In the book, To Kill a Mockingbird, Harper Lee tells a poignant coming-of-age story about loss of innocence in the character of Scout.  Three significant events illustrate this fact.  The first example portrayed in the novel occurred when Scout went to the jail to find out what Atticus was up to, only to find that a mob had arrived to lynch Tom Robinson.  This event left Scout with the notion of a mob mentality.  Another event was the turning point of the story, the trial of Tom Robinson; this defining moment taught Scout of prejudice and injustice.  She had only a vague notion of prejudice until the trial.  And finally, she experienced a real shock when Bob Ewell attempted to kill both her and Jem.  This was malice in its purest form. Ultimately, these were all defining moments for Scout, and her innocence was lost as she was forced to a brutal awareness of the draconian ways of the world.


The first example occurs when one evening Atticus crept out of the house. This was unusual because Atticus never went out late at night.  Scout and Jem, curious about why Atticus had left incognito, followed him quietly to see what he would do.  Neither was prepared for what they discovered:  Atticus was guarding the jail that held Tom Robinson to protect him from the likely occurrence of a lynch mob.  Well, a mob happened to come along, and they demanded entry to the jail so they could lynch Tom.  Not realizing her danger, Scout fended off the mob.  In the aftermath, Scout and Jem were having a discussion with Atticus.

“I thought Mr. Cunningham was a friend of ours.  You told me a long time ago that he was.”

“He still is.”

“But last night he wanted to hurt you.”

Atticus placed his fork beside his knife and pushed his plate aside. 

 “Mr. Cunningham’s basically a good man,” he said, “he just has his blind spots along with the rest of us.”

Jem spoke.  “Don’t call that a blind spot.  He’da killed you last night when he first went there.”

“He might have hurt me a little,” Atticus conceded, “but son, you’ll understand folks a little better when you’re older.  A mob’s always made of people, no matter what.  Mr. Cunningham was part of a mob last night, but he was still a man.  Every mob in every little southern town is always made of people you know…” (pg. 157).

Scout was beginning to learn about the unbending prejudice of people who have been raised in a racist environment. Through this event she learned that people in groups are capable of doing things that they wouldn’t ordinarily do on their own.


Following the occurrence at the jail came the actual trial of Tom Robinson.  Scout showed up for the whole trial, and after all was done she felt an assurance that Tom would be set free.  After all, no hard evidence had surfaced which proved that Tom had committed this crime.  However, the prejudice that white men felt against the Negroes once again played a hand in the verdict: guilty.  Scout was once again dumbfounded at this manifestation of prejudice and hatred; along with Jem, she turned to Atticus for some sort of explanation, but his comfort was cold at best.  “I don’t know but they did it.  They’ve done it before and they did it tonight and they’ll do it again and when they do it—seems only the children weep” (pg. 213). Scout was one of the children that wept—not out loud, but in her heart.


Scout had yet to experience malice, but it came soon enough in the form of Bob Ewell.  Bob was furious at the way Atticus had defended the Negro, Tom Robinson.  He wanted retribution for something that was, according to his worldly view, a heinous act against the principles of white men.  He knew that he couldn’t get to Atticus directly, so he went after the next best thing—his children.  Scout was on her way home from a pageant with her brother when they were accosted by a shadowy figure.  Scout thrashed along with Jem and tried to escape.  Their guardian angel, Boo Radley, saved them and they got home alive, if not uninjured.  They got home to find that their assailant was none other than Bob Ewell.  Who could possibly hold such a grudge against one person that he’d do anything to get even?  Heck Tate had a clear and concise way of describing such a person: 

“Don’t like to contradict you, Mr. Finch—wasn’t crazy, mean as hell.  Low-down skunk with enough liquor in him to make him brave enough to kill children.  He’d never had met you face to face.”

Atticus shook his head.  “I can’t conceive of a man who’d—“

“Mr. Finch, there’s just some kind of men that you have to shoot before you say hidy to ‘em.  Even then, they ain’t worth the bullet it takes to shoot ‘em.  Ewell ‘as one of ‘em”  (pg. 269).

This most likely left an everlasting emotional scar on Scout.  She learned that people can become so damaged by prejudice that they become irrational and even dangerous.


This story illustrates the brutality of reality.  Willingly or not, Scout received an education about the harshness of the world.  She learned that men in numbers can become mobs, capable of committing horrible deeds which would be unthinkable under normal circumstances.  The trial taught her that prejudice is real, and sometimes overcomes reason and even justice. And Scout’s run-in with Bob Ewell reinforced her growing realization that innocence and youth is no protection against hatred, malice, and violence.  The author did an excellent job of showing Scout develop from a state of innocence to a painful awareness that mankind in general and her friends and neighbors in particular were capable of stunning acts of good and evil. She would never be the same.
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