
To Kill a Mockingbird

Harper Lee's classic novel explores racial injustice, moral growth, and the loss of 

innocence through the eyes of young Scout Finch in Depression-era Alabama. As her 

father Atticus defends a Black man falsely accused of rape, Scout and her brother Jem 

witness the prejudice and courage that define their community.



Harper Lee: A Brief Biography

• Born Nelle Harper Lee in 1926 in Monroeville, Alabama

• Studied law at University of Alabama but left to pursue writing

• Published To Kill a Mockingbird in 1960, winning the Pulitzer Prize in 1961

• Lived a private life in her hometown after success

• Controversial publication of Go Set a Watchman in 2015

• Died in 2016 at age 89, leaving behind a literary legacy centered on justice and morality



Historical Context

Set in the 1930s during the Great Depression, To Kill a Mockingbird reflects the racial 

tensions of the American South under Jim Crow laws. The Scottsboro Trials of 1931, 

where nine Black teenagers were falsely accused of raping two white women, likely 

inspired Tom Robinson's case. Despite overwhelming evidence of their innocence, five 

were convicted—mirroring the novel's portrayal of injustice. Lee wrote the book 

during the Civil Rights Movement of the 1950s, giving the story additional resonance 

as America confronted its history of racism. The novel captures a pivotal moment 

when traditional Southern values clashed with emerging calls for racial equality.



Plot Summary Timeline

1Scout's Early Years

Six-year-old Scout Finch lives with her brother Jem and widowed 
father Atticus in Maycomb, Alabama. They befriend Dill, who visits 

during summers, and become fascinated with their reclusive 
neighbor, Boo Radley.

2 School Experiences

Scout starts school and struggles with conformity. She learns 
about Maycomb's social hierarchy through interactions with the 

Cunninghams and Ewells. Atticus teaches her to consider others' 
perspectives.

3Atticus Takes Tom's Case

Atticus is appointed to defend Tom Robinson, a Black man 
accused of raping Mayella Ewell. The children face ridicule from 

townspeople, and Atticus faces a lynch mob that Scout 
unwittingly disperses.

4 The Trial

Despite Atticus proving Tom's physical inability to commit the 
crime and exposing the Ewells' lies, the all-white jury convicts 

Tom. The children witness firsthand the injustice of racial 
prejudice.

5Aftermath and Resolution

Tom is killed trying to escape prison. Bob Ewell, seeking revenge, 
attacks Scout and Jem on Halloween night. Boo Radley saves 

them by killing Ewell. Scout finally meets Boo and learns to see 
the world through his eyes.



Major Characters

Jean Louise "Scout" Finch

The novel's narrator and protagonist. A curious, intelligent 

tomboy who struggles with expectations of ladylike 

behavior while developing moral understanding through 
her experiences.

Atticus Finch

Scout's father, a respected lawyer and widower. He 

embodies moral integrity, defending Tom Robinson 

despite community backlash and teaching his children to 
fight prejudice with compassion.

Jeremy "Jem" Finch

Scout's older brother who matures significantly 

throughout the novel. His idealism is shattered by Tom's 

conviction, forcing him to confront the reality of injustice 
in his community.

Arthur "Boo" Radley

A reclusive neighbor shrouded in mystery and rumors. 
Though rarely seen, his acts of kindness toward the 

children reveal his gentle nature, culminating in his rescue 
of Scout and Jem.

Tom Robinson

A kind, hardworking Black man falsely accused of raping 
Mayella Ewell. His physical disability (a crippled left arm) 

makes the accusation implausible, yet he's convicted due 
to racial prejudice.

Bob Ewell

The antagonist who falsely accuses Tom Robinson and 
later seeks revenge against Atticus. Abusive and alcoholic, 

he represents the ugliest aspects of prejudice and poverty 
in Maycomb.



Minor Characters

Calpurnia

The Finches' Black cook who serves 
as a mother figure to Scout and Jem. 

She bridges the white and Black 
communities and teaches the 
children respect for all people.

Charles Baker "Dill" Harris

Scout and Jem's summer friend who 
sparks their curiosity about Boo 

Radley. His sensitivity to injustice 
represents childhood innocence 

confronting adult cruelty.

Miss Maudie Atkinson

The Finches' neighbor and friend 
who offers wisdom and perspective. 

She represents the moral 
conscience of Maycomb alongside 

Atticus.

Aunt Alexandra

Atticus's sister who moves in to 
provide feminine influence for 

Scout. She embodies traditional 
Southern values and class 

consciousness.

Mayella Ewell

Bob Ewell's abused daughter who 
falsely accuses Tom Robinson. Her 

loneliness and desperation reveal 
the complex intersection of race, 

class, and gender.

Judge Taylor

The fair-minded judge who appoints 
Atticus to defend Tom, subtly 

supporting justice despite 
community pressure.



Themes

Moral Growth and Loss of Innocence

Scout and Jem's journey from childhood 

innocence to moral awareness as they 

confront prejudice, injustice, and evil in their 

community. They learn that the world isn't 

simply divided into good and bad people.

Prejudice and Racism

The novel examines how racial prejudice 

distorts justice and humanity. Through Tom 

Robinson's trial, Lee shows how racism 

overrides evidence and reason in 1930s 

Alabama.

Courage and Moral Integrity

Atticus defines courage as "knowing you're 

licked before you begin but you begin 

anyway." Characters demonstrate moral 

courage by standing up for what's right 

despite opposition or certain failure.

Small Town Southern Life

Maycomb's close-knit community has both 

positive aspects (neighborliness) and 

negative ones (gossip, prejudice). The novel 

explores how social codes and traditions 

shape behavior and beliefs.



Symbols and Motifs

The Mockingbird

Represents innocence and harmlessness. 

Atticus tells his children it's a sin to kill a 

mockingbird because they "don't do one thing 

but make music for us to enjoy." Tom Robinson 

and Boo Radley are human "mockingbirds" 

destroyed or threatened by society's cruelty.

Geraniums and Camellias

Symbolize the redemptive qualities present 

even in unsympathetic characters. Mayella's 

geraniums and Mrs. Dubose's camellias 

represent their humanity despite their flaws, 

challenging Scout's black-and-white view of 

people.

The Radley House

Represents fear of the unknown and the 

dangers of superstition. As the children's 

understanding of Boo evolves, the house 

transforms from a place of terror to one of 

protection and kindness.



Key Chapter Analysis

Chapters 1-6: Childhood Innocence

These chapters establish Scout's innocent perspective and the children's fascination with Boo Radley. Their 
games and attempts to make Boo come out reveal their prejudice against those who are different. Atticus's 
first moral lesson appears when he tells Scout: "You never really understand a person until you consider 
things from his point of view... until you climb into his skin and walk around in it."

Theme Connection: Moral Growth and Loss of Innocence - The children's superstitions about Boo represent 
their undeveloped moral understanding.

Chapters 7-11: First Moral Lessons

Scout and Jem discover gifts in the knothole, suggesting Boo's kindness. Atticus shoots a rabid dog, revealing 
hidden courage. Mrs. Dubose teaches them about real courage as she battles morphine addiction. Atticus 
defines courage as "when you know you're licked before you begin but you begin anyway and you see it 
through no matter what."

Theme Connection: Courage and Moral Integrity - Atticus demonstrates that courage isn't about physical 
prowess but moral conviction.

Chapters 12-16: Growing Racial Tensions

Atticus defends Tom Robinson, facing community backlash. Scout and Jem visit Calpurnia's church, 
experiencing Black community life. Aunt Alexandra arrives with traditional views. A mob threatens Tom at 
jail, but Scout's innocent conversation with Mr. Cunningham diffuses the situation.

Theme Connection: Prejudice and Racism - The children begin to witness racial divisions and the courage 
required to stand against them.

Chapters 17-21: The Trial

The trial reveals the Ewells' lies and Tom's physical inability to commit the crime. Despite overwhelming 
evidence of innocence, the all-white jury convicts Tom. Jem's faith in justice is shattered, while the Black 
community honors Atticus's efforts by standing as he passes.

Theme Connection: Prejudice and Racism - The trial demonstrates how racial prejudice overrides evidence 
and reason.

Chapters 22-26: Aftermath

The community processes the verdict. Tom is killed attempting escape. Bob Ewell threatens Atticus and 
harasses Helen Robinson. Scout begins to understand the hypocrisy of her teacher who condemns Hitler's 
persecution of Jews while supporting discrimination against Black Americans.

Theme Connection: Small Town Southern Life - The aftermath reveals the complex social dynamics of 
Maycomb.

Chapters 27-31: Resolution

Bob Ewell attacks Scout and Jem on Halloween. Boo Radley saves them, killing Ewell. Sheriff Tate decides to 
report that Ewell fell on his knife to protect Boo. Scout finally meets Boo and walks him home, seeing the 
neighborhood from his perspective. She understands Atticus's lesson about walking in another's shoes.

Theme Connection: Moral Growth and Loss of Innocence - Scout's ability to see through Boo's eyes 
represents her moral maturation.



Significant Quotes

"You never really understand a person until you 

consider things from his point of view... until you 

climb into his skin and walk around in it."

Character: Atticus Finch

Theme: Moral Growth and Loss of Innocence

Analysis: This foundational quote encapsulates the novel's 
central moral lesson about empathy. Atticus teaches Scout 
to suspend judgment and try to understand others' 
perspectives, a lesson she ultimately applies to Boo 
Radley.

"Mockingbirds don't do one thing but make music for 

music for us to enjoy... That's why it's a sin to kill a 

kill a mockingbird."

Character: Miss Maudie (explaining Atticus's words)

Theme: Prejudice and Racism

Analysis: This quote introduces the novel's central 
metaphor. Mockingbirds represent innocent, vulnerable 
beings who do no harm but are still victimized—like Tom 
Robinson and Boo Radley.

"It's when you know you're licked before you begin 

but you begin anyway and you see it through no 

matter what."

Character: Atticus Finch

Theme: Courage and Moral Integrity

Analysis: Atticus redefines courage as moral perseverance 
rather than physical bravery. This philosophy guides his 
defense of Tom Robinson despite knowing he cannot win.

"The one thing that doesn't abide by majority rule is 

a person's conscience."

Character: Atticus Finch

Theme: Courage and Moral Integrity

Analysis: Atticus explains that moral decisions cannot be 
determined by popular opinion. This justifies his decision 
to defend Tom despite community opposition.

"They've done it before and they did it tonight and 

they'll do it again and when they do it—seems that 

only children weep."

Character: Atticus Finch

Theme: Moral Growth and Loss of Innocence

Analysis: After Tom's conviction, Atticus acknowledges the 
pattern of injustice while noting that adults have become 
desensitized to it. Only children, with their uncorrupted 
moral sense, recognize and mourn the injustice.

"Mr. Tate was right... it'd be sort of like shootin' a 

mockingbird, wouldn't it?"

Character: Scout Finch

Theme: Moral Growth and Loss of Innocence

Analysis: Scout's final application of the mockingbird 
metaphor to Boo Radley demonstrates her moral growth. 
She understands that exposing the reclusive Boo to public 
attention would harm someone who only did good.
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