
WEDNESDAY, OCTOBER 16 AT 3:00 PM    OR 
THURSDAY, OCTOBER 17 AT 6:30 PM 
DISCUSSION GUIDE: WE HAVE ALWAYS LIVED IN THE 
CASTLE 
By Shirley Jackson 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR 
Shirley Jackson was an influential American author. A popular writer in her time, her work has received 
increasing attention from literary critics in recent years. She has influenced such writers as Stephen King, 
Nigel Kneale, and Richard Matheson. 

She is best known for her dystopian short story, "The Lottery" (1948), which suggests there is a deeply 
unsettling underside to bucolic, smalltown America. In her critical biography of Shirley Jackson, Lenemaja 
Friedman notes that when Shirley Jackson's story "The Lottery" was published in the June 28, 1948, issue of 
The New Yorker, it received a response that "no New Yorker story had ever received." Hundreds of letters 
poured in that were characterized by, as Jackson put it, "bewilderment, speculation and old-fashioned 
abuse." 

Jackson's husband, the literary critic Stanley Edgar Hyman, wrote in his preface to a posthumous anthology 
of her work that "she consistently refused to be interviewed, to explain or promote her work in any fashion, 
or to take public stands and be the pundit of the Sunday supplements. She believed that her books would speak for her clearly enough 
over the years." Hyman insisted the darker aspects of Jackson's works were not, as some critics claimed, the product of "personal, even 
neurotic, fantasies", but that Jackson intended, as "a sensitive and faithful anatomy of our times, fitting symbols for our distressing world 
of the concentration camp and the Bomb", to mirror humanity's Cold War-era fears. Jackson may even have taken pleasure in the 
subversive impact of her work, as revealed by Hyman's statement that she "was always proud that the Union of South Africa banned The 
Lottery', and she felt that they at least understood the story". 

In 1965, Jackson died of heart failure in her sleep, at her home in North Bennington Vermont, at the age of 48. 

MAGAZINE STORIES ABOUT THE AUTHOR: 
“The Case for Shirley Jackson,” The New York Times, 9/30/16. https://www.nytimes.com/2016/10/02/books/review/shirley-jackson-ruth-
franklin.html 

“The Haunted Mind of Shirley Jackson,” The New Yorker, 10/10/2016. https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2016/10/17/the-haunted-
mind-of-shirley-jackson 

“The Novelist Disguised As a Housewife,” The Cut in New York Magazine, 2016. https://www.thecut.com/2016/09/shirley-jackson-rather-
haunted-life-c-v-r.html 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 
1. What does the opening paragraph tell you about Merricat? Is she a reliable narrator? How much of what she says is true?   
2. In the opening paragraph Mericat says she likes her “sister Constance and Richard Plantagenet and Amanita phalloides, the death 

cap mushroom.” Richard Plantagenet was the Duke of York who governed as Lord Protector during the insanity of Henry V. How 
does this fit in with the novel?   

3. Discuss the meaning of Constance's name in the story. Does she represent constancy? How so?   
4. What were the murdered members of the Blackwood family like? Why do you think they were murdered?   
5. Why do you think the townspeople disliked the Blackwood family so much? Do you think their feelings are justified in anyway? Do 

you think the villagers would behave differently toward the Blackwoods if they really knew them? Why or why not?   
6. Compare and contrast Mrs. Wright and Mrs. Clarke. What are their motivations for visiting Constance? Who is a more honest 

character?   
7. What are Charles's intentions when he comes to visit the Blackwoods. The author never tells us exactly, but what can you infer from 

his actions? In what way does he upset their lives?  
8. Discuss Uncle Julian's relationship with Charles Blackwood. How does the relationship change over the course of the story?   
9. What do you think Uncle Julian is writing about the murder?  
10. What roles do superstition and magic play in this novel?  
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11. What triggers the assault by the villagers on the Blackwood home? Why do they later bring gifts of food?  
12. What is your final impression of Merricat? Of Constance? How does this compare/contrast with your first impression of them?  
13. Social criticism whether overt or implicit is central to all of Shirley Jackson's works. What is Jackson saying about society in the novel? 

Do you agree or disagree with her? Does the fact that Jackson was agoraphobic show itself in her writings?  
14. Is this, in any sense, a realistic novel? Can you place it in any particular time or location? Does this story remind you of any real life 

events that have taken place?  
15. The book ends with Merricat saying, “we are so happy?” Is this ironic, or is it true?  
16. Did you enjoy the book? Why or why not? Would you recommend it to a fellow reader?  
17. If you could punch one characters in the face who would you choose? 


