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The Quiet Power of Silence in Shirley Jackson’s The Lottery 

Most people remember Shirley Jackson’s The Lottery for its shocking ending, a quiet village 

suddenly turning on one of its own. But what stands out to me is not just the violence. It’s the 

silence wrapped around it. Jackson does not fill her story with screams or speeches. She fills it 

with pauses, with things left unsaid, with people choosing not to ask questions. That silence 

becomes the most unsettling part of the story, because it shows how ordinary people can let 

cruelty thrive. 

On the surface, the plot is simple: once a year, the town holds a lottery and stones one person to 

death. But look closer, and the silence tells a bigger story. Nobody ever explains why the lottery 

happens. Nobody dares challenge it. Even as the event begins, people chat about planting, 

chores, and small-town gossip. By skipping over the reasons and focusing on the ordinary, 

Jackson uses silence to show how violence can hide in the middle of everyday life. 

The silence also builds tension. Think about the moment when Tessie Hutchinson cries out, “It is 

not fair.” The villagers do not respond with arguments or justifications. They do not try to 

explain or comfort. They just move forward with the ritual. That quiet says more than any 

dialogue could. It tells us that this tradition does not survive because people truly believe in it. It 

survives because nobody speaks against it. Silence becomes a kind of glue, holding the ritual 

together. 

Jackson was writing in 1948, just after World War II, when the world was still coming to terms 

with the horrors of violence carried out under the banner of tradition and conformity. Her story 

suggests something bigger than this fictional lottery: that silence often protects injustice. It’s easy 
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to picture the lottery as an old-fashioned ritual with no connection to today, but it still hits close 

to home. In real life, discrimination, abuse, and harmful systems often continue not because 

people support them loudly, but because most people remain quiet. 

What makes Jackson’s use of silence so powerful is that it forces the reader to fill in the gaps. By 

not describing the stoning in detail, she pushes us to imagine it ourselves, and that’s often worse 

than anything she could have written on the page. It’s a reminder for anyone writing a critical 

analysis essay: sometimes the most important part of a story is what is not said. The pauses, the 

missing explanations, the uncomfortable silences all shape meaning just as much as the words. 

In the end, The Lottery is about more than one community’s brutal tradition. It’s about how 

silence allows violence to continue. Jackson shows us that silence is not empty. It’s a choice, and 

often a dangerous one. Reading her story makes you wonder: in our own lives, where do we let 

silence do the talking? And what does that silence allow to survive? 
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