
The Power of Education 

In the south in the 1930s, racial discrimination was a rampant disease, warping people’s minds 

and destroying their good judgment.  Harper Lee explores this disease in her novel To Kill a 

Mockingbird.  Throughout the novel, Lee exposes the ignorance and cruelty that fuel racism, and she 

creates African American characters whom readers admire.  One such character is Calpurnia, the 

housekeeper and nanny for the Finch family.  By making Calpurnia one of the most literate characters 

in the book, Harper Lee proves false the stereotype that African Americans are less intelligent than 

whites. 

 Throughout the novel, Calpurnia regularly surprises Scout with the breadth of her 

knowledge. Shortly after learning that Calpurnia speaks differently with Scout’s family than she 

does with the people at her church, Scout remarks, “The idea that she had a separate existence 

outside our household was a novel one, to say nothing of her having command of two languages” 

(125). Scout is not simply impressed that Cal speaks two dialects, but that she knows and 

chooses when to use which dialect. In addition, the fact that Scout, the educated daughter of an 

educated man, finds Cal’s intellect impressive assists in demolishing the stereotype of African 

Americans as less intelligent than whites. 

 Jem, too, develops incredible respect for Cal’s literacy.  On their way home from church, 

Calpurnia, Jem and Scout discuss how she taught Zeebo to read:  “’What was the book, Cal?’ I asked.  

’Blackstone’s Commentaries.’  Jem was thunderstruck.  ‘You mean you taught Zeebo outa that?’” (125).   

From Jem’s awestruck response, it is clear that Blackstone’s book is a challenging one, a book that 

perhaps few whites could read.  Not only can Cal read this book, but she also understands it well 

enough to teach others from it.  From Jem’s reaction, readers see that Calpurnia is far superior to any 

stereotypical notion of her as unintelligent. 



 Perhaps the most powerful testament to Calpurnia’s intelligence comes from Atticus, the moral 

and intellectual center of the novel.  Scout reports that Atticus sees Cal as the equal of anyone in 

Maycomb:  “When in tranquility, her grammar was as good as anybody’s in Maycomb.  Atticus said 

Calpurnia had more education that most colored folks” (24).  The assertion that Calpurnia’s grammar 

“was as good as anybody’s” makes readers believe Cal is the intellectual equivalent of Miss Maudie, 

Aunt Alexandra, and even Atticus himself.  By emphasizing that Calpurnia is more educated than most 

African Americans, Atticus implies that it is education, not biological difference, that separates the 

races, and that African Americans are in no way the intellectual inferiors of whites. 

 In many ways, Harper Lee’s novel To Kill a Mockingbird was ahead of its time.  Nowhere is this 

more evident than in its message about civil rights and human equality.  To make her beliefs clear, Lee 

offers readers Calpurnia, a domestic servant who defies racist stereotypes of African Americans as 

unintelligent.  In terms of her grammar, her reading skills, and her language skills, Calpurnia is the 

equal of the most educated of whites.   To think less of her would be a sin on the level of killing a 

mockingbird. 

 
 

 


