
Racism in To Kill A Mockingbird 

 

Maycomb County is a microcosm of the Deep South of America. It is emblematic of the prejudice, racial 

injustice, narrow-mindedness, and Great Depression devastation that was present under the Jim Crow era. In 

this novel, Harper Lee projects racism and details how it ruins social harmony. In addition, Lee utilises the case 

of Tom Robinson to illustrate the characters who fight against bigotry, namely Atticus. Throughout the novel, 

we see Atticus’ attempts for justice and how he puts his morals higher than his reputation in the white 

community.   

 

A real life example of this in the Deep South would be when Homer Adolph Plessy bought a train ticket from 

New Orleans in 1892 and sat in the whites - only car. However, because he was 1/8 African, he was arrested 

and jailed. This clearly demonstrates how the majority of the white community view Negro blood almost like a 

disease, infecting their humanity. 

 

FOCUS KEY IDEAS CONTEXT EVIDENCE ANALYSIS 

Maycomb 

However, this is very ironic as it is “Maycomb’s usual disease” that is the root cause of this.  

Disease  
“Maycomb’s 
usual disease” 

Noun “disease” refers to the 
hatred and racism which 
continues to spread due to the 
town’s homogenous tribe 
mentality, resulting in the 
prejudice becoming normality, 
further reinforced by adj   

According to Atticus, prejudice and racism send people “stark raving mad”, which can be seen in the 
lynch mob episode outside Maycomb Jail. Mr Cunningham is described as a 

Lynching 

Lynching was an extra-
judicial execution … in 
order to punish an 
‘alleged’ transgressor …. It 
was essentially a means of 
social control and approxi-
mately 3,500 African 
Americans were lynched in 
the US between 1882 and 
1968 (just as in the novel, 
a lynch mob gathered 
outside the jail in the 

“good man but he 
has his blind 

spots” 

The adj “blind” shows how 
racism can block the path of 
justice, leading to events like 
lynching.  



Scottsboro case of 1931, 
demanding the boys be 
surrendered). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

+ More on children moral purity  



However, Atticus, one of the few individuals who fight against bigotry, puts his all into helping Tom stand the 

best chance he possibly could. However, before the trial, he comments, “were going to pay the bill for it”. This 

is an obvious reference to the Civil Rights Movement, which was gaining momentum at the time Lee wrote this 

novel. A significant example of the progress they were making would be the Montgomery Bus Boycott. 

Beginning on December 5, 1955, it lasted for 381 days led by Martin Luther King. In the Browder vs Gayle legal 

case, NAACP lawyers successfully won the case, with the Supreme Court announcing racial segregation was a 

violation of the amendments. Moreover, this is closely tied with the poem, If we must die, written by Claude 

McKay, where he explores how black people will “fight against this murderous cowardly pack”. The defiant, 

accusatory tone highlights his frustration and how he is trying to reverse the stereotypes, similar to the 

attempts Harper Lee makes through the character of Atticus.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Conclusion 

Throughout the novel, Harper Lee highlights the many examples of racism faced by the black community. 
In Maycomb, a microscopic version of the Southern states, we can just see how deeply enrooted it is, 
starting from the roots of the families. Moreover, we saw the effects it had on many characters, such as 
Calpurnia and Tom, illustrating the injustice caused by racism. However, there are a few characters who 
stand up against prejudice, and a significant one would be Atticus. Having taken these points into 
consideration, I conclude that racism is a significant theme in this novel.  


