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Text Excerpt: Harper Lee’s Go Set a Watchman, pages 37-38


“Jean Louise,” she said, “I would like to remind you of a few facts of life.  No”—Alexandra held out her hand for silence—“I’m quite sure you know those facts already, but there are a few things you in you your wisecracking way don’t know, and bless goodness I’m going to tell you.  You are as innocent as a new-laid egg for all your city living.  Henry is not and never will be suitable for you.  We Finches do not marry the children of rednecked white trash, which is exactly what Henry’s parents were when they were born and were all their lives.  You can’t call them anything better.  The only reason Henry’s like he is now is because your father took him in hand when he was a boy, and because the war came along and paid for his education.  Fine a boy as he is, the trash won’t wash out of him.

“Have you ever noticed how he licks his fingers when he eats cake?  Trash.  Have you ever seen him cough without covering his mouth?  Trash.  Did you know he got a girl in trouble at the University?  Trash.  Have you ever watched him pick at his nose when he didn’t think anybody was looking?  Trash—”

“That’s not the trash in him, that’s the man in him, Aunty,” she said mildly.  Inwardly, she was seething.  Give her a few more minutes and she’ll have worked herself into a good humor again.  She can never be vulgar, as I am about to be.  She can never be common, like Hank and me.  I don’t know what she is, but she better lay off or I’ll give her something to think about—

“—and to top it all, he thinks he can make a place for himself in this town riding on your father’s coattails.  The very idea, trying to take your father’s place in the Methodist Church, trying to take over his practice, driving all around the country in his car.  Why, he acts like this house was his own already, and what does Atticus do?  He takes it, that’s what he does.  Takes it and loves it.  Why, all of Maycomb’s talking about Henry Clinton grabbing everything Atticus has—”

Jean Louise stopped running her fingers around the lip of a wet cup on the sink.  She flicked a drop of water off her finger onto the floor and rubbed it into the linoleum with her shoe.

“Aunty,” she said, cordially, “why don’t you go pee in your hat?”


Coming at the end of the first part (of seven) of the novel, Go Set a Watchman’s Jean Louise Finch is a twenty-six year old making a living in New York City during the mid-1950’s.  On a homecoming trip to Maycomb, Jean Louise feels like somewhat of an outsider looking in to the changing social dynamics of her Alabama hometown.  Now that Scout’s own personal social life involves dating, the reader meets Henry Clinton, a contemporary of the now deceased Jem Finch who seems to have almost filled the shoes of his former best friend in a number of ways.  Aunt Alexandra’s obsessions with manners, propriety, and class have now spilled over into Jean Louise’s love-life, shedding light on a significant source of conflict for the protagonist: how does Jean Louise right the inconsistencies of race, class, and society personally, as an expatriated Southerner, in a time when the United States is seeking to correct its history of social inequalities and injustices?  Aunt Alexandra, a representative of a time when Jim Crow ruled in Maycomb, views herself and her family as sort of Maycombian royalty, and tries to imbue her niece with “a few facts of life.”  Nevertheless, in a Maycomb where the U.S. government and Brown vs. Board of Education is leveling the field for all, Finch, “rednecked white trash”, and Negro alike, Jean Louise sees herself as “common,” and proves it triumphantly with classically endearing Scout Finch vulgarity.
