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UNDERSTANDING THE HEART OF
A CLASSIC: WHAT WAS TO KILL A
MOCKINGBIRD ABOUT?

Harper Lee's To Kill a Mockingbird stands
as one of the most beloved and widely
studied novels in American literature.
First published in 1960, it won the
Pulitzer Prize and has since sold over 40
million copies worldwide. But for those

who have not yet read it, or for readers
looking to deepen their understanding,
the question remains: what was To Kill
a Mockingbird about?

At its simplest, the novel is a coming-of-
age story set in the fictional town of
Maycomb, Alabama, during the 1930s.
Yet reducing it to a mere plot summary
would do a disservice to the layers of
meaning within its pages. What To Kill
a Mockingbird is about extends far
beyond the courtroom drama that
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dominates its second half. It is a
profound meditation on racial injustice,
moral growth, empathy, and the loss of
innocence. It is a story that asks us to
climb into someone else's skin and walk
around in it, a lesson that remains as
urgent today as it was sixty years ago.

To truly grasp what the novel To Kill a
Mockingbird is about, we must
explore its characters, its setting, and
the powerful themes that Harper Lee
wove into every chapter. This article will
provide a comprehensive and naturally
flowing exploration of the novel,
ensuring you come away with a deep
and meaningful understanding of this
literary masterpiece.

THE WORLD OF MAYCOMB:

SETTING AND SOCIAL CONTEXT

Understanding what To Kill a
Mockingbird is about requires first
understanding where and when it takes
place. The novel is set in Maycomb, a
small, sleepy, and deeply segregated
town in the American South during the
Great Depression. The time period is
crucial. The 1930s were a time of
economic hardship for everyone, but the
racial hierarchy was rigidly enforced.
African Americans were second-class
citizens, subjected to Jim Crow laws that
mandated segregation and denied them
basic rights.

Harper Lee paints Maycomb as a town
with a "tired and old" feel, where
everyone knows everyone else's
business and tradition holds immense
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power. Into this quiet, insular world,
Harper Lee introduces a conflict that will
shatter the town's fragile peace. The
social structure of Maycomb is built on a
foundation of racial prejudice and class
distinction. The Finch family, headed by
the widowed lawyer Atticus Finch,
occupies a respected position. The
Cunninghams are poor but proud
farmers. The Ewells are considered
"white trash," living on the outskirts of
society. And the Black community,
centered around the First Purchase
African Methodist Episcopal Church, lives
in a world of enforced silence and
submission.

This meticulously drawn setting is not
merely a backdrop; it is an active force
in the story. The attitudes, laws, and
unspoken rules of Maycomb directly

shape every event. When we ask what
was To Kill a Mockingbird about, a
major part of the answer is that it is
about how a community's deeply
ingrained prejudices can corrupt justice
and crush the innocent.

THE CHARACTERS WHO CARRY
THE STORY

The novel is narrated by a young girl
named Jean Louise "Scout"” Finch ,
who looks back on the events of her
childhood. This narrative voice is one of
the novel's greatest strengths. Scout is
intelligent, curious, and fiercely honest,
but she is also naive. She reports the
world around her without fully
understanding the adult complexities of
racism and hypocrisy. This allows Harper
Lee to expose the contradictions of



Maycomb society with a powerful,
unsettling clarity.

Scout's father, Atticus Finch , is the
moral center of the novel. He is a
principled lawyer appointed to defend a
Black man, Tom Robinson, who has been
falsely accused of raping a white woman.
Atticus is the embodiment of integrity.
He knows he cannot win the case
because the jury will never believe a
Black man over a white woman, but he
takes the case anyway because his
conscience demands it. He teaches his
children, Scout and her older brother
Jem, that courage is not about wielding a
gun but about standing up for what is
right even when you know you will lose.

Other key characters include Jem Finch
, Scout's older brother, who moves from
childhood innocence to a more mature,

and at times bitter, understanding of the
world's injustices. Dill Harris is their
imaginative summer friend, based on
Harper Lee's own childhood friend,
Truman Capote. Then there is Boo
Radley , a reclusive neighbor who
becomes the subject of the children's
morbid fascination. And of course, Tom
Robinson , the kind and gentle man
whose fate becomes the central tragedy
of the novel.

Each character plays a distinct role in
answering what To Kill a Mockingbird
is about. Through their interactions,
Harper Lee explores the spectrum of
human behavior, from the venomous
racism of Bob Ewell to the quiet
goodness of characters like Miss Maudie
and Calpurnia, the Finch family's
housekeeper.
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A DETAILED LOOK AT THE PLOT

To answer what was To Kill a
Mockingbird about in terms of plot, we
can break the novel into two intertwining
storylines.

The World of
Childhood: Boo
Radley and the
Neighborhood

The first part of the novel focuses on
Scout, Jem, and Dill's childhood
adventures. They are obsessed with the
mysterious Boo Radley, who has not left

his house in years. The children create
wild stories about him, imagining him as
a monstrous figure. They dare each
other to touch his porch and try to lure
him out. This storyline is not just childish
fun; it is a crucial part of what the
story of To Kill a Mockingbird is
about.

The children are learning about fear,
prejudice, and the danger of judging
someone without knowing them. Their
view of Boo Radley is a small-scale
version of the town's view of Tom
Robinson: they judge him based on
rumor and fear, not on facts. As the
novel progresses, this parallel becomes
explicit. What To Kill a Mockingbird is
about is in large part learning to see
past appearances and understand the
humanity of those who are different from



The Trial of Tom
Robinson

The second storyline, which takes over
the novel, is the trial. Atticus Finch is
defending Tom Robinson, a Black man
accused of raping Mayella Ewell, a poor
white woman. The evidence clearly
points to Tom's innocence. Mayella was
beaten by someone who led with his left
hand, and Tom's left arm is crippled and
useless. The only possible assailant is
Bob Ewell, Mayella's father, who is left-
handed.

Despite the overwhelming evidence, the
all-white jury convicts Tom Robinson. He

is later killed while trying to escape
prison, shot seventeen times. This tragic
outcome is a brutal lesson for Scout and
Jem. They saw the world through their
father's eyes, believing that justice
would prevail. The guilty verdict shatters
their innocence and forces them to
confront the reality of systemic racism.

When we discuss what is To Kill a
Mockingbird about, the trial is often
the first thing that comes to mind. It is a
powerful and devastating critique of a
legal system that claims to be just but is
fundamentally corrupt when it comes to
race.

THE DEEPER MEANING: CORE
THEMES EXPLAINED

So, beyond the plot, what is the novel
To Kill a Mockingbird about on a
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deeper level? The book is a tapestry of
interwoven themes.

The Destruction
of Innocence

The title itself points to this theme. "It's
a sin to kill a mockingbird," Atticus tells
Scout. Mockingbirds are innocent
creatures who do nothing but sing for
our enjoyment. The novel identifies
several "mockingbirds": Tom Robinson,
who is a kind man who only tried to help
Mayella Ewell; Boo Radley, who protects
the children and is ultimately a gentle
soul; and even Scout and Jem, whose
childhood innocence is destroyed by the
cruelty they witness. What To Kill a
Mockingbird is about is the tragic and

senseless destruction of these innocent
beings by a prejudiced and cruel society.

Racial Injustice
and Moral
Courage

The trial of Tom Robinson is the clearest
expression of this theme. The novel does
not just show racism in the abstract; it
shows its ugly, personal consequences.
Atticus's decision to defend Tom is an
act of profound moral courage. He faces
scorn from his neighbors, threats of
violence, and the ridicule of his own
family. Yet he does not waver. This
theme is central to what To Kill a



Mockingbird teaches: that true
courage is doing the right thing even
when it is unpopular and even when you
know you will fail.

Empathy and
Perspective

One of Atticus's most famous lessons is:
"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." Throughout the
novel, Scout learns to apply this lesson.
She learns to see the world from the
perspective of the reclusive Boo Radley,
the impoverished Walter Cunningham,
and even the hateful Mrs. Dubose. What
the book To Kill a Mockingbird is

about is ultimately the struggle to see
the humanity in everyone, especially
those who are easiest to demonize.

The Coexistence
of Good and Evil

The novel does not present a simple
world of heroes and villains. Maycomb is
filled with good, kind people who also
participate in a racist system. Atticus is a
good father, but he is also a product of
his time. The novel explores how good
people can do terrible things when they
follow the crowd. It also shows that evil,
in the form of Bob Ewell, can be petty
and vindictive, while goodness, in the
form of Boo Radley, can be shy and
unseen. What To Kill a Mockingbird is
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about is the complex and uncomfortable
truth that good and evil exist side by
side in every community and in every
person.

SYMBOLISM THAT DEEPENS THE
MEANING

Harper Lee uses powerful symbols to
reinforce what To Kill a Mockingbird
is about.

e The Mockingbird: As discussed,
this is the central symbol of
innocence destroyed. Tom
Robinson and Boo Radley are the
primary mockingbirds of the novel.
e Boo Radley's Gifts: The small
gifts Boo leaves for the children in
the knothole of a tree are symbols
of his hidden kindness and his

desire for connection. When
Nathan Radley fills the knothole
with cement, it symbolizes the
willful blocking of communication
and the killing of innocence.

The Mad Dog: The scene where
Atticus shoots a rabid dog is a
powerful symbol. The dog
represents the racism that is
infecting Maycomb. Atticus, who is
known as a peaceful man, is the
only one who can stop it. This
shows that combating prejudice
requires decisive, courageous
action.

e Tim Johnson (the dog): The

dog's name itself is symbolic,
shared with a prominent local
family, suggesting that the

"madness" of racism is not an



intruder but something that has
come from within the town itself.

When analyzing what To Kill a
Mockingbird is about, paying
attention to these symbols reveals the
depth of Harper Lee's craft and the
layers of meaning she built into every

page.

THE LEGACY AND ENDURING
RELEVANCE

Since its publication, To Kill a
Mockingbird has been a staple of school
curricula and a touchstone of American

10

culture. But why does it endure? Why do
readers still ask what was To Kill a
Mockingbird about with such urgency?

The answer lies in its timelessness.
While the specific setting of Jim Crow
Alabama is historical, the issues the
novel addresses are not. Racial injustice,
economic inequality, the abuse of power,
and the challenge of raising children
with integrity in a flawed world are all
issues that remain deeply relevant
today. The novel has been adapted into
a classic 1962 film starring Gregory
Peck, which won three Academy Awards,
including Best Actor for

10

What Was The To Kill A Mockingbird About

2022-10-18



