laugh, making her stand out once again.

Tess's eagerness to see the lottery through is only paralleled by her desperation to get out of it once it turns out to be her turn. She goes so far as to try to substitute her daughter and son-in-law for herself, yelling, "There's Don and Eva [...] Make them take their chance!" Her extreme moral compromise, as she tries to offer up her daughter for the slaughter instead of herself, underlines that this ritual has nothing to do with virtuous martyrdom; Tess is no saint. Her murder is exactly that: a vicious, group killing of a frightened, antiheroic woman.

In comparison to the heavily symbolic figures of Mr. Graves (Death), Mr. Summers (Progress), or Old Man Warner (Tradition), Tess is resolutely anti-symbolic. She's a woman in an apron with soapsuds on her hands, who cracks jokes and wants to join in her community – but, it turns out, they don't want her back. She's the sacrificial lamb for that year, an outsider that the village then violently excludes.

Adding insult to injury, Tess's own husband tells her to "shut up" (48) when she starts to contest his selection – as the head of the household, Bill is shamed by Tess's behavior. When the community as a whole repudiates her protests, telling her that "they all took the same chance" (47), Bill must join in the repudiation. One might speculate that he fears being tarred with the same brush, but we think it's something more disturbing than that: the tradition of the lottery appears so natural, so inevitable, to its participants that they cannot imagine protest; to do so seems like a sin against the institution of the lottery rather than the understandable pleas of a woman who doesn't want to die.

Mr. and Mrs. Adams

Character Analysis

Mr. Adams is the first person to draw in the lottery, which makes sense alphabetically – but we don't think we're stretching too far to say that it's also because he's the First Man. Yes, "The Lottery" is full of tiny little references to Christian tradition, which we'd be careless to overlook (check out the "Character Analysis" for the Delacroix Family and "The Stool" in "Symbols, Imagery, Allegory"). Remember that Adam (and Mrs. Adam, i.e., Eve) brings about the fall of mankind in the Biblical Genesis story.

Adam and Eve represent a bridge between that early state of grace and the later intrusion of knowledge. In this story, you can read the "early state of grace" as untrammeled human nature, which emerges in the text as the "liberty" of the boys in summer and the primitivism that Old Man Warner fears. The state of knowledge is seen in this story as civilization, and even Warner's vaunted agriculture (remember, one of the great draws of the Garden of Eden was that food grew in profusion without tending by human hands).

We don't want to get too highfalutin' about this, but it is interesting that it's the Adams family that brings up the entire relinquishment of the lottery. Perhaps this is a passing comment on the mythic role of Adam and Eve in advancing "civilization" – an act that has a somewhat ambiguous meaning in Jackson's work. On the one hand, the lottery is clearly hateful – Tess Hutchinson's family and neighbors come together to kill her with stones – but Jackson doesn't seem to have a very positive conception of human nature in its essential forms. Perhaps more "civilization" would just mean more hypocrisy, further disguising of the propensity of human beings to kill one another. For more on the nature of the lottery, check out "Symbols, Imagery, Allegory."

The Delacroix Family

Character Analysis

The Delacroix family is in the mix right from the start. There's Dickie Delacroix, who gathers his stones with the other boys, there's Mr. Delacroix drawing his strip of paper, there's Mrs. Delacroix, chatting happily with Mrs. Graves (ah ha, the return of the Graves family) and Mrs. Tess Hutchinson (Tess, don't trust her!) – and then there's Mrs. Delacroix picking up a stone so large she needs to use both hands to pick it up.

Let's start with the name, Delacroix. Critic Helen Nebeker has pointed out that "Delacroix" means "of-the-cross" in French. Nebeker draws particular attention to Jackson's elaboration that the villagers pronounce "Delacroix" (de-la-KWAH) as "Dellacroy." In other words, argues Nebeker, the villagers are perverting the cross, the big Christian symbol of martyrdom: far from being a willing sacrifice, the lottery makes an absolutely unwilling, hypocritical woman bear the burden of the community's ritual murder (source).

We find it striking that Mrs. Delacroix is the only person who speaks to the otherwise silent Mrs. Graves, wife of the even more silent postmaster. In retrospect (to be literal-minded), Mrs. Delacroix's friendly relationship with the Graves family foreshadows her willingness to kill Tess Hutchinson with a smile on her face. The lottery appears completely natural to her, so much so that it doesn't strike her as a contradiction to chat happily with Tess one minute and attack her the next.

Mrs. Delacroix's reversal is perhaps the most obvious example of the deadening effect that this tradition has had on the hearts and minds of the villagers; she seems so unconscious of her own inconsistency that it would be difficult to call her betrayal of Tess hypocrisy. It's not conscious enough to be hypocrisy – Mrs. Delacroix really seems incapable of seeing how vicious and inconsistent she is being. And that's possibly the most horrible thing about the ending of this story, that none of them know what evil they are doing.

The Watsons and the Dunbars

Character Analysis

The Watsons and the Dunbars are both intriguing because Jackson specifies that their family arrangements break the father-as-head-of-the-family-drawing-the-lottery-papers norm. Mrs. Dunbar must draw because her boy, Horace, is sixteen and too young. Where is her husband? Home with a broken leg – or is he? Critic Helen Nebeker claims that a child of the Dunbar family may have been killed at the lottery in the previous year or two, leaving the husband unwilling to observe another lottery (source). She cites as evidence the unusual attention that the crowd pays when Janey draws for her family: a woman watching says "Go on, Janey" and another says, "There she goes" (27).

Similarly, the Watson family appears to be missing its father: the Watson boy must draw for his mother. And when all of the strips have been drawn, the crowd wonders, "'Who is it?,' 'Who's got it?,' 'Is it the Dunbars?,' 'Is it the Watsons?'" Clearly, these families must be special for some reason – and it seems compelling to imagine that it's because they've lost one of their own to the lottery.

This is a fascinating proposition because, if we read the story this way, it demonstrates something extremely curious about this ritual. The notion of the lottery's natural, necessary conduct seems impossible for the villagers to argue with. They truly seem to believe, as they tell Tess Hutchinson, that the lottery's fair because they all take the same chance – as though the fact that they all draw strips of potentially fatal paper makes it right to kill one of their own every year. However, the ritual itself seems to be totally separate from the villagers' sympathy for the families in mourning. Family may lose meaning during the lottery, when children kill their mothers, husbands murder their wives, and fathers stone their sons. But after the lottery, family becomes meaningful again as the bond most important to these villagers. How do we explain this annual two hour disconnect?

While the lottery itself appears absolutely fair to the villagers, they recognize it as a tough stroke of luck for the victims being stoned: it sucks, but that's life. It's like the lottery is a natural disaster – a flood or an earthquake – rather than a man-made event; that's how powerful tradition is. The lottery seems about as much a matter of choice as a lightning strike; there's an inevitability to it that makes the villagers the executors, rather than the instigators, of this tradition. They really can't wrap their minds around the idea that they could just stop, of their own accord.

Mrs. Graves

Character Analysis

Mrs. Graves is the wife of Mr. Graves. She is a friend of both Mrs. Delacroix and Mrs. Hutchinson. She tells Tess frankly that the lottery is fair – after all, everyone took an equal chance.

Mr. (Bill) Hutchinson

Character Analysis

Bill Hutchinson is the husband of Tess Hutchinson. When she protests his selection in the lottery, he tells her to shut up. It is unclear why he does so – perhaps he believes in the lottery, or perhaps he doesn't want the family to be shamed in front of the entire village.

The Hutchinson Children

Character Analysis

The Hutchinson children are named Bill, Jr., Nancy, and Dave. Nancy has supporters in the crowd who openly express hope that she is not the one chosen.

Baxter Martin

Character Analysis

Baxter is the oldest son in the Martin family.

Mr. and Mrs. Martin

Character Analysis

Mr. and Mrs. Martin are the parents of Baxter and Bobby. They run the grocery store.

