
Symbolism in "To Kill a Mockingbird": A Rhetorical Analysis 

Harper Lee's "To Kill a Mockingbird" is a novel that explores themes of prejudice, 

justice, and morality in the 1930s American South. One of the most effective rhetorical strategies 

used by Lee is the use of symbolism to convey complex ideas and emotions to the reader. In this 

essay, I will analyze the use of symbolism in "To Kill a Mockingbird" and how it contributes to 

the novel's overall themes. 

One of the most prominent symbols in the novel is the mockingbird, which appears 

several times throughout the book. The mockingbird is a symbol of innocence and vulnerability, 

and its presence in the novel highlights the injustices of the society in which the story is set. For 

example, Atticus Finch, the novel's moral compass, tells his children that it is a sin to kill a 

mockingbird because they do nothing but sing beautiful songs and bring joy to the world. This 

symbol is used to represent the characters in the novel who are innocent, kind-hearted, and 

unfairly persecuted, such as Tom Robinson and Boo Radley. 

Another powerful symbol in the novel is the "mad dog," which appears in Chapter 10. 

The mad dog is a symbol of the racial tension and violence that exists in Maycomb, and its 

appearance foreshadows the trial of Tom Robinson. Atticus, who is a symbol of reason and 

justice, is the only one who can stop the mad dog, and this symbolizes his ability to fight against 

the injustice and prejudice that exists in the town. 

The Radley Place, the home of the reclusive Boo Radley, is also a symbol in the novel. It 

represents the unknown and the mysterious, and its presence in the story highlights the fear and 

prejudice that the townspeople have towards those who are different. The children in the novel 

are both fascinated and frightened by the Radley Place, and this symbolizes the dichotomy 

between curiosity and fear that exists in human nature. 



In conclusion, Harper Lee's use of symbolism in "To Kill a Mockingbird" is an effective 

rhetorical strategy that conveys complex ideas and emotions to the reader. The symbols of the 

mockingbird, the mad dog, and the Radley Place are used to represent the themes of innocence, 

justice, and prejudice, and their presence in the novel highlights the injustices that exist in 

society. Through the use of these symbols, Lee encourages the reader to reflect on their own 

values and beliefs, and to consider the impact of prejudice and injustice on individuals and 

society as a whole. 

 


