
Bob Ewell in To Kill A Mockingbird 

 

Throughout the novel, Bob Ewell is an embodiment of racial hatred and lack of moral integrity. His prejudicial 

attitude, fecklessness and vengefulness all result in him being one of the most hated people in Maycomb 

(other than black people) and by the readers. Moreover, huge irony is created as his name (“Robert Lee”) 

refers to a highly respected Confederate general who heavily opposed slavery, which is the complete opposite 

of Bob’s character. In the trail, we see a clearer picture of his haughty character and the ways in which he 

treats his children. By the time he dies, most of the audience is left with shock and disbelief that he would 

even consider to commit such a vile act and little to no sympathy is felt for him.  

 

 

FOCUS KEY IDEAS CONTEXT EVIDENCE ANALYSIS 

Family and 
home 

A common concept that is repeated throughout the novel is how the first introduction to the family or 
parent is always through the children. By doing this, Lee clearly demonstrates how a child is a refined 
version or microcosm of the parent, hence why our first idea of the Ewell family and Bob Ewell is 
through Burris Ewell.  

Burris Ewell  

“the filthiest 
human” 

“one of the Ewells” 

Superlative highlights the level 
of disgust and repulsion  
Declarative- tone is reductive- 
almost like looking down upon 
them- all a reflection of Bob 

“safely out of 
range” 

“same distance” 

Both are cowards- don’t have 
the nerve to do it any closer- 

pretence 

“carried out the 
law just getting 

their names on the 
roll” 

Almost like ticking a box- no 
regard for the education or 
well-being of the children- 
education system has failed 
them. 

This first impression of Burris gives us a rough idea of the characteristics we can expect from Bob, but 
the description of the Ewell home gives us an insight to the sheer horror they live in and how Maycomb 
cruelly discriminates against the black community, even though they are more respectable.   

Ewell Home  

The Great Depression 
lasted from 1929 to 
1939.Tthe United States 
was thrown into despair 
on Black Tuesday, 
October 29, 1929, the 
day the stock market 
crashed. Due to 
President Herbert 
Hoover taking the 
Laissez Freire approach - 
sitting back and doing 
nothing, he told all 
businesses to keep 
wages and hours up. 
This clearly did not work 
as, from 1929 to 1933, 
the unemployment rate 
in the United States rose 
from 3.2% to 24.9% 

“depths of a 
depression” 

Obvious reference to the GD  
Gains some sympathy as many 
struggled through the hard 
times 

“spends his relief 
checks on green 

whiskey” 

However, this is all 
contradicted when we learn 
this- has the resources to 
improve his family but decides 
not to- painting the picture that 
he is a rude, abusive alcoholic  

“congenital defects, 
various worms and 

the diseases” 
“varmints” 

Triplet- highlights their poverty 
and poor status- also creates 
imagery of revolt and sickness 
Noun is used as a symbol for 
the Ewells- parasite- 
troublesome person  

“barbed wire … 
barricade” 

Metaphor for prison- trapped-
unable to be free- selfish 
inflicting it upon his children- 
torment  



This kind of prejudice is 
what allowed the Jim 
Crow laws to come into 
power. These were rules 
which mandated the 
segregation of public 
schools, public places 
and transportation. The 
Plessy v Ferguson case 
of 1896, for example, 
was a case that helped 
cement the legal 
foundation for the 
doctrine of ‘separate but 
equal’, essentially 
legalising segregation 
and sending the 
message that racism was 
acceptable.  

“warm bittersweet 
smell of clean 

Negro” 

Described as clean and 
respectful in contrast to Bob 
who is feral and unclean 
Described as homely and 
comforting in contrast to Ewells 
Both are in extreme poverty 
but it isn’t an excuse for not 
having any respect or dignity 
 
Lee compares them 
purposefully to illustrate the 
flaws in the hierarchy of society 
The fact that the Ewells are still 
considered better people in the 
eyes of Maycomb is a 
demonstration of the kind of 
discrimination that was simply 
accepted by towns like 
Maycomb.  
 

“layers of dirt” 

“their cabins 
looked neat and 

snug” 

“like the playhouse 
of an insane child” 

“if scrubbed with 
lye soap.. his skin 

was white” 

Throughout the trial, we can see how much Bob takes advantage of him being white and the blatant disrespect he has for 
everyone.  

Trial 

Arrogance   
“a little bantam 

cock of a man rose 
and strutted” 

Gives us the impression he is 
very cocky and full of himself- 
verb suggests confidence- 
knowing the power of being 
white- arrogance  

Disrespect 

Relates to theories of 
blackness - considered 
the race of ‘Ham’- 
biblical discourse 
suggested that God 
punished him for his 
disobedience - having 
sex with this wife- so 
black men were 
considered hyper-sexual  

“I seen that black 
nigger yonder 
ruttin on my 

Mayella” 

Depicts Tom as primal/ 
predatory - animalistic imagery 
Paradox- insulting his own 
daughter- lack of care for her 
Possessive pronoun shows how 
he considers her as his property 

Hypocrisy 

Book- Why can’t we wait 
Martin Luther King 
“the segregator a false 
sense of superiority and 
the segregated a false 
sense of inferiority” 
False- what people have 
been made to listen to 

“in that nigger-
nest” 

“devaluin’ my 
property” 

Hypocrite- noun gives 
animalistic and unintellectual 
connotations- reminding us of 
him in fact 
Ironic comical humour- quite 
the opposite- but he says due 
to the privilege his white skin 
gives him 

Through his responses, we start to build up a clearer image of his personality in our minds. When Atticus 
questions Mayella, we slowly start to see how Tom is actually innocent and Bob is lying.  

Eye  

“her right eye” 
“You’re left-

handed, Mr Ewell” 
“tend to show that 

a left-handed 
person did it” 

“he’s cripppled” 

One of the first examples is 
how Mayella had a black eye on 
her right - likely to be left-hand 
Atticus shows the readers how 
Bob is left-handed and how 
Tom Robinson is disabled so it 
less likely for him to do it 
Evidence- points to Bob 



Finger marks  

“definite finger 
marks on her 

gullet” 
“all around her 

neck” 

The finger marks on Mayella’s 
neck clearly shows how two 
hands are needed- making it 
obvious that Tom couldn’t have 
done it- making us more 
suspicious of Bob 

Forgetfulness 

Similar to how Victoria 
Price claimed to have 
forgotten many details 
in the Scottsboro case 

“I just don’t 
remember …it all 

happened so quick” 

Trying to cover it up- creating 
sympathy- making us question 
her credibility  

Southern 
womanhood 

Referring to Southern 
womanhood and the 
notion of the Southern 
Belle. Although Mayella 
doesn’t qualify as one, 
because of her class, she 
is calling upon the idea 
that they must be 
protected from 
lascivious black men at 
all costs.  

“if you fine fancy 
gentleman don’t 
wanna do nothin 

about it then 
you’re all yellow 
stinkin cowards” 

After Atticus’ intense 
interrogation, Mayella who had 
“no answer” because she 
couldn’t keep up with her fake 
narrative at the speed Atticus 
was asking.  
Becomes defensive and starts 
exploiting ideas of Southern 
womanhood- calling on those 
to save her and ignore her lies 

Abuse to Mayella  

Similar to how despite 
no medical evidence 
proving Ruby Bates and 
Victoria had been raped, 
the Scottsboro Boys 
were convicted- all 
serving a minimum of 6 
years in prison 

“you didn’t call a 
doctor?” 

“mighty banged 
up” 

No medical evidence of any 
rape- making his lies more 
oblivious  
Despite how hurt she was, Bob 
didn’t bother with any kind of 
medical help showing how little 
he actually cares 

 

Abuse to Mayella   

“tollable, cept 
when he’s drinking” 

Faces emotional, physical and 
sexual abuse from her father - 
hesitant- trying to protect her 
family- potentially reliant on 
him/ other children/ fear 

“what my papa do 
to me don’t count” 
“ma’am- keep 
mocking me” 

Quite explicit example of sexual 
abuse - made to believe it isn’t 
wrong- never been treated 
right - see it in this example 

 Despite all of this evidence pointing towards Bob Ewell beating up Mayella, they will not convict him 
because of the deeply engrained racism and prejudice in the legal system. This is further reinforced 
when Atticus states: "when it's a white man's word against a black man's, the white man always wins." 
As a final plea for justice, Atticus attempts to counter the negative stereotypes of blackness. 

 

Stereotypes  

“all Negroes lie…all 
Negros are not to 
be trusted around 

our women” 
“some Negroes 

lie…some Negroes 
are not to be 

trusted around 
women- black or 

white” 

Anaphora and triplet add a 
rhetorical flourish- hammering 
these points into the jury’s 
mind - Lee successfully replaces 
the homogenous determiner 
with the much more unspecific 
determiner ‘some’ 
Parallelism shoes how 
ridiculous it is to give all black 
people the same negative 
identity  
First triplet highlights the lies 
that are perpetuated by 



prejudice and intolerance - 
second conveys the realistic 
truth 
Atticus is emphasising our 
common humanity, trying to 
blur the lines between black 
and white people.  

 No matter how heart-touching and emotional Atticus’ speech was, he was only able to make one man 
hesitate, which is huge step compared to other cases, yet wasn’t enough to save Tom Robinson’s life. 
When we hear Tom being convicted (“guilty…guilty…guilty”), we feel immense pain and frustration, as 
we can clearly see it was Bob who did it.  
+ Scottsboro Boys / Emmett Till verdict 
 
Harper Lee purposefully does this in order to allow the readers to understand and realise the torment 
black people go through from having unjust verdicts.  
+ Emmett Till’s mum’s pain 

Although Bob won the trial and had Tom Robinson convicted, he still isn’t satisfied and is on the hunt for revenge against 
Atticus. Despite the verdict being in favour of him, everybody in Maycomb deep down knew the truth about Bob and his 
abuse to Mayella or as Atticus would put it:  “I destroyed his last shred of credibility at that trial, if he had any to begin 
with”.  

 

  

“cursed him, spat 
on him, and 

threatened to kill 
him” 

First act since the trial - 
couldn’t stop Atticus from 
exposing him in the trial so has 
to resort to violence- highlights 
his vengeance  

Both Atticus and the readers underestimate Bob and would expect small things like this, but when Bob 
attempted to murder his two children, it left us all with sheer shock and horror.  

Attacking the 
children 

 

“he slowly 
squeezed the 

breath out of me” 

Highlights how he is full of 
desperation to get revenge on 
Atticus that he has lost all 
morality within him- almost 
animalistic 

“crushed.. ripped.. 
crunching.. kicking” 

Violent verbs and adjectives 
further heighten the tension 
and horror of the event 

“Jem screamed… I 
could not move” 

Despite seeing and hearing the 
pain and agony Scout and Jem 
were going through, Bob 
continued to attack - 
illustrating him as inhumane 
and making the reader gain 
immense hatred and 
abhorrence 

In order to save Jem and Scout’s life, Boo Radley comes to the rescue, resulting in Bob Ewell being killed. When Heck Tate 
declares that Bob Ewell fell on his own knife, little pity or concern is felt as it is a way of making Bob pay for the pain, 
suffering and the ultimate death of Tom Robinson he caused. 

Conclusion 

Throughout the novel, we explore the depths of the character Bob Ewell, through whom Harper Lee 
helps us understand the detrimental effects a white person’s lies can have on a black person in the 
1930s. In addition, Lee implies the effects of bad parenting and abandonment through his careless, 
neglectful character. Overall, Bob Ewell becomes one of the most despised characters of the novel, but 
he serves his purpose, allowing the audience to learn valuable lessons from him.  

 


