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Abstract 

To Kill a Mockingbird, Harper Lee’s Pulitzer Prize-winning novel, is a seminal work of modern 

American literature, celebrated for its exploration of racism, social injustice, and the complexities 

of human nature in the 1930s American South. This research paper explores the significance of 

the “abject encounter” within the novel through the lens of Kristevan psychoanalysis. By 

examining how darkness, which represents racial prejudice, social injustice, and the loss of 

innocence, functions as an abject force, this study illuminates the novel’s critique of societal 

structures. It explores how the abject encounter prompts characters to confront their complicity, 

grapple with moral dilemmas, and navigate their identities. By unraveling the psychological 

discomfort associated with abjection, the paper examines the characters’ moral development and 

their engagement with societal contradictions in relation to the theory of abjection. 

Keywords: darkness, abject encounter, Kristevan psychoanalysis, societal norms, moral 

engagement. 

Paper 

Harper Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird functions as a profound meditation on the construction of 

racial otherness, wherein characters are forced to navigate ingrained ideological systems 

reinforced by both cultural and legal norms. Set in the racially segregated fictional town of 
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Maycomb, Alabama, the novel serves as more than a coming-of-age story; it is a critical 

examination of how systemic prejudice and strict class structures marginalize those deemed 

“other”. By portraying characters such as Tom Robinson, Mayella Ewell, and Boo Radley, Lee 

exposes the fragility of societal boundaries and the visceral discomfort that arises when these 

structures are challenged. This exploration of marginalization aligns with the theoretical 

framework of abjection, as the community attempts to enforce its status quo by casting off what it 

fears or deems incompatible with its established identity. Through the narrative arc, Lee 

illuminates the ethical contradictions of a society that professes values of justice and equality while 

simultaneously sustaining deep-seated systems of discrimination. 

Approaching the darkness inherent in Harper Lee’s narrative requires an investigation into how 

the Southern Gothic tradition facilitates a visceral encounter with the abject, wherein systemic 

racial and social anxieties are both revealed and repressed. Within this framework, Maycomb is 

not merely a setting but a crucible where the boundaries defining the “self” and by extension, the 

community’s collective identity are continuously policed against threats perceived as polluting or 

deviant (Leite 88). By embedding its critique within the conventions of the Southern Gothic, the 

novel exposes how the community’s attempt to maintain its fragile, racially segregated order 

requires the constant projection of its internal “darkness” onto those deemed marginal (Zeng 455; 

Miller 128). Consequently, the “abject encounter” becomes the mechanism through which the 

narrative forces characters and readers alike to confront the moral decay hidden beneath the veneer 

of Southern gentility, exposing the profound disjuncture between the community’s stated ideals 

and its habitual practices of exclusion (Subha 62). 

Julia Kristeva, a prominent psychoanalyst and literary theorist, introduced the concept of 

“abjection” in her seminal work, Powers of Horror (Kristeva). She posits that the abject exists as 
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a liminal space of profound repulsion, residing at the boundary where the “subject” experiences 

the disintegration of its own internal integrity through contact with the prohibited or the cast-off. 

This state of existence defies established categorization, as it occupies a precarious threshold 

between the self and the external world, ultimately destabilizing the binary structures that define 

communal order (Saraco 45). Abjection refers to the state of being cast off or excluded from the 

boundaries of society. It revolves around the idea that certain things, people, or concepts are 

deemed repulsive or taboo by society, leading to their exclusion or repression. While these 

elements are often hidden from conscious awareness, they exert a powerful and disturbing 

influence on individuals and communities. 

Abjection encompasses experiences considered “other,” deviant, or polluting, thereby unsettling 

the boundaries that define the sense of self and social order. It involves a complex interplay 

between attraction and repulsion, creating discomfort when one is confronted with something that 

challenges societal norms and taboos. In the context of To Kill a Mockingbird, Kristeva’s theory 

provides a framework for understanding how societal anxieties and prejudices manifest. The 

novel’s exploration of racism and the moral awakening of its characters reflects Kristeva’s focus 

on the visceral, the taboo, and the boundaries of the self. 

The racial hierarchy in Maycomb plays a defining role in the community, as racial prejudices and 

social norms dictate who is considered part of the group and who is relegated to the margins. This 

rigid hierarchy serves to police the boundaries of what is considered “acceptable,” effectively 

ostracizing those who do not conform to established societal expectations. Tom Robinson’s trial, 

in particular, illustrates how the legal system functions as a tool for enforcing this exclusionary 

logic, rendering the Black body as the site of societal abjection to preserve the perceived purity of 

the white community (Hashemipour 112). 
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The concept of the uncanny and the familiar is central to the abject, which often involves an 

unsettling encounter with elements that are simultaneously known and alien. In Maycomb, 

residents are confronted with the abject when they grapple with the concept of racial equality, an 

idea that challenges their deeply ingrained and unsettling perception of justice. Such encounters 

trigger a reactive mechanism of loathing, as the community attempts to restore the border 

separating the “pure” self from the perceived threat of the other (Zsadanyi 94). 

Society actively suppresses abject elements in an attempt to maintain a facade of order. However, 

the trial of Tom Robinson serves as a critical juncture where these repressed anxieties resurface, 

disrupting the town’s sense of stability and forcing characters to confront uncomfortable truths 

they had previously ignored or buried. This process mirrors the Kristevan notion of the liminal 

being, whose existence foregrounds the fragility of the symbolic order and the dichotomous 

classifications upon which the community’s normative identity rests (Karmakar and Parui 8). 

Abjection is not solely a negative force, it can also function as a catalyst for transformation. 

Through these experiences, characters like Scout and Atticus undergo significant personal 

development, moving from a state of complacency toward a more nuanced and critical awareness 

of the systemic injustices embedded within their society. This systemic rejection functions through 

the active denial of credibility to the marginalized, as the white social imaginary renders the 

testimony of Black individuals psychologically impossible to accept (Tremain 180). 

Central to the concept of the abject in To Kill a Mockingbird is the depiction of the racial “Other,” 

embodied by Tom Robinson. An African American man falsely accused of raping a white woman, 

Robinson serves as a symbol of racial tension and the societal fear of miscegenation. The town’s 

response to his alleged crime reveals deep-seated anxieties surrounding race. Tom’s trial 
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demonstrates how abjection is used to maintain the racial hierarchy; the town’s reaction is a 

visceral response to the perceived threat to their established social order. His exclusion from 

society, culminating in his tragic death, highlights how abjection results in profound injustice. 

Furthermore, the judicial proceedings reveal the severe dichotomy between the legal mandate of 

the courtroom and the rigid social code that demands the condemnation of any Black man who 

challenges the community’s racial boundaries (Stephens 109). By casting Robinson as a site of 

inherent pollution, the white establishment effectively reifies the boundary between the “pure” 

community and the perceived threat of Black agency (Lee, Myung-ho 118). This reliance on legal 

mechanisms to formalize social stratification exposes how racial majoritarian interests manipulate 

judicial outcomes to preserve exclusionary boundaries (Kayghan et al. 1025). 

Mayella Ewell embodies a different facet of abjection. Her desperation for social acceptance, 

coupled with her willingness to sacrifice an innocent man to maintain her family’s reputation, 

highlights the destructive power of societal norms. By projecting her own transgressive desires 

onto Tom Robinson, she attempts to reclaim a sense of white purity within a structure that 

otherwise marginalizes her family as “white trash.” In this context, Mayella acts as an agent of the 

symbolic order, utilizing the legal system to distance herself from her own debased status by 

casting the Black body as the ultimate object of repulsion (Daikh 15; Lubet and Lee 1362). This 

mechanism of projection functions through a credibility deficit, where the factfinders’ affective 

investment in racial hierarchy leads them to systematically reject counter-evidence (Puddifoot 9). 

This testimonial injustice occurs as the jury’s credibility judgments are systematically distorted by 

antiblack prejudice, effectively denying Robinson any status as a trustworthy informant (Doan 7; 

Lobb 13). Her false accusation of Tom Robinson is an act of deceit driven by the fear of being cast 

out or deemed socially unacceptable. Mayella’s actions underscore how the fear of abjection leads 
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individuals to engage in morally reprehensible behavior, perpetuating the racial tensions of the 

American South. By weaponizing the legal system to uphold her standing, Mayella transforms her 

own domestic instability into a mechanism of state-sanctioned violence against the racial other 

(Dorr 12). 

Boo Radley, the enigmatic recluse, embodies the abject through his liminal status. His confinement 

and the rumors surrounding him make him a pariah within Maycomb. The town’s fear, fueled by 

superstition, casts him as a dangerous “other.” Yet, this forced isolation serves to protect the 

community’s fragile boundaries by containing his presence within the realm of myth, effectively 

silencing any challenge he might pose to the town’s collective consciousness (Sohn 48). 

Ultimately, his transition from a source of dread to a silent protector reveals the inherent fluidity 

of these borders, demonstrating that the “Other” may paradoxically serve as the community’s 

moral conscience (Sharmila 105). This reassessment of the periphery challenges the established 

symbolic order, highlighting how the community’s collective projections often distort the inherent 

humanity of the marginalized (Mohammed and Alhadi 152). However, his eventual emergence as 

a savior figure disrupts the town’s binary view of “normal” versus “deviant,” suggesting the 

potential for redemption and acceptance when boundaries are challenged. This transition reflects 

the broader epistemic struggle in Maycomb, where the social imaginary renders certain testimonies 

such as Robinson’s account of helping Mayella as virtually unintelligible to a jury tethered to 

ingrained racial biases (Yap 4). Consequently, the verdict functions as a protective ritual, 

reinforcing the exclusionary borders of a Southern identity that frequently defines itself through 

the suppression of racial guilt and the maintenance of a violent status quo (Milica 75). This 

dynamic illustrates the South’s gothic tendency to position itself as a site of moral contradiction, 
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where the nation’s promise of progress is constantly undermined by the visceral rejection of those 

deemed impure (Jackson 251). 

Maycomb itself acts as an abject space, a town steeped in tradition, prejudice, and moral decay. 

The community’s collective denial of its systemic racism is an abject response, as it refuses to 

confront the darkness within. Maycomb’s inability to acknowledge the prejudice that permeates 

its society allows it to persist, hidden beneath a veneer of Southern gentility. This environmental 

repression forces characters like Atticus to navigate a complex tension between his professional 

role as an officer of the court and the community’s extralegal expectations, often utilizing strategic 

empathy to manipulate jurors despite his own moral reservations (McAdams 92). Atticus’s final 

summation, in particular, represents an attempt to bridge the chasm between the cold, 

universalizing language of American law and the localized, exclusionary “secret courts” of his 

fellow citizens’ hearts (Johnson 315). Ultimately, this failure to reconcile the legal and social 

spheres exemplifies how credibility excesses serve as a form of undeserved epistemic privilege for 

the white citizenry (Medina). This epistemic imbalance is further cemented by the social 

imaginary, which actively constructs credibility deficits for marginalized individuals to preserve 

existing power hierarchies (Medina). The town’s refusal to confront this darkness is central to the 

novel’s critique of the status quo. By juxtaposing these localized instances of exclusion with 

broader institutional failures, Lee exposes how racial prejudice functions not merely as individual 

malice, but as an entrenched ideological apparatus (Hashemipour 112). 

To Kill a Mockingbird employs the concept of the abject to unveil the darkness beneath the surface 

of Maycomb, Alabama, demonstrating that the town’s social stability relies heavily on the 

systematic exclusion of those deemed deviant or impure. Through the characterizations of Tom 

Robinson, Boo Radley, and Mayella Ewell, Harper Lee reveals how abjection functions as a 
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mechanism for maintaining a rigid, albeit fragile, symbolic order. By applying Kristevan 

psychoanalysis, this paper has illustrated how Mayella weaponizes the legal system to project her 

own transgressive desires and debased status onto the Black body, thereby reinforcing the 

community’s racial hierarchies. Similarly, the town’s treatment of Boo Radley and Tom Robinson 

highlights how societal boundaries are policed through the casting of the “Other” as an object of 

repulsion. These character studies confirm that abjection is not merely a psychological state but a 

sociopolitical apparatus utilized to suppress the inherent contradictions of a society defined by 

racial violence and systemic inequality. 

Ultimately, the novel serves as a profound critique of the American South’s tendency to suppress 

its own complicity in systemic injustice. The refusal of Maycomb to acknowledge the darkness 

that permeates its society—manifested in the community’s collective denial and the legal system’s 

failure to recognize truth—functions as a collective abject response. By juxtaposing localized 

instances of exclusion with broader institutional failures, Lee exposes how racial prejudice 

operates as an entrenched ideological apparatus rather than individual malice. This analysis 

suggests that the path toward justice requires more than superficial empathy; it demands a radical 

confrontation with the “abject” boundaries that the community draws to preserve its exclusionary 

identity. Only by shattering the false binaries of “normal” and “deviant” can the society begin to 

dismantle the violent status quo. To Kill a Mockingbird thus remains a poignant reminder that 

genuine moral progress necessitates an unflinching examination of the marginalized voices and 

uncomfortable truths that a community, in its quest for purity, inevitably attempts to expel. 
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