
Settings in To Kill A Mockingbird 

 
In her novel, Harper Lee describes Maycomb County, a small, tired area in Alabama. There is little doubt that 

Harper Lee drew aspects of her hometown, Monroeville, Alabama, where she grew up. However, on a greater 

scale, 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. 

Moreover, the sheer injustices faced by the black community is made evident through Lee’s mockery of the 

Maycomb jail. In addition, themes of brutality and filthiness associated with the Ewell family are contrasted 

with the ideas of pride and dignity related to the black community, demonstrating the stupidity of the class 

structure.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 



FOCUS KEY IDEAS CONTEXT EVIDENCE ANALYSIS 

Maycomb Jail 

The inequality and partiality within the legal system is further demonstrated in the description of 
Maycomb Jail.  

Jail 

The madness is a 
reflection of when 
Bryant and Milam were 
not allowed to be retried 
for the Emmett Till case 
due to the double 
jeopardy laws.  

“miniature Gothic 
joke” 

“like something 
Cousin Joshua 

might have 
designed” 

Reflects themes of insanity and 
madness, reminding us of the 
metaphor about “Maycomb’s 
usual disease”, prejudice, 
infecting the legal system.  
Lexical choices like “fantasy” 
and “façade” continue to 
highlight the pretence of justice 
and the key theme of 
appearance versus reality.  

Emmett Till, the 14 year 
old black boy who was 
kidnapped, beaten and 
shot in the head for 
reportedly flirting with a 
white cashier, Carolyn 
Bryant, at a grocery 
store in 1955. Even with 
it so blatantly obvious, 
the two men were set 
free with a 67 minute 
trial never once taking 
the stand.  

“someone’s dream” 

This reference to the American 
dream suggesting that one day 
we can achieve equality, is very 
ironic considering the past 
history of cases.  One of the 
most notorious cases was that 
of….. 

Moreover, the racial injustices towards the black community are highlighted when Scout and Jem visit the First Purchase 
M.E. Church.  

First Purchase 
Church 

Setting of the 
church 

Even after 13th 
Amendment - 31st 
January 1865 - freeing all 
slaves in the Southern 
states 

“paid for by the 
first earnings of the 

freed slaves” 

Shows us that slavery still 
resonates deeply within South, 
also shows us the importance 
of religion to the black 
community  from urgent 
purchase of land for church in 
contrast to Maycomb’s 
principal recreation. The 
juxtaposing views of church 
make the black ppl, in a moral 
perspective, higher.  

again, a legalised 
consequence of the Jim 
Crow laws which 
mandated the 
segregation of public 
places 

“southern town 
limits” 

Emphasises segregation and 
marginalisation, potentially 
brings up ideas of religion 
failing community because 
there is still prejudice and 
segregation exists.  

 

“Negroes 
worshipped in it on 
Sundays and white 
men gambled in it 

on weekdays” 

Shows inherent lack of respect 
for the black community’s 
property but also forces us to 
question their morality, since 
gambling itself was sinful and 
decidedly so in a church. We, of 
course understand though, that 
they would never do this in 
their church. It aligns itself to 
the fact that this is on the 
margins of Maycomb.  



 

 

The segregation within religion has led to this thought being deeply engrained within both communities:  

Segregation 

The Plessey v Ferguson 
case of 1896, for 
example, was a case that 
helped cement the 
foundation for the 
doctrine of ‘separate but 
equal’, essentially 
legalising segregation of 
public facilities.   

“they got their 
church and we got 

our’n” 

The juxtaposition between the 
first person pl personal 
pronoun and the third person 
“” demonstrate how forcefully 
segregation has been rooted.  

 
“it’s the same God, 

ain’t it” 

The incongruity of Cal’s 
response highlights the 
stupidity of segregation.  

Later on, in this episode, the children admire the resourcefulness of the black community, as “” … 

Lack of education/ 
resourcefulness 

Jubilee Hymn: about 
crossing river of death 
with the rewards of 
heaven afterwards 

“a hundred voices 
sang” 

“simple harmony” 

Suffering of prejudice now to 
get to heaven, makes reader 
feel sympathetic for community 
as they are hoping for joy after 
death even though it is not 
certain it will come 
Quantifier “hundred”: shows us 
unity of community paired with 
the noun “harmony” depicting 
beauty and peace if desegre-
gate.  

In addition, Harper Lee gives us further insight to their lives through the depiction of their homes:  

Black homes 
and the Ewells 

Presentation of 
black community in 

contrast to the 
Ewells 

Self/Other dynamic 

“warm bittersweet 
smell of clean 

Negro” 

Described as clean and 
respectful in contrast to Burris 
who is feral and unclean 
Described as homely and 
comforting in contrast to Ewells 
Lee does this to deliberately 
make the reader think about 
the stereotypes of blackness 

“filthiest human I 
had ever seen”  

“their cabins looked 
neat and snug” 

“like the playhouse 
of an insane child” 

“his skin was white” 

Here, Lee is trying to illustrate 
the flaws of the social 
hierarchy. Although, in 
comparison, they are 
significantly less respectful, the 
colour of their skin gives them 
huge advantages.   

Conclusion 

To conclude, it is evident that throughout the novel Lee has used many techniques to highlight the 
insularity of the Maycomb community, which has resulted in prejudice, racism, and segregation. Themes 
of ignorance and insanity are apparent, exposing the corrupt nature of the country’s justice system and 
the many injustices faced by the black community.  


