

Lottery Analysis 1

Short Story Analysis: “The Lottery”

In writing about a short story it is useful to discover a theme to analyze. You can discover a theme by thinking about what the story is telling us about human behavior. One way to approach this is to ask some good questions about the story, characters, and the action, and try to answer them. For example:

Why are the people acting the way they do?


1. Why do they hold a lottery, and what is it for? 

Evidence: After finding that the lottery winner is stoned to death at the end of the story,  we remember that Old Man Warner states “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.”

Analysis: Old Man Warner’s saying suggests that the lottery is a ritual sacrifice to ensure a good harvest.

2. What is the people’s attitude towards the lottery?

Evidence: “They stood together, away from the pile of stones in the corner, and their jokes were quiet and they smiled rather than laughed.”

“The villagers kept their distance, leaving a space between themselves and the stool” which held the black box.

“The people had done it so many times that they only half listened to the directions: most of them were quiet, wetting their lips, not looking around.”

” A man disengaged himself from the crowd and came forward. "Hi. Steve," Mr. Summers said, and Mr. Adams said, "Hi. Joe." They grinned at one another humorlessly and nervously.”
“. . . he turned and went hastily back to his place in the crowd, where he stood a little apart from his family, not looking down at his hand.”
"Some places have already quit lotteries," Mrs. Adams said. 

"Nothing but trouble in that," Old Man Warner said stoutly. "Pack of young fools." 

"Nancy next," Mr. Summers said. Nancy was twelve, and her school friends breathed heavily as she went forward switching her skirt, and took a slip daintily from the box.”

“Although the villagers had forgotten the ritual and lost the original black box, they still remembered to use stones.”

Based on the quotes above, what would be your analysis?


3. What do they understand about their yearly ritual?
The original paraphernalia for the lottery had been lost long ago, and 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. Mr. Summers spoke frequently to the villagers about making a new box, but no one liked to upset even as much tradition as was represented by the black box. There was a story that the present box had been made with some pieces of the box that had preceded it, the one that had been constructed when the first people settled down to make a village here. Every year, after the lottery, Mr. Summers began talking again about a new box, but every year the subject was allowed to fade off without anything`s being done. The black box grew shabbier each year; by now it was no longer completely black but splintered badly along one side to show the original wood color, and in some places faded or stained. 

. . . at one time, some people remembered, there had been a recital of some sort, performed by the official of the lottery, a perfunctory. tuneless chant that had been rattled off duly each year; some people believed that the official of the lottery used to stand just so when he said or sang it, others believed that he was supposed to walk among the people, but years and years ago this part of the ritual had been allowed to lapse. There had been, also, a ritual salute, which the official of the lottery had had to use in addressing each person who came up to draw from the box, but this also had changed with time, until now it was felt necessary only for the official to speak to each person approaching.

What do the above passages tell us? Is this a highly cherished tradition? Is care taken to preserve the elements of this tradition? Why is there a suggestion of forgetfulness?


4. What effect does the lottery have on the people? Look at the following quotes and explain what they reveal about the relationships among these people.
"There`s Don and Eva," Mrs. Hutchinson yelled. "Make them take their chance!" "Daughters draw with their husbands` families, Tessie," Mr. Summers said gently. "You know that as well as anyone else." 

"It wasn`t fair," Tessie said. 

“ Nancy and Bill, Jr., opened theirs at the same time, and both beamed and laughed, turning around to the crowd and holding their slips of paper above their heads.”

“The children had stones already. And someone gave little Davy Hutchinson few pebbles.”

The Lottery as “civic activity”: ”The lottery was conducted--as were the square dances, the teen club, the Halloween program--by Mr. Summers, who had time and energy to devote to civic activities.”

Analysis: What kind of culture equates ritual human sacrifice with activities such as the teen club and square dances?

Here is a possible way to organize an essay on “The Lottery” after you have written down  a lot of ideas about the story:
Intro: Describe briefly the general situation in the town, as you see it. Give a clear description of what the lottery is, and end with a statement of your thesis.

Body paragraph:  What is the people’s attitude towards the lottery?

Show the evidence through quotes from the story and analyze what they mean to you.

Body paragraph: What do they understand about their yearly ritual?

Show evidence through quotes from the story and analyze what they mean to you.

Body paragraph: What effect does the lottery have on the people?

Show evidence through quotes from the story and analyze what they mean to you.


Some results of this practice on the people:



--people seem to become insensitive to the death of others


--loosens family bonds (discuss Tessie’s attempt to include Don and Eva in the 
family lottery, and Nancy and Bill’s reaction to their not being chosen


--teaches a selfish moral principle: every man for himself (I am not my brother’s 
keeper)

--teaches children to kill (little Davy is given stones at the end), again making 
them insensitive to the death of others
Conclusion:  Shirley Jackson’s story shows the danger of unexamined belief:



--the ritual is maintained because of fear of change



--the result is a morally degenerated society where the bonds between 


people are only superficially maintained.
