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The Lottery by Shirley Jackson:
Middlebury College and its Lasting
Impact

Shirley Jackson's chilling short story, "The Lottery," first published in *The New Yorker*
in 1948, continues to resonate with readers and scholars alike. Its shocking conclusion
and exploration of blind adherence to tradition have cemented its place in the literary
canon, and its connection to Jackson's time at Middlebury College adds another layer of
intriguing context. This article delves into the story's enduring power, its thematic
resonance, Jackson's biographical background, its reception at Middlebury College, and
its continued relevance in contemporary society.

The Story and its Themes: A Synopsis and Critical
Analysis

"The Lottery," a deceptively simple narrative set in a seemingly idyllic small town, details
the annual ritualistic stoning of a community member. The story unfolds with a deceptive
normalcy, highlighting the mundane details of a summer day before culminating in the
brutal and unexpected climax. This jarring contrast between the ordinary and the horrific
is a key element of the story's effectiveness. The narrative’s power lies in its exploration
of several crucial themes:

e Blind Conformity: The villagers unquestioningly participate in the lottery,
demonstrating a disturbing willingness to adhere to tradition, even when it results
in violence and injustice. This highlights the dangers of unquestioning obedience
and the suppression of individual conscience.

e The Dangers of Tradition: The story critiques the uncritical acceptance of
inherited traditions, suggesting that blindly following customs without questioning
their origins or morality can lead to devastating consequences. The lack of any
clear reason or explanation for the lottery emphasizes this point.

* Social Commentary: Jackson cleverly uses the lottery as a metaphor for societal
evils, including prejudice, scapegoating, and the dehumanization of the other. The
story subtly critiques conformity and the dangers of groupthink.
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e The Power of Language: The subtle language used by Jackson throughout the
story, juxtaposed with the brutal climax, contributes to its shocking effect. The
seeming ordinariness of the events enhances the horror of the final act.

Shirley Jackson's Life and Middlebury College
Connection

Shirley Jackson's personal life and academic experiences at Syracuse University and
Bennington College significantly informed her writing. Although she did not attend
Middlebury College, the story's themes of conformity and tradition resonate with the
culture of small towns and communities which often bear a likeness to a college town's
dynamic. Her experiences of fitting in as a student undoubtedly contributed to her
understanding of social dynamics and the pressure to conform. This context helps explain
the story's powerful critique of blind adherence to societal norms. The setting of a
seemingly quaint town mirrors many small communities, creating an effective backdrop
for the story's unsettling events. The story’s ambiguity allows readers to draw parallels
with their own experiences in various social settings, regardless of familiarity with
Middlebury College specifically.

The Reception and Legacy of "The Lottery"

Upon its publication, "The Lottery" sparked a wave of controversy and intense reader
reaction. Many were shocked and disturbed by the story's violent ending and its
unsettling exploration of human nature. The story quickly became a staple of literature
classes, sparking countless critical essays and analyses. Its lasting impact stems from its
ability to provoke thought and discussion on fundamental themes of human behavior and
the dangers of societal conformity. The story's enduring popularity reflects its timeless
relevance in a world where blind adherence to traditions and groupthink remain
significant concerns.

“The Lottery" in Contemporary Society and Education

"The Lottery" remains a highly relevant text in contemporary society. Its themes resonate
strongly in a world grappling with issues of social injustice, prejudice, and the dangers of
unchecked authority. In educational settings, "The Lottery" is used widely in literature,
sociology, and even psychology classes to examine themes of conformity, social dynamics,
and the power of tradition. The story serves as a powerful tool for critical thinking and
analysis, prompting students to question societal norms and the importance of individual
conscience. Many educators utilize the story to facilitate discussions about ethical
decision-making and the potential for societal structures to lead to atrocities.
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Conclusion: The Enduring Power of a Short Story

Shirley Jackson's "The Lottery" continues to haunt and challenge readers decades after its
publication. Its unsettling exploration of human nature and the dangers of blind
conformity remains chillingly relevant. While there's no direct link to Middlebury College
in the story's narrative, the story's exploration of small-town dynamics, and the pressures
of conformity within a community, provides ample opportunity for discussion of similar
dynamics in academic and social settings. The story's legacy is one of prompting critical
thought, encouraging readers to question the systems and traditions around them, and to
foster a spirit of critical engagement with the world.

FAQ

Q1: What is the main message or moral of "The Lottery"?

Al: The main message is complex and multifaceted. It explores the dangers of
unquestioning conformity, the destructive potential of blindly following traditions, and the
ease with which individuals can participate in brutality when encouraged by societal
norms. It serves as a cautionary tale against the suppression of individuality and critical
thinking.

Q2: Why did "The Lottery" cause such a strong reaction when it was published?

A2: The story's unexpected and violent ending shocked many readers. Its themes of
societal violence and the acceptance of barbarity challenged prevailing sensibilities. The
juxtaposition of a seemingly ordinary setting with an horrific event created a powerful
and unsettling effect.

Q3: How is "The Lottery" used in educational settings?

A3: "The Lottery" serves as a springboard for discussions on various themes, including
conformity, tradition, social psychology, the power of language, and critical thinking. It
facilitates analysis of literary techniques and encourages students to question societal
norms and their own biases.

Q4: Is the setting of "The Lottery" significant to its meaning?

A4: The seemingly idyllic small-town setting is crucial. It contrasts sharply with the
story's brutal conclusion, highlighting the potential for violence to exist within seemingly
ordinary communities. The familiarity of the setting makes the horror more impactful.

Q5: What are some common interpretations of the lottery itself?

A5: The lottery can be interpreted as a ritualistic sacrifice, a metaphor for scapegoating,
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a representation of blind adherence to tradition, or even a critique of societal structures
that perpetuate injustice. The ambiguity of the story allows for multiple interpretations.

Q6: How does the story’s use of language contribute to its effect?

A6: Jackson employs deceptively simple language, creating a sense of normalcy that
intensifies the shock of the climax. The casual tone employed during the seemingly
mundane events serves to amplify the horror of the story's conclusion.

Q7: Are there any contemporary parallels to the themes explored in "The
Lottery"?

A7: The themes of conformity, blind obedience, and the suppression of dissent are highly
relevant in contemporary society. Many parallels can be drawn to issues of social
injustice, prejudice, and the abuse of power.

Q8: What are some other works by Shirley Jackson that explore similar themes?

A8: Many of Shirley Jackson's works explore themes of psychological tension, societal
pressures, and the darker aspects of human nature. "We Have Always Lived in the Castle"
and "The Haunting of Hill House" are notable examples, both dealing with isolation,
conformity, and the unsettling power of the past.

The Lottery: Shirley Jackson, Middlebury College, and the Enduring Power of Dread

Shirley Jackson's "The Lottery," a concise story published in 1948, remains a chilling
exemplar of American literature. Its shocking conclusion, a stark portrait of ritualistic
violence, continues to engage readers and ignite intense debate. This enduring effect is
amplified by Jackson's own link to Middlebury College, where she spent significant
segments of her life and where her work continues to be studied and analyzed. This
article will examine the story’s topics, its writing style, its enduring relevance, and its
heritage within the context of Jackson's life and Middlebury College's literary heritage.

The story's plain setting - a seemingly peaceful small town on a summer day -
immediately establishes a sense of unease. The seemingly commonplace details of village
life, the relaxed conversations, and the children's innocent interactions, create a stark
contrast with the violent reality that unfolds. This comparison is a key element of
Jackson's masterful technique, heightening the story's influence and leaving the reader in
a state of horror.

The lottery itself, a yearly ritual, is presented as a ordinary event. The villagers take part
without question, showing a disturbing level of conformity. The story's plot slowly unfolds
the terrifying truth - the "winner" of the lottery is stoned to demise. This act of extreme
violence, presented without emotion, exposes the depths of human nature and the risk of
blindly following custom.
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Jackson's writing style is remarkably effective in conveying the story's terrifying message.
Her use of simple language and unbiased narration prevents any emotional manipulation
of the reader. Instead, the story's horror stems from the plausible depiction of the
villagers' actions and their apparent indifference to the brutality of the ritual. This lack of
overt sentimental commentary forces the reader to confront the story's implications
directly and to reflect on their own values and beliefs.

The relationship between Shirley Jackson and Middlebury College adds another layer to

the story’s significance. Jackson's period at Middlebury, both as a student and later as a

writer connected to the college, provides a background for understanding her work. The
college's literary tradition continues to celebrate her achievements and to foster a active
literary community. Students at Middlebury continue to study and analyze "The Lottery,"
investigating its themes in relation to broader issues of compliance, brutality, and social
critique.

The story's enduring significance lies in its ability to explore timeless motifs of human
nature and social dynamics. The story serves as a cautionary tale about the dangers of
unquestioning obedience, the possibility for violence within seemingly ordinary
communities, and the importance of critical thinking. It's a story that continues to
reverberate with readers because it questions our presumptions about society, tradition,
and the human capacity for both good and wickedness.

In summary, Shirley Jackson's "The Lottery" remains a powerful and chilling creation of
literature. Its effect is amplified by Jackson's association with Middlebury College, where
her legacy continues to be celebrated and studied. The story's unassuming yet disturbing
narrative, combined with Jackson's masterful writing style, ensures its continuing
significance in the twenty-first century. It stands as a severe reminder of the perils of
blind conformity and the enduring strength of human cruelty.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs)
Q1: What is the main theme of "The Lottery"?

Al: The main theme revolves around the dangers of blind adherence to tradition and the
potential for brutality within seemingly ordinary communities. It explores the conflict
between individual conscience and societal pressure.

Q2: What is the significance of the setting in "The Lottery"?

A2: The seemingly idyllic setting creates a stark contrast with the horrific events,
highlighting the deceptive nature of appearances and the potential for violence to exist
even in the most seemingly peaceful places.

Q3: Why is "The Lottery" still relevant today?
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A3: The story's exploration of conformity, blind obedience, and the capacity for violence
continues to resonate with contemporary readers, reminding us of the importance of
critical thinking and questioning societal norms.

Q4: What is Middlebury College's connection to Shirley Jackson and "The
Lottery"?

A4: Middlebury College has a strong connection to Shirley Jackson's life and work. She
spent significant time there, and the college continues to study and celebrate her literary
contributions, including "The Lottery."
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