Symbolism in TKAMB

The mockingbird image appears at least four times in the novel and underlies the two major themes.  The mockingbird is symbolic of the harmless, gentle people who are destroyed for no reason by those who are insensitive and often cruel.


The first reference occurs when Jem and Scout receive air rifles, but Atticus tells them it is a sin to kill a mockingbird.  The second reference takes place after Tom Robinson’s death.  Mr. Underwood, in an editorial, compares the shooting to the purposeless killing of song birds.  Here Tom is the mockingbird, a good, gentle man who is senselessly destroyed.


The third reference is brief, but important, as Jem and Scout pass the Radley place on the way to the Halloween pageant.  They hear a lone mockingbird singing in the oak tree.  The bird, symbolic of Boo Radley, gives of himself through his beautiful song, thus foreshadowing the actions of Boo Radley later that night in saving the children he loves.


The final reference occurs when Heck Tate suppresses facts that would be damaging to Boo Radley, knowing that public knowledge of the facts would destroy this gentle recluse.  Tate refuses to reveal the truth that it was Boo who killed Bob Ewell to save the children.  Although Tate’s action contradicts Atticus’s sense of truth, Atticus finally agrees and asks Scout if she understands.  Scout replies that telling the truth in this situation is similar to killing a mockingbird.


The Grey Ghost serves as a symbol in this novel.  Jem got this book from Dill when he was brave enough to touch the Radly house.  At the end of the novel, Atticus is reading from the book.  The book is symbolic of Boo Radley who , when he is finally seen by the children is (like the book) not frightening at at all.
Themes in TKAMB


One of the major themes in this novel is the need for human understanding.  Although the novel seems to deal mainly with the race issue, and could simply be treated as such, the presence of Boo Radley makes it apparent that the author’s plea for understanding extends to anyone who is different.


The second major theme is the need for conscience.  Harper Lee shows that those people with conscience and personal integrity are the ones with compassion towards their fellow man.  Atticus, the prime example, has this trait and it has become instilled in his children.  There are subdivisions of this theme which include maturation (the process of growing up), racial prejudice and discrimination against anyone who is different.


In the first eleven chapters we find many examples to illustrate the various themes.  The theme of differing approaches to education is highlighted by Scout’s experiences on the first day of school in chapters two-three.  Here the author makes fun of the new teaching theories used by Miss Caroline.  This theme also appears indirectly in Atticus’s attempts to teach Scout the importance of understanding another person’s point of view.


The theme of the individual and the community is highlighted by the class distinctions the children draw between the more cultured townspeople and the poorer, cruder country people represented by the Cunninghams and the Ewells.


The theme of coming of age (growing up) is highlighted by Jem’s appreciative gesture of writing a thank you note to Boo Radley and by the growing distance between Scout and Jem.


The meaning of courage is shown by Miss Maudie’s philosophical reaction to the loss of her home, by Atticus’s attitude toward his talent for marksmanship and by Mrs. Dubose’s struggle to conquer her morphine addiction.


Finally, the theme of prejudice is highlighted by the hostile attitude of the citizens of Maycomb toward Atticus because of his defense of Tom Robinson.
