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The Lottery is a short story that takes place in a small village consisting of three hundred people.  Every year on June 27, the villagers assemble to take part in a tradition.  The morning starts with young boys and girls gathering smooth stones and placing them in piles.  A representative from each family draws pieces of paper from a black box, and the family that is chosen draws again from amongst themselves.  The unfortunate “winner” of the lottery is then stoned to death from the entire village.  The author, Shirley Jackson, wrote The Lottery to highlight how following a tradition blindly could lead to the downfall of civility.
The intended audience is meant to be anyone integrated in any society, large or small.  For instance, “the lottery was conducted- as were the square dances, the teenage club, the Halloween program – by Mr. Summers, who had time and energy to devote to civic activities” (Jackson, "The lottery").  The town that conducts the ritual is organized.  The passage indicates that there is some degree of structure, sophistication, and cohabitation.  Her short story would not be applicable to a hermit or people living totally independent of one-another.  She writes how “the people of the village began to gather in the square, between the post office and the bank, around ten o’clock; in some towns there were so many people that the lottery took two days and had to be started on June 26th, but this village, where there were only about three hundred people, the lottery took only about two hours…” (Jackson, "The lottery").  The passage reiterates that the messages and themes are applicable to any and all people forming a society, regardless of size.  In this instance, the town is three-hundred, but in others, it is tens of thousands of people.    
Several themes are prevalent in The Lottery, among them are instances demonstrating the strong influences of tradition and the human capacity for violence.  Over the course of conducting the lottery, the townspeople gather while Mr. Summers and Mr. Graves bring out a black wooden box and stool.  When Mr. Summers and Mr. Graves arrived, “the villagers kept their distance, leaving a space between themselves and the stool, and when Mr. Summers said, “some of you fellows want to give me a hand” (Jackson, "The lottery")?  For the villages, the black box has become the physical embodiment of the barbaric ritual practiced.  Why should there be such hesitation to helping an old man to carry an old black box other than superstitious fear?  The black box that Mr. Summers carries is old, faded, and obviously aged.  Yet, the villagers refuse to make any changes or improvements, “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…..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 being done” (Jackson, "The lottery").  The description demonstrates how powerful an influence tradition can have.  The villagers describe the black box as old and in obvious need of improvement, yet talks of changing the box always cease.   During the ritual process, the Hutchinson family was selected for the barbaric practice.  There was a deep concern from the crowd because there was a chance the town will have to stone a child.  Shirly Jackson described their reaction when she said, “Mr. Graves opened the slip of paper and there was a general sigh through the crowd as he held it up and everyone could see that it was blank.  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” (Jackson, "The lottery").  The imagery portrayed in that scene is deeply disturbing.  Everyone watching the selection process was terrified of a child being chosen.  They were all willing to stone a little boy or girl for the sake of their tradition, even if they did not want to.  Lastly, towards the end of “The Lottery,” Mrs. Hutchinson has been chosen to be the person that the town will kill.  There is absolutely no remorse even among friends.  Ms. Jackson writes, “Mrs. Dunbar had small stones in both hands, and she said, grasping for breath.  “I can’t run at all.  You’ll have to go ahead and I’ll catch up with you”” (Jackson, "The lottery").  In the beginning of the short story, Mrs. Hutchinson and Mrs. Dunbar were seen talking and making jokes; one may have assumed they were friends.  However, the dark nature within humanity is strong enough to make Mrs. Dunbar forget her friendship, and crush a stone over her Mrs. Hutchinson.
The Lottery consists of content focused on describing what happens when a society follows a tradition without question.  For example, before the ceremony starts some of the villagers mention how a city in the north had decided to discontinue the lottery.  One of the older members of the village remarked, ““Pack of crazy fools,” he said.  “Listening to the young folks, nothing’s good enough for them.  Next thing you know, they’ll be wanting to go back living in caves, nobody work anymore, live that way for a while.  Used to be saying about ‘Lottery in June, corn be heavy soon.’  First thing you know, we’d all be eating stewed chickweed and acorns.  There’s always been a lottery”” (Jackson, "The lottery").  In many cultures, the youth are often the ones to prompt and encourage change, and the thought of discontinuing the lottery is shot down by Old Man Warner.  Old Man Warner utilizes several fallacies as reasons why not to discontinue the lottery.  It is ridiculous to believe that there is a causation between stoning a neighbor and living in caves or poor harvests.  Lastly, argues for maintaining the lottery because there has always been one. 
Shirley Jackson initially creates a positive mood for her story; however, the mood quickly changes to one that is uncomfortable and disturbing.  The author opens the passage with, “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” (Jackson, "The lottery"). She intentionally opens with such a beautiful scene to bring about a sense of joy which will make the ending that much more disturbing.  Young boys and girls are described as playing in a green field collecting smooth stones.  Their parents are also present talking amongst each-other and making jokes (Jackson, "The lottery").  Their interactions are again meant to create a pleasant and unassuming imagery.  By all accounts, it seems like a pleasant day.  A transition suddenly occurs when Mr. Summers and Mr. Graves arrive carrying a black box and stool.  Mr. Summer’s request for assistance with carrying the black box is met with fear and hesitation.  The villagers even make a conscious effort to create distance between them and the wooden, black box(Jackson, "The lottery").  The scene is in stark contrast to the green fields and blooming flowers that were described just moments ago.  It gives the reader a sense that something is not quite as it seems.  Something is off.  After all the villagers assemble, they begin their ritual by having heads of families pick pieces of paper out of the black box.  Bill Hutchinson had selected a piece of paper with coal marked on it.  His wife Theresa began shouting that her husband, “did not have enough time!” and that it was, “unfair” (Jackson, "The lottery").   Though there were earlier hints that there was something ominous about the black box, the reader now has a clearer sense of dread.  Upon reading the passage, one may even have a suspicion regarding what happens to the family that is unlucky enough to be selected.   After misfortune picked the Hutchinson family, each member draws amongst themselves.  Theresa Hutchinson is selected to be that year’s sacrifice.  Shirley Jackson describes the villagers descending upon her with stones. Even her husband, children, and friends participate (Jackson, "The lottery").  Theresa’s friends and neighbors easily murder her for the sake of tradition.  Ms. Jackson effectively makes the reader go through several moods starting with tranquility/peacefulness, uncertainty, and disgust.
Shirly Jackson utilizes a unique style, as The Lottery effectively utilizes irony and symbolism.   For instance, the two characters that are seen handling the black box involved in the ceremony are named Mr. Graves and Mr. Summer (Jackson, "The lottery").  The villager that dies in the ritual will soon be in a grave, and it is ironic how such a barbaric ritual would happen during summer.  While some of the villagers mention that some of the other towns discontinued performing the lottery, Old Man Warner remarked of how uncivilized it would be to such a thing.  He compared giving up the lotter to living in caves (Jackson, "The lottery).   Few people would agree with his comment that stoning a neighbor is civil.  Over the course of the story, the black box and the lottery both act as symbols (Jackson, "The lottery").  The black box can be thought of as the physical embodiment of the lottery; and the lottery can represent any tradition that is practiced without question.  The Lottery serves as a warning to question anything that does not make sense or could be harmful to others.  Lastly, the method of killing Mrs. Hutchinson itself may be symbolic (Jackson, "The lottery").  Mrs. Hutchinson was stoned to death every man, women, and child in the village.  They are all culpable and are all part of the problem, not just Mr. Graves and Mr. Summer.
The structure utilized is very simple in nature.  The Lottery follows a narrative and goes on chronological order detailing the events of June 27 in that small town.   For instance, Shirley Jackson begins her short story in the early morning on June 27.  She describes how the day starts with boys and girls collecting stones, to role call, the selection process, and finally the execution.  At one point, a character within the story even mentions that the day will end by mid-afternoon (Jackson, "The lottery").  The structure of the story is intentionally simple as it is a relatively small tool in the stories theme. Ms. Jackson relies on her style of writing along with the stories mood to get her purpose across.  
Following a tradition or rule because that is always how things have been done does not make it correct.  How many traditions are being followed today simply because that is how things have always been done?  How many people are negatively impacted as a direct consequence of following tradition?  Everything must be challenged.  Life and nature are about conflict, resolution, and constant improvement, and humans are no different.
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