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ABSTRACT 

 

This review article examines Harper Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird, published in 1960, and considers how 

the novel explores themes of racism, moral growth, and empathy in the American South during the 

1930s. Using existing research and a thematic approach, the article demonstrates how Lee reveals deep-

rooted racial injustice and social divisions in Maycomb, Alabama. The wrongful conviction of Tom 

Robinson, a Black man, emphasises the effects of prejudice and the shortcomings of the legal system. 

Through characters such as Atticus Finch and his children, the novel promotes kindness, integrity, and 

the courage to stand up for what is right, even in the face of hostility from the community. The motif of 

the mockingbird represents innocence hurt by injustice and prejudice. The article also discusses why the 

novel remains significant today, particularly in conversations about justice and equality. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

Harper Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird, first published in 1960, is a landmark work of modern 

American literature, celebrated for its examination of racial injustice, moral growth, and empathy. Set in 

the fictional town of Maycomb, Alabama, during the 1930s, the novel is narrated through the eyes of 

Scout Finch, a young girl whose father, Atticus Finch, defends Tom Robinson, a Black man wrongly 

accused of assaulting a white woman. By telling the story from a child’s point of view, Lee reveals the 

deep-rooted prejudices and social hierarchies of the American South, using Scout’s innocence to 

highlight the irrationality of racial and class discrimination. 
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Combining elements of a coming-of-age story with a sharp critique of societal norms, the 

novel balances warmth and humour with an honest portrayal of injustice. At its core are the symbolic 

mockingbird, which represents innocence lost to prejudice, and Atticus Finch’s steadfast moral courage, 

advocating for compassion and integrity. This review will explore the novel’s thematic depth, its 

depiction of character development, and its lasting significance in contemporary debates on equality and 

moral responsibility. 

 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

 

Scholars have approached To Kill a Mockingbird from a variety of perspectives, with much 

attention given to its examination of institutional racism, particularly as depicted in the trial of Tom 

Robinson, a narrative that echoes real-life cases such as the Scottsboro Boys trial. Many literary critics 

highlight the symbolic role of the mockingbird, which represents innocence destroyed by cruelty or 

prejudice, a motif embodied by characters like Tom Robinson and Boo Radley. The novel’s use of 

Scout’s youthful narration is frequently commended for its ability to contrast childlike innocence with 

the harsh realities of adult society, thereby enhancing the emotional impact of the story. More recent 

scholarship has also questioned the portrayal of Atticus Finch, with some suggesting he fits the mould of 

a “white saviour”, which has sparked debate about the limitations of the novel’s approach to racial 

issues. Overall, the body of literature acknowledges the novel’s significant place in American literature 

and its continued relevance in discussions of race, justice, and morality, noting its effectiveness in using 

narrative perspective, symbolism, and characterisation to address complex social themes. 

 

DISCUSSION ON THEMES 

 

1. Racial Injustice and Prejudice 
 

A central theme in To Kill a Mockingbird is the widespread racial injustice present in 

Maycomb. The trial of Tom Robinson, a Black man wrongly accused of assault, exposes the deep-rooted 

racism within both the legal system and the wider community. Despite strong evidence proving Tom’s 

innocence, the all-white jury still finds him guilty, highlighting the powerful and destructive nature of 

racial prejudice. Atticus Finch’s decision to defend Tom stands as a clear call for fairness and integrity in 

the face of such bias. 
 

2. Loss of Innocence 
 

The novel also traces the loss of innocence, particularly through the experiences of Scout and 

Jem. As they witness the unfairness of Tom Robinson’s trial and its aftermath, they are forced to 

confront the harsh realities of their society, moving from childhood innocence to a more mature 

understanding of the world’s injustices. The mockingbird serves as a symbol of innocence, with both 

Tom Robinson and Boo Radley representing those who are good but suffer because of the cruelty of 

others. 
 

3. Empathy and Moral Courage 
 

Atticus Finch’s lessons on empathy, encouraging his children to “walk in someone else’s 

shoes”, form the moral backbone of the story. His willingness to defend Tom Robinson, despite knowing 

it will bring criticism and isolation, demonstrates true moral courage. The novel suggests that empathy 

is essential for overcoming prejudice and achieving justice. 
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4. Symbolism of the Mockingbird 
 

The title itself is symbolic, with the mockingbird representing innocence that should not be 

harmed. Both Tom Robinson and Boo Radley are depicted as “mockingbirds”, individuals who do no 

harm but are nonetheless victimised by society’s cruelty and misunderstanding. 
 

5. Social Class and Gender Roles 
 

The novel also critiques the rigid social structure and expectations around gender in the Deep 

South. The Finch family’s relatively privileged position is contrasted with the poverty and 

marginalisation faced by families like the Ewells, drawing attention to how race, class, and gender 

intersect to shape people’s lives and opportunities. 
 

Inferences 
 

From the analysis of its themes, it is evident that To Kill a Mockingbird strongly condemns 

racial and social injustice, while also highlighting the importance of empathy and moral integrity in 

bringing about positive change. The novel shows how prejudice harms both individuals and the wider 

community, and how innocence can easily be lost in an imperfect society. The development of Scout and 

Jem illustrates how education and exposure to different viewpoints are vital for building social 

awareness. The lasting popularity of the novel reflects its universal messages about human dignity and 

the ongoing struggle for justice. 
 

CONCLUSION 
 

To Kill a Mockingbird remains a vital exploration of racial injustice, moral growth, and 

empathy, offering enduring insights into societal prejudice and ethical responsibility. By framing its 

critique of systemic racism through the trial of Tom Robinson and the symbolic mockingbird motif, the 

novel underscores the destructive impact of bias and the necessity of moral courage. Scout’s coming-of-

age narrative highlights the role of education and perspective in challenging ingrained prejudices. The 

novel’s continued relevance lies in its universal call for compassion and justice, serving as a critical lens 

for examining both historical and contemporary struggles against inequality. Future research could 

further explore its intersections with modern social justice movements or evolving interpretations of its 

themes.  
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