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	Sometimes adults can learn from children. In the novel ‘ To Kill a Mockingbird’, Scout and Jem Finch are confronted by bigotry while growing up in the small Southern town of Maycomb, Alabama in the early 1930s. By the end of the novel, Jem and Scout understand the extent to which racism, on many levels, had filtered into the everyday life of their community. They understood that it had resulted in the wrongful conviction of Tom Robinson, that it had forced Calpurnia to lead a “double life”, and that it had caused many people in the community to turn against Atticus.

It is clear that the all white jury convicted Tom Robinson, a black man accused of raping a white woman, because of the long tradition of racism in the town.  Despite Atticus’ strong defence and carefully argued summation speech, the jury found Tom Robinson guilty because he was black.  Even though the prosecution had not shown “one iota of medical evidence” that Mayella Ewell was raped, the jury voted in favour of the prosecution.  It appears that Tom Robinson was convicted because he had the “unmitigated temerity” to “feel sorry for a white woman” -  clear evidence that the community felt that black people were neither equal to white people, nor worthy enough to help them.

When Calpurnia took Jem and Scout to her church one Sunday rather than leave them alone in their church, they realized for the first time that she lived a separate life, and that the need to live this “double” life was due to racism.  While Calpurnia spoke in speech patterns familiar to Jem and Scout when she was at their house, she spoke in a dialect they did not understand when she was at her church. The children were taken aback when one woman challenged Caplurnia about bringing them to church: “You ain’t got no business bringin’ white chillen here – they got their church, we got our’n.”  Thankfully, Reverend Sykes intervened and welcomed the children, saying that the church had no better friend than their father. As a result of this incident, Jem and Scout became aware of the significant gap between the black and white communities.

As the trial neared, Atticus prepared his children for the trouble they might face from townspeople who were angry with him for defending a man who was not white.  Atticus tells Scout to expect to hear some rather “nasty talk” about the trial from her classmates, and to “hold her head up high and to keep her fists down”.  Not only did the children receive taunts from a boy at school and from Mrs Dubose because their father defended “a Negro”, but they experienced criticism from their own cousin, Francis, and from Aunt Alexandra.  The people who were angry and threatened by Atticus’ actions included strangers, friends, neighbours and members of his family.

Scout and Jem had achieved a level of maturity which allowed them to rise above the community prejudices and to view events with compassion and according to their own consciences. At the jailhouse they embarrassed the lynch mob into leaving peacefully. In the course of the trial, they witnessed bigotry, hypocrisy and anger of adults toward black people, the unconventional Boo, the apparent alcoholic, and toward the white people who supported Jim.


