To kill a mockingbird

The extract under study is taken from the book “To kill a mockingbird” written by Harper Lee. Lee decided to set the novel in the Depression era of the 1930s. The main character, Scout, is based on Lee's own childhood. By placing her novel in the 1930s, Lee provided the readers with a historical background for current events of the time, and exposed the deeply rooted history of the Civil Rights struggle in the South. 

The novel depicts the life of its young narrator Jean Louse “Scout” Finch in the small town of Maycomb, Alabama. Her father, Atticus Finch, is a smart lawyer with high moral standards. Attitus decides to take up a case involving a black man, Tom Robinson, who has been accused in raping a very poor white girl named Mayella Ewell. Attitus is sure in his defendant's innocence but Tom has almost no chance to be acquitted, because the white jury will never believe the black man ever a white woman. Being an experienced young lawyer, Atticus Finch provides clear evidence that the accusers, Mayella and her father, Bob, are lying. 

The subject matter of the novel is the injustice of racism and inequality in the American South. The general atmosphere of the extract is very tense and calm. The tension 

The composition of the extract is rather simple. There is no exposition, and the narration begins with the story proper. We meet Atticus in the court-room who is “half-way through his speech to the jury”. He proves the fact of being an experienced smart lawyer who knows his business pretty well. His speech is logically and rhythmically organized; he speaks “easily, with the kind of detachment he uses when he dictates a letter”. He seems to hypnotize the jury. He knows how to attract their attention. Atticus addresses the jury “gentlemen”, showing his respect for them. During his speech the jury is attentive and appreciative. That is, according to Scout, because he is not a “thuderer”.  After stating the facts the lawyer goes on to the evidence of Tom's innocence .The manner of his speech changes, and addresses the jury “as if they are folks on the post office corner”. He appeals to these people to be just, without prejudices. There is no more aridity or detachment in his voice; he speaks as not a lawyer but as a common person from the street. He tries to do his best because he is sure in Tom Robinson's innocence.  He has the slightest hope that he will win the case. His children present in the court-room and notice some strangers in their father's behavior – the so-called “firsts” – this kind of digression shows Atticus's excitement  (“This is equivalent of him standing stark naked”). He tries to make the jury believe that Tom is not guilty and restore the defendant to the family. He says that the case “requires no minute sifting of complicated facts” and compares it with black and white. This case of similily shows that Atticus uses the simplest words for people better to understand what he means. He carefully outlines each peace of evidence. According to him it was not tom Robinson but Mayella Ewell who was guilty. She has tempered a Negro and tries to put the evidence of her offense away from her and put Tom Robinson's life at stake in order to cover her shame.  The author compares her with a child, who hides stolen contraband. Probably using this case of simile Lee tries somehow to approve Mayella's behavior and make the reader feel sorry for her. In this part of the extract we come across a number of stylistic devices, most of which serve to emphasize the meaning of the utterance. First of all it is rhetorical questions which Atticus asks and answers himself (what did she do? She tempted a negro), then  such st. device as anadiplosis (I have nothing but pity… but my pity does not extend so far as to her putting a man's life at stake.) or repetition (She has broken a code of our society, a code so severe that whoever breaks it is hounded as unfit to live. They contribute the general tense atmosphere. Speaking about Mayella Atticus repeats the modal verb “must” to express the hopelessness of the situation from Mayella’s point of view.  We also come across a number of emphatic structures (it was guilt that motivated her) which also contribute to the expressiveness of the passage.  Atticus characterizes Tom R. from different points of view, using bright epithets: quiet, respectable, humble. He proves the fact that the Negro is not worse and in some way even better than many of white people. He expresses his idea using anaphora: “some Negroes lie, some Negroes are immoral, some Negro men are not to be trusted around the women - black or white. Atticus understands that, rather than being simply creatures of good or creatures of evil, most people have both good and bad qualities. The important thing is to appreciate the good qualities and understand the bad qualities by treating others with sympathy. 

Atticus concludes his closing statement using Thomas Jefferson’s words – “all men are created equal”. But the lawyer does not agree with it. He considers that all people are different, but there is one institution where all are equal – it is a court. Court is “one human institution that makes a pauper the equal of a Rockefeller, the stupid man the equal of an Einstein, and the ignorant man the equal of any college president. This parallel construction emphasizes the effect of utterance. But Atticus is realistic man, and he understands that the jury may mistake as it is built up of people. So, he says:”The court is only as sound as its jury, and a jury is only as sound as the men who make it up.” Stating this Atticus as if doubts whether the jury has the right to put a man's life at stake as the mistake can de unforgivable. 


Atticus finishes his speech, and it seems to me that nothing can be stronger. His voice drops because he wants to touch the conscience of the jury. Scout and Jem listen attentively to everything that is said in the courtroom. Here, Scout and Jem watch their father in action. He shows himself to be a highly respectful and very wise man.  Scout appreciates father's feelings in this moment. She notices something that “only a lawyers child could be expected to see: “it was like watching Atticus walk into the street, raise a riffle to his shoulder and pull the trigger, but watching all the time knowing that the gun was empty”. For Atticus, his children and Tom Robinson everything was like in nightmare. “The foreman handed a piece of paper to Mr. Tate who handed it to the clerk who handed it to the judge.” This combination of repetition with the parallelism seems to be the author's playing at Atticus’s feelings. 

The climax of the story consists of only 1 short paragraph, which is very emotionally charged. Here we come across the repetition of the word “guilty”, which emphasizes the gloomy atmosphere, and comparison: “each “guilty” was a separate stab between them”.  Atticus’s children were excited: “Jem's hands were white from gripping the balcony rail”.  

Though the verdict is unfortunate, Atticus feels some satisfaction that the jury took so long deciding. Usually, the decision is made in minutes, because a black's man word would not be trusted. Atticus hopes for an appeal but unfortunately Tom Robinson was plead guilty.  This is the anticlimax of the extract.
At the trial itself lawyer's children sit with the town's black citizens. They are very surprised when at the end of the trial stand up to show their thankfulness to Atticus. One of them respectfully addresses Scout “Miss Jean Louse”, as everybody really understands that Atticus did his best. 

The novel has a number of interesting features concerning its context and choice of vocabulary. First of all it’s the way Scout treats her father, she calls him by name throughout the extract, watching the events in the court from aside and showing her respect for him.  
The other magnificent feature is choice of words. Lee uses words from the lawyer's vocabulary, making a reader a participant of the events in the court-room: corroborative evidence, jury, complicated facts, guilt, defendant, crime, state, testimony, witness, judge, with the court permission, testify, gavel. These words prove the fact that the author knows the subject perfectly.
 The title of the book has very little connection to the plot, but it carries a great deal of symbolic weight in the novel. In this story the “mockingbird” comes to represent the idea of innocence. Thus, to kill a mockingbird is to destroy innocence. Throughout the extract 2 characters can be identified as mockingbirds. First of all this is Tom Robinson, who is unjustly accused in committing a crime. He asks for pity. He is hardworking and honest and has enough compassion (сострадание) to make the fatal mistake of feeling sorry for Mayella Ewell. His story is the true version of events which leaves no room for doubt. As clear as it is that Tom is innocent, it is equally clear that Tom is doomed (обречен) to die.  

The second character is Mayella Ewell. She is pitiable, and her miserable existence almost allows her to join the novel's parade of innocent victims – she, too, is a kind of mockingbird, hurt by the forces of ugliness and poverty that surround her. Lee's presentation of Mayella emphasizes her role as victim – she farther beats her. She has lacked kind treatment in her life.


Obviously racism is a major theme of the novel. Racism is cultural and runs very deep in the town of Maycomb. Black people are not considered to be equal to white people. Even those who believe in Tom's innocence would never stand up for him, as it would be against the social code. Another important problem is coexistence of Good and Evil. The author explores the moral nature of human beings – that is whether people are essentially good or essentially evil.  
Critical response to the novel was mixed: a number of critics found the narrative voice of a 9-year-old girl unconvincing and called the novel overly moralistic. Nevertheless, in the racially charged atmosphere of the early 1960s, the book became an enormous popular success. Meanwhile, the author herself declined to write the screenplay for the film version, and published only a few short stories after 1961. “to kill a mockingbird” remains her sole published novel. 
