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UNDERSTANDING
THE
MISUNDERSTOOD
TITLE: "HOW TO
KILL A MOCKING
BIRD"

W h e n  s o m e o n e
searches  for  "How  To
Kill  A  Mocking  Bird,"
t h e y  a r e  a l m o s t
certainly  looking  for
information  about
Harper  Lee's  Pulitzer
Prize-winning novel, To
Kill a Mockingbird. This
common  misspelling
has become a frequent
search query, often by
students,  readers,  or
curious individuals who
have heard of the book

but are unfamiliar with
its  exact  title.  This
article  will  provide  a
c o m p r e h e n s i v e
explorat ion  of  the
novel ,  i ts  themes,
characters, and lasting
impact—al l  wh i le
addressing  the  phrase
tha t  b r i ngs  many
readers  to  this  page.
We will dive deep into
what it means "to kill a
mockingbird"  and why
the  book  remains  a
c o r n e r s t o n e  o f
American literature.

HARPER LEE'S
MASTERPIECE: AN
OVERVIEW

Published  in  1960,  To
Kill a Mockingbird is set
in  the  fictional  town  of
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Maycomb,  Alabama,
d u r i n g  t h e  G r e a t
Depression.  The  story
is  narrated  by  Jean
Louise "Scout" Finch, a
y o u n g  g i r l  w h o
observes  the  world
a r o u n d  h e r  w i t h
i n n o c e n c e  a n d
curiosity.  The  central
plot  revolves  around
her  father,  Atticus
Finch,  a  principled
lawyer who defends a
b l a c k  m a n ,  T o m
Robinson,  fa lse ly
accused  of  raping  a
white  woman.  The
n o v e l  e x p l o r e s
profound  themes  of
racial  injustice,  moral
growth,  empathy,  and
the loss of innocence.
The confusion between
"How To Kill A Mocking
Bird"  and  the  actual
t i t l e  i s
understandable—the
phrase appears exactly
in  the  book's  most
f amous  passage ,
spoken  by  Atticus  to

Scout:  "Shoot  all  the
blue jays you want,  if
you  can  hit  'em,  but
remember it's a sin to
kill  a  mockingbird."
This  metaphorical
warning  underscores
t h e  n o v e l ' s  c o r e
message:  harming
innocent,  harmless
beings  is  a  profound
moral wrong.

Why
"How To
Kill A
Mocking
Bird" is a
Common
Search
Search  engine  data
s h o w s  t h a t  m a n y
people  type  "How  To



How To Kill A Mocking Bird 3

3

Kill  A  Mocking  Bird"
instead  of  "To  Kill  a
Mockingbird." This may
be due to the way the
phrase is remembered
from  a  summary,  or
s imp ly  a  hab i tua l
grammatical  error.
Regardless,  the  intent
is  clear:  they want  to
understand  the  book.
This article is designed
to meet that  need by
offering  a  thorough
analysis of the novel's
p lo t ,  charac te rs ,
s y m b o l i s m ,  a n d
cultural significance.

THE CORE LESSON:
WHAT DOES IT
MEAN TO "KILL A
MOCKINGBIRD"?

I n  t h e  n o v e l ,  t h e
m o c k i n g b i r d
symbolizes  innocence
a n d  g o o d n e s s .
Characters  who  are
"mockingbirds" include
Tom Robinson and Boo
Radley—both of whom
are  k ind -hear ted

individuals  who  cause
n o  h a r m  b u t  a r e
victimized  by  society.
Atticus's  warning  to
Scout  about  killing  a
mockingbird is a lesson
in empathy and justice.
The "how" of  killing a
mockingbird  is  not  a
literal instruction but a
cautionary tale: it is a
sin  to  destroy  that
wh ich  i s  pure  and
defenseless.
Therefore,  the  phrase
"How To Kill A Mocking
B i r d "  c a n  b e
interpreted as an ironic
question.  The  answer,
according  to  Harper
Lee, is that you should
not—and if you do, you
are committing a moral
crime.  This  thematic
depth is why the book
remains  a  staple  in
c l a s s r o o m s  a n d
discussions  about
racial  equality  and
human  decency.
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PLOT SUMMARY:
THE STORY THAT

RESONATES

To fully understand the
novel, it helps to know
its key events:

Introduction to
Maycomb:
Scout, her
brother Jem, and
their friend Dill
are fascinated by
the mysterious
Boo Radley, a
reclusive
neighbor. They
dare each other
to approach his
house, weaving
stories about
him.
The Trial of
Tom Robinson:
Atticus is
appointed to
defend Tom
Robinson, a black
man accused of
assaulting
Mayella Ewell.
Despite clear

evidence of
Tom's
innocence—inclu
ding the fact that
his left arm is
disabled—a
racist jury
convicts him.
Tom's Death:
Tom is shot while
trying to escape
from prison, a
tragic outcome
that highlights
the injustice of
the legal system.
Bob Ewell's
Revenge: The
vengeful father
of Mayella, Bob
Ewell, attacks
Scout and Jem on
their way home
from a school
pageant. Boo
Radley
intervenes,
killing Ewell to
protect the
children.
The Sheriff's
Decision: Sheriff
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Tate decides to
say that Ewell fell
on his own knife,
sparing Boo the
public scrutiny
that would come
with being hailed
as a hero. Scout
understands that
bringing Boo into
the spotlight
would be like
"killing a
mockingbird."

Key
Character
s and
Their
Symbolis
m
The  characters  in  To
Kill  a  Mockingbird  are
richly  drawn,  each

representing  different
aspects  of  Southern
society  and  human
morality.

Atticus Finch:
The moral
compass of the
novel. He
embodies
integrity,
patience, and the
belief in justice.
His famous
advice to
Scout—"You
never really
understand a
person until you
consider things
from his point of
view... until you
climb into his
skin and walk
around in it"—is
the ethical
foundation of the
story.
Scout Finch:
The narrator,
whose growth
from innocence
to awareness



6

6 How To Kill A Mocking Bird 2023-12-14

mirrors the
reader's journey.
She learns
empathy and the
complexities of
human nature.
Jem Finch:
Scout's older
brother, who
experiences a
painful
disillusionment
after the trial. He
represents the
loss of childhood
ideals.
Boo Radley:
The ultimate
mockingbird. He
is a gentle soul
who has been
shut away from
the world, yet he
saves the
children. The
community's fear
of him is
unfounded.
Tom Robinson:
Another
mockingbird. His
only crime is

being black in a
prejudiced town.
His fate
illustrates the
tragic
consequences of
systemic racism.
Bob Ewell: The
villain,
representing
ignorance,
poverty, and
racial hatred. He
is the opposite of
a
mockingbird—he
preys on the
vulnerable.

MAJOR THEMES:
BEYOND THE
MOCKINGBIRD

The  novel  addresses
severa l  endur ing
themes  that  keep  it
relevant decades after
publication.
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Racial
Injustice
and

Prejudice
T h e  t r i a l  o f  T o m
Robinson  is  a  stark
portrayal of the racism
that  permeated  the
American South in the
1 9 3 0 s .  D e s p i t e
Atticus's  compelling
defense,  the  jury's
verdict is based on skin
color,  not  evidence.
The  novel  does  not
offer  a  happy  ending
for  Tom;  instead,  it
exposes  the  deep-
seated  biases  that
corrupt  justice.

The Loss

of
Innocenc
e
Scout and Jem start the
nove l  as  care f ree
ch i l d ren ,  bu t  the
events of the trial force
them  to  confront  the
ug l i ness  o f  adu l t
s o c i e t y .  S c o u t ' s
gradual  understanding
o f  p r e j u d i c e  a n d
hypocrisy  is  a  central
arc.  By  the  end,  she
has "learned" the hard
truths of the world, yet
she retains her father's
lesson about empathy.

Empathy
and
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Understa
nding
Atticus's  advice  to
"climb  into  someone's
skin"  is  the  novel's
e th i ca l  co re .  The
reader  is  coaxed  into
u n d e r s t a n d i n g
characters like Mayella
Ewell—a  lonely  girl
trapped in  an abusive
h o m e — a n d  B o o
Radley.  Empathy  is
p resen ted  as  t he
antidote to prejudice.

Courage
and Moral
Integrity
Atticus  demonstrates
courage  not  by  using
v i o l e n c e  b u t  b y
standing up for what is
right,  even when it  is
unpopular.  He  tells

Scout, "Courage is not
a man with a gun in his
hand.  It 's  knowing
you're  licked  before
you  begin  but  you
begin anyway and you
see  i t  t h rough  no
matter  what."  This
definition  of  moral
courage  is  a  timeless
lesson.

SYMBOLISM IN THE
NOVEL

Lee's use of symbolism
enriches the story. The
most obvious symbol is
the mockingbird itself,
as  discussed.  Other
symbols  include:

The Radley
House:
Represents the
unknown and the
fear of the other.
It is a place of
mystery that
ultimately
reveals kindness.
The Mad Dog
(Tim Johnson):



How To Kill A Mocking Bird 9

9

A rabid dog that
Atticus is called
upon to shoot.
This scene
symbolizes the
"madness" of
racism that
threatens the
community.
Atticus's skill
with a rifle shows
that he can
handle a crisis,
but his true
strength is
moral, not
physical.
The Camellia
Flower: Mrs.
Dubose's
camellias
represent her
struggle to
overcome
morphine
addiction. Jem's
destruction of
them and his
subsequent
reading to her
teaches him
about courage

and
understanding.
The Snowman:
When Scout and
Jem build a
snowman, they
make it out of
mud and cover it
with snow. This
can be seen as a
commentary on
how race is a
superficial layer
covering the
same human
essence.

LITERARY
SIGNIFICANCE AND
AWARDS

To  Kill  a  Mockingbird
won the  Pulitzer  Prize
for Fiction in 1961 and
h a s  s o l d  o v e r  4 0
m i l l i o n  c o p i e s
worldwide. It  is widely
taught  in  schoo ls
across  the  Uni ted
States and around the
globe.  The  novel 's
enduring  popularity
s t e m s  f r o m  i t s



10

10 How To Kill A Mocking Bird 2023-12-14

universal  themes  and
its  accessible,  deeply
human narration. It has
been  adapted  into  a
highly acclaimed 1962
film  starring  Gregory
Peck  as  Atticus  Finch,
w h i c h  w o n  t h r e e
Academy  Awards ,
including Best Actor.
Despite  some  recent
controversies  over  its
language and portrayal
o f  r ace ,  t he  book
cont inues  to  be  a
power fu l  t oo l  f o r
discussions  about
justice,  empathy,  and
history.  Educators
o f ten  pa i r  i t  w i th
contemporary  texts  to
examine  ongo ing
issues of inequality.

COMMON
MISCONCEPTIONS
ABOUT THE TITLE

Many people search for
"How To Kill A Mocking
Bird" expecting a literal
guide  or  a  different

work. It is important to
clarify that there is no
such  book  with  that
exact title. The correct
t i t l e  i s  T o  K i l l  a
Mockingbird,  and  the
phrase  "how  to"  is  a
mis-memory. However,
th i s  sea rch  e r ro r
p r o v i d e s  a n
opportunity  to  explain
the  book's  deeper
meaning: the "how" is
u l t i m a t e l y  a
prohibition.  The  novel
is not a manual but a
moral lesson.

Why the
Title is
Often
Misquote
d
The  misquote  may
arise from the way the
book is  discussed. For
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example,  a  teacher
might  ask,  "Do  you
understand  what  it
m e a n s  t o  k i l l  a
mockingbird?" which a
student  could  mishear
a s  " h o w  t o  k i l l  a
m o c k i n g b i r d . "
Additionally,  the title's
passive  construction
("to kill") is sometimes
rephrased  actively
( " h o w  t o  k i l l " )  i n
memory.  This  subtle
s h i f t  a l t e r s  t h e
meaning  entirely.

HOW TO
APPROACH
TEACHING OR
READING THE
NOVEL TODAY

Given  its  sensitive
subject matter, reading
To  Kill  a  Mockingbird
requires  thoughtful
engagement. Here are
some  suggestions  for
readers:

Read with1.
historical

context:
Understand the
Jim Crow era and
the systemic
racism that the
novel critiques.
Discuss the use2.
of language:
The book
includes racial
slurs that are
uncomfortable
for modern
readers.
Recognizing that
Harper Lee
intended to
depict the
ugliness of
prejudice—not
endorse it—is
essential.
Focus on3.
multiple
perspectives:
Ask how different
characters view
the events.
Consider the
perspectives of
Tom Robinson,
Mayella Ewell,



12

12 How To Kill A Mocking Bird 2023-12-14

and even Bob
Ewell, to see how
poverty and
ignorance shape
behavior.
Connect to the4.
present:
Discuss how
themes of racial
injustice and
moral courage
remain relevant.
Compare the trial
with
contemporary
issues such as
police brutality
and mass
incarceration.

CONCLUSION: THE
MOCKINGBIRD'S
LEGACY

Searching for "How To
Kill  A  Mocking  Bird"
may be the result of a
common  error,  but  it
leads  to  one  of  the
most important literary
works  o f  the  20th
century.  Harper  Lee's
To Kill a Mockingbird is

not a how-to guide—it
i s  a  p r o f o u n d
meditation  on  why
such  destruction  is  a
sin.  Through the  eyes
of Scout Finch, readers
learn  about  empathy,
cou rage ,  and  the
injustice that can exist
when a society fails to
protect  its  innocent.
The mockingbird, as a
symbol  of  goodness
and  harmlessness,
reminds  us  that  the
t rue  measure  o f  a
society is how it treats
its  most  vulnerable
members. In answering
the  un intent iona l
question of "how," the
n o v e l  p r o v i d e s  a
timeless  response:  do
not.  Instead,  learn  to
see the world through
the eyes of others, and
d e f e n d  t h e
defenseless.
Whether  you  came
here by mistake or by
design,  we  hope  this
c o m p r e h e n s i v e
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examination  of  the
novel  deepens  your

appreciation for a story
that  cont inues  to
challenge and inspire.


