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Unexamined Tradition


“The Lottery” by Shirley Jackson is a deceptively simple story about a small town community that holds an annual lottery.  Naturally, what makes the plot less simple is the way the story ends with one of the townspeople being stoned as a result of “winning” the lottery.  A deeper look at the story reveals that the story is about tradition.  Although tradition is often considered to be something positive, in “The Lottery,” tradition is something undesirable and even deadly.  Jackson uses imagery and symbolism to show that unquestioning adherence to tradition can be dangerous.

The black box, perhaps the most ominous of Jackson’s symbols, reveals the villagers’ unquestioning attitude towards the tradition of the lottery.  She describes the box as “growing shabbier every year” (565), showing that many years has passed since the lottery’s initiation.  The box is also “splintered badly along one side to show the original wood color, and in some places faded or stained” (566).  By describing the box’s growing decrepitude, Jackson is using the box to symbolize how the original tradition has lost its original meaning over the years and yet how this tradition is still not questioned.  The use of the word “stained” also implies that the tradition is more than simply old but also that its integrity has been compromised.  Even though Mr. Summers, the villager responsible for conducting the lottery, often suggests having a new box, “no one liked to upset even as much tradition as was represented by the black box” (565).  This shows that the box, falling apart and damaged like the tradition itself, still is supported by the villagers, who do not want to change or challenge the tradition of the lottery.

What change there is to the lottery seems to be minimal, and Jackson uses the slips of paper to symbolize that change itself without serious critical thinking is just as damaging as no change at all.
The change from the chips of wood to paper seems to be a mere matter of convenience: “Chips of wood, Mr. Summers had argued, had been all very well when the village was tiny, but now that the population was more than three hundred and likely to keep on growing, it was necessary to use something that would fit more easily into the black box” (566).  Nothing significant in the tradition itself has been changed, so when Mrs. Hutchinson “snatched a paper out and held it behind her,” (572), that paper with a “black spot on it” (572) seals her fate as much as a chip of wood would have done.  The fact that she draws a slip of paper with a black spot out of the lottery box instead of a wood chip makes no material difference.  Either way, the tradition dictates that she be stoned to death.  In this way, Jackson implies that tradition itself must be questioned rather than the mere surface trappings of tradition.
Another crucial symbol is the stones that end Mrs. Hutchinson’s life.  The initial innocuous imagery of the stones contrasted with their violent significance at the end represent just how deeply ingrained traditions can become ingrained into a community so that even the most horrific traditions are calmly accepted.  At first, Jackson depicts the gathering of stones as a harmless children’s activity: “Bobby Martin had already stuffed his pockets full of stones, and the other boys soon followed his example, selecting the smoothest and roundest stones” (564).  There is nothing in this scene to suggest the deadly purpose of the stones.  Instead, the children gather stones as if it were a game, and even the choices they make in “selecting the smoothest and roundest stones” make the stones seem aesthetically pleasing as if they are meant for some innocent amusement.  Throughout the story, the image of “the pile of stones in the corner” (564) remains in the background while the “women greeted one another and exchanged bits of gossip” (565) and the villagers prepare for the lottery in the following ways: “There were the lists to make up—of heads of families […] There was the proper swearing-in of Mr. Summers […] a perfunctory, tuneless chant (566).  In other words, village life continues normally, and what attention is given to the lottery is given to the formalities of the lottery while the deadliest aspect of the lottery, the stones, is all but ignored, placed in a “corner” and left to the children to prepare.  The stones are an omnipresent symbol but are not challenged, just like tradition itself is pervasive but not necessarily noticed, even when it is clearly, and in this case, literally deadly.
The central symbol of the lottery box, the minor detail of the slips of paper, and the deceptively innocuous imagery of the stones all serve to show that tradition for the sake of tradition can have horrific consequences.  Tessie Hutchinson dies for no reason but that it is tradition for someone to die every year, and Jackson deliberately gives us no reason as to how this tradition came about or why it is necessary to maintain this tradition.  Instead, she gives us symbols that reveal the deadly and insidious nature of unexamined tradition.  In this way, Jackson uses symbolism to imply that tradition must be questioned in a real and substantive way.
