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1. Introduction

When Go Set a Watchman,  the second novel by Harper Lee, was pub-
lished by Harper Collins in 2015, it immediately became a literary sensation 
in the USA. The book was one of the most anticipated releases of that year, 
and promptly topped the US bestseller list, with more than 1,5 million cop-
ies sold soon after the publication (Agence-France Presse, 2016). Of course, 
this extraordinary popularity was generated by the lasting success of its 
predecessor, To Kill a Mockingbird (1960), which till this day remains one 
of America’s most beloved narratives and that was dubbed by Oprah Win-
frey a “national novel”. However, once the avid readers laid their hands on 
the pre-ordered copies of Go Set a Watchman, a supposed continuation of 
the fi rst book, and actually began reading the novel, they became shocked 
by its content, for the story it contains turned out to be markedly different 
from what they had expected, especially in terms of the way in which Atti-
cus Finch, the main protagonist of To Kill a Mockingbird, is presented there. 
This article aims to study the controversy accompanying Harper Lee’s two 
novels, and discusses the critical differences between the ways in which the 
character of Atticus Finch is viewed by his fi ctitious daughter in both texts. 

2. Atticus Finch in Mockingbird

In spite of having authored only two novels, Harper Lee remains a canon-
ical author for the American Southern fi ction, and both her literary output, 
as well as her life are inseparably bound with the American South. She was 
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born in 1926 in Monroeville, Alabama, in a community divided by the strict 
laws of racial segregation. She and her childhood friend, Truman Capote, 
who later became an accomplished Southern writer, shared a “common 
anguish” (Shields, 2008, p. 25) to tell stories. Little surprise that, unlike her 
sister Alice, Harper Lee did not follow in the footsteps of her father, Amasa 
Coleman Lee, who made an accomplished local career as a respected attor-
ney. With his standoffi sh demeanour and strong sense of moral propriety, 
Harper Lee’s father became the obvious model for the character of Atticus 
Finch. In fact, he enjoyed the idea of having a fi ctional alter ego to such an 
extent that once the book was out he even autographed the copies of To Kill 
a Mockingbird as “Atticus Finch” (Haggerty, 2010, p. 14).

Having left the college, Harper Lee moved to New England in 1949 to 
join a vibrant literary community in New York. There, she was forced to 
rely on Truman Capote, whose fl amboyant oddities allowed him to become 
a social butterfl y in artistic circles, and who by the time Lee moved to 
the North, had already published Other Voices, Other Rooms (1948), a cel-
ebrated Southern Gothic novel that entered the New York Times Bestseller 
List with the 9th place. Through him, Harper Lee met a philanthropist mar-
riage, Michael and Joy Brown, who decided to act as her patrons and gave 
her a year’s wages as a literary scholarship. This allowed Lee to leave her 
hateful job as an airline sales representativeand focus solely on writing.

First chapters of what later became To Kill a Mockingbird were submitted 
to J. B. Lippincott Company in New York at the beginning of 1957. The text 
was considered unpublishable at that time mainly due to the fact that it was 
too fragmentary and lacked the necessary narrative cohesion. At that stage, to 
its leading editor, Tay Hohoff, the future bestseller resembled more a “series of 
anecdotes than a fully conceived novel” (Hohoff, 1960, quoted in Shields 2008, 
p. 87). In order to become publishable, the draft required thorough changes, if 
not essential rewriting. Yet, once the book was fi nally out in 1960, after end-
less corrections and painstaking improvements, it became a national sensa-
tion, and almost overnight catapulted Harper Lee to national literary spotlight. 

The publication of To Kill a Mockingbird aligned with the period of turbu-
lent changes of the racial policies in the US. What reverberated particularly 
well with the American readers at the time of the Civil Rights Movement was 
the character of Atticus Finch, a respected lawyer from a fi ctional Southern 
town of Maycomb, who intrepidly defends Tom Robinson, an African-Ameri-
can falsely accused of committing a sexual assault on a white woman, Mayella 
Ewell. In To Kill a Mockingbird, when confronted with the racial prejudice, 
Atticus demonstrates inspiring integrity and resilience, moralizing his daugh-
ter, Scout, that one cannot make assumptions about one’s neighbors, regard-
less of their background and ethnicity: “You never really understand a person 
until you consider things from his point of view … until you climb into his skin 
and walk around in it.” Ultimately, confronted with the impenetrable wall of 
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racism of the deep American South, Atticus loses the trial. Tom Robinson is 
pronounced guilty of a crime he did not commit, and subsequently ruthlessly 
shot by the prison offi cers while trying to escape. Scout, Atticus’s daughter, 
who is the narrator of the story, learns a brutal lesson about impenetrability 
of the Southern racial system that is eager to castigate an African-American, 
even in the wake of overwhelmingly exculpating evidence. With a plethora of 
violent hate crimes, including notorious lynches, taking place in the American 
South under Jim Crow regulations in the fi rst decades of the 20th century, 
the story of To Kill a Mockingbird appealed to the nation’s conscience with its 
blatant moralizing message that “it is a sin to kill a mockingbird”. 

The book adopts the eponymous bird as a symbol of an innocent out-
cast, one who lives harmlessly on the outskirts of the community. Tom 
Robinson becomes such an outcast when he violates one of the most sen-
sitive codes of the South, namely, the interracial sexual relations. In the 
eyes of the white inhabitants of Maycomb, his alleged assault upon a white 
woman, even in spite of her questionable “white trash” background, 
becomes a personal offense and poses a threat to the system of racial seg-
regation. And as a potential source of dangerous instability and corrupting 
excess, Tom Robinson has to be killed and turned into a scapegoat.

The strange of character of Arthur “Boo” Radley, an awkward pariah of 
the Maycomb neighborhood who fascinates Scout and her brother would 
be another “mockingbird” in the story, right alongside Tom Robinson. His 
past is surrounded by the air of mystery, drawing the kids into the world 
of the fantastic and the prohibited. Radley lives in a dilapidated house, 
on the same street as the Fineches. Scout describes him as a sickly pale 
individual, with thin and unkempt hair, and grey eyes, almost as if he was 
visually impaired. Radley leaves small gifts for the children in a tree knot-
hole, seeking to befriend them. At the same time, all the members of the 
community who adhere to the Southern sense of propriety do their utmost 
to avoid any contact with Radley, due to his murky past. He has no place in 
their reality, in which every person has a carefully ascribed social pigeon-
hole – what Atticus’s sister, Aunt Alexandra, ceaselessly hammers into the 
children’s heads. And yet it is him who, at the end of the story saves the 
children from the retribution of Bob Ewell. 

The lesson that Scout and her brother learn about the Southern world 
is brutal. Symbolic mockingbirds are perpetually killed and there is little 
chance for their rescue. For Scout and her brother, there is only one sta-
ble moral authority to fall back on, namely their father. He is presented 
an ethical compass for the household, careful to bring his children up in 
a manner that he deems proper, setting the restrictive codes of Southern 
propriety aside. Atticus’ smeticulous benevolence becomes tantamount to 
lawfulness and social compassion the community visibly lacks. The force 
of his righteousness is so magnetic that on a number of occasions his fi c-
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tional character was employed as a reference for the discussion of actual 
legal ethics issues in the US by The Harvard Law Review Association (2004).

Harper Lee designs the character of Atticus to stand as a counter-
weight to the racism of the deep South - the function he performs most viv-
idly in the infamous lynch scene. Right before the actual trial commences, 
the mob approaches the prison to storm into the Maycomb jail and lynch 
Tom Robinson. Atticus predicting what might happen stays in the jail and 
when the group of men arrives, he confronts them. The indirect way their 
demand is phrased: “You know what we want“ signals that they recognize 
Atticus’s capacity as the representative of law, and that they understand 
that they are about to engage in a criminal act. Their intention is not to 
punish a culprit of an alleged offense, but to obliterate him in a violent 
and humiliating way, simply because he purportedly violated the Southern 
code of conduct, and he represents a threat to the social system that pro-
vides them with racial privileges. By confronting them, and by refusing to 
step down, Atticus Finch confronts the system and challenges their status. 
For a brief moment, in spite of the respectability has gained over the years 
among the members of Maycomb, he himself becomes an outcast, con-
fronted with a violent majority that is ready to defend what they deem as 
their rightful racial privilege. The appearance of Atticus’s children disrupts 
the violent rite, as they addresses individual lynchers, shaming them and 
unwittingly placing moral responsibility for the crime they were just about 
to commit not on the collective shoulders of the mob, where it would be 
dispersed and lost, but upon the conscience of concrete persons.

Harper Lee herself did not expect that To Kill a Mockingbird would become 
so successful and she disdained the sudden attention she received. She 
shunned at the notion of becoming a celebrity and sought to avoid interviews 
whenever she could. As she said herself in a radio interview in 1964, “I never 
expected any sort of success with ‘Mockingbird.’ (…) I was hoping for a quick 
and merciful death at the hands of the reviewers but, at the same time, I 
sort of hoped someone would like it enough to give me encouragement. (…) 
I hoped for a little, as I said, but I got rather a whole lot, and in some ways 
this was just about as frightening as the quick, merciful death I’d expected” 
(Grimes, 2016). Instead of such a brisk stab from a misericorde, Lee received 
a literary athanasia. The novel’s publisher, Harper Collins boasts that till 
this day as many as forty million copies of To Kill a Mockingbird were sold 
over the years, and that it was translated into forty languages (Cavoto, 2003, 
p. 418). And although even now sporadic debates regarding its suitability 
for the school reading list erupt every few years, especially in the context of 
the usage of the word “nigger”, To Kill a Mockingbird remains to be one of the 
pivotal narratives of American contemporary culture.

As the American readership fell in love with Atticus Finch and his chiv-
alric bravery, they also became eager to see the story on the movie screen. 
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Two years after its release, and one year after the Pulizer Pize for fi ction, 
the novel was turned into a move, directed by Robert Mulligan, starring 
Gregory Peck as Atticus Finch. The fi lm version of To Kill a Mockingbird 
modifi ed the original story, and shifted the focus from the children’s per-
spective and their summer adventure onto the courtroom drama. This, in 
accordance with Gregory Peck’s wishes3 escalated the presence of Atticus 
Finch in the story. With such strong fronting of this character, his iconic 
portrayal as the moral champion of the South was given the full spot-
light, and Gregory Peck lived up to this challenge as an actor, offering an 
astounding performance. The fi lm version of To Kill a Mockingbird gained 
a wide critical acclaim - it received eight Academy Award nominations and 
was ultimately awarded with three Oscar statuettes, including one for the 
Best Actor. As a central classic of the courtroom drama, the movie reso-
nated strongly with viewers of a few decades, and reinforced the presence 
of To Kill a Mockingbird in American culture. 

After the publication of such a successful novel, Harper Lee was expected 
to produce another book swiftly. In December 1959, she collaborated with 
Truman Capote on his true crime fi ction novel, In Cold Blood, accompanying 
him to Holcomb, Kansas and helping him out with fi eld research. However, 
she believed her contribution to the book was not adequately acknowledged, 
when Capote merely dedicated her the text, rather than declared her as an 
co-author (Shields, 2008, p. 188). After that, Lee did not successfully engage 
in work on her own project and, in spite of rumors about the pending pub-
lication of her second book, no longer text of her authorship appeared for 
almost sixty years. Two US Presidents, George W. Bush and Barack Obama, 
acknowledged Harper Lee’s contribution and awarded her with some of the 
highest distinctions that can be bestowed upon a civilian US citizen: Presi-
dential Medal of Freedom in 2007 and National Medal of Arts in 2011. A rec-
ognition particularly impressive, if one bears in mind that all these honors 
were bestowed upon her for writing just one novel. 

3. From Mockingbird to Watchman

In 2014, soon after the death of Harper Lee’s sister, Alice, who managed 
the family’s fi nancial and legal affairs, the manuscript of Go Set a Watchman 
was unexpectedly discovered in Lee’s secure archive in the neighborhood 
of her Alabama house. The breakthrough statement about the discovery, 
issued by Tonja Carter, Lee’s longtime friend, electrifi ed the worldwide read-
ership and rekindled the interest in the story of Atticus Finch (Pilkington, 
2015). However, the “new” book by Harper Lee was in fact far from being 

3 Shields stresses that “Peck positioned himself fi rmly and prominently at the center of the fi lm” 
and thus, while in the novel only 15 percent of the book content is devoted to Tom Robinson’s 
trial, the fi lm version dedicates it more than 30 percent of the running time” (2016, p. 168).
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a recent literary output of Lee. The text, in fact, was one of the initial ver-
sions of To Kill a Mockingbird, drafted before Lee was instructed by her editor 
to modify the text thoroughly. The news about the pending publication of 
the manuscript generated a vitriolic debate about its legal status, and the 
controversy went so far that the Alabama police investigated potential elder 
abuse of Harper Lee (Graham, 2016), who, as some legal complaints sug-
gested, deprived of Alice’s consult, lacked the necessary mental acuity to 
consent to the publication of the second text out of her own volition.

So, on a closer look, the supposed sequel turns out to be a prequel for To 
Kill the Mockingbird. This very fact carries profound implications for the way 
we read one of the most important novels for the contemporary American 
literature. Wall Street Journal reviewer of the book, Sam Sacks called Go 
Set a Watchman a “practice run for To Kill a Mockingbird”, pointing out that 
“it existed before anybody could have known that small-town Alabama law-
yer Atticus Finch would become a symbol of the nation’s moral conscience” 
(Sacks, 2015). At the same time, the sheer experience of the readying of 
Go Set a Watchman is challenging, since, even when knows the genesis of 
the newly published novel, it is exceptionally hard not to look at Go Set the 
Watchman as anything but the continuation of To Kill the Mockingbird, simply 
because it describes events in the fi ctional world of Maycomb that took place 
after the trial described in the fi rst novel. While Harper Lee’s literary debut 
features a child narrator, Scout, who learns about the violent nature of the 
Southern racism, the second novel substitutes her with the grown-up Jean 
Louise who comes back from New York to her Alabama hometown. Upon 
her return, she discovers that her prolonged stay in the North allows her to 
understand how racist her childhood environment actually was, including 
her father whom she earlier glorifi ed and idolized. The trial of Tom Robinson 
which is so pivotal for To Kill a Mockingbird and, most importantly, for the 
movie, is nothing but a fl eeting anecdote in Go Set a Watchman.

Also, one has to bear in mind that the social context of the new novel 
is distinctly different. The fi rst book was published at the time when Oli-
ver L. Brown was forced to fi ght for the right of his daughter to attend an 
unsegregated school in Topeka, Kansas (what later evolved into the famous 
Brown vs. the Board of Education case) in 1954, and when the echoes of 
the infamous lynching of  Emmett Till in 1955 were still audible4, while the 
second one came out during the second turn of Barack Obama, the fi rst 
African-American host of the White House.

The change of the narrator’s name from Scout to Jean Louise is symbolic 
for the metamorphosis of the whole story, which ceases to be a mere child-
hood narrative and becomes an account of a profound, personal disillusion-

4 For extensive recent discussions of the Emmett Till case see, for instance, Davery (2015) 
and Metress (2002). Brown vs. the board of education has been studied recently by Keppel 
(2016), Ogletree (2004) or Peterson and Freehling (2001).
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ment. In his comment on the book for Daily Telegraph, Gaby Wood likened 
Go Set a Watchman to a “ghost: the spectre of Lee’s restless, ardent thoughts 
in progress” (Wood, 2016). The second novel reveals the feebleness of the 
idealized construct of the past, in which all the issues were black or white. 
When entering the world in which there are only shades of gray, and in 
which her own father turns out to hold deeply rooted racist views, Jean Lou-
ise is challenged to confront herself and reach a new understanding of the 
South. In a way, when one think of the two novels together, organically they 
constitute a bildungsroman, a story of evolution of a Southerner, who has 
to confront herself with the terrible legacy of the community she is a part of. 

In terms of the structural and organizational complexity, Go Set a Watch-
man may be viewed as disappointing. The novel consist mostly of dialogues, 
pivotal for the understanding of how the American South is “haunted” by the 
issues of race, but nonetheless, such density of verbal exchanges in the text 
resembles more a drama than a novel. The multiple dialogues pave the path 
for Jean Louise’s understanding of her regional identity, as well as to the 
full understanding of the true colours of her father. Each interlocutor she 
talks with, her aunt, her uncle, her boyfriend or her father, seeks to explain 
the white Southerns’ animosity towards the African-American community, 
using both emotional and logical arguments. Jean Louise emerges from this 
rhetorical turmoil of persuasion and manipulation deeply confused, con-
fl icted about her own uptake on race and about how to view her own father.

The Atticus Finch whom Jean Louise discovers upon her homecoming is 
markedly different from the Atticus Finch that heroically defends Tom Rob-
inson and that lectures his daughter about human compassion. The fi rst 
indication of the pending crisis of disillusionment is found at the beginning 
of the text, when Jean Louise runs into a copy of The Black Plague, a racist 
magazine owned by Atticus. Shocked by its content, she asks Aunt Alexan-
dra for explanation: “You—Aunty, do you know the stuff in that thing makes 
Dr. Goebbels look like a naive little country boy?”. Having compared South-
ern racism to Nazi fascism, she throws the magazine into garbage, appalled 
that such an offensively racist text could even be found in her childhood 
household which she deemed free of any racial hate.

The second realization about her father’s true convictions comes when 
Jean Louise attends a meeting of the civil council. What she witnesses 
there is an assembly of steadfast racist activists, among whom her father 
takes a prominent seat. She was most disconcerted by the speech deliv-
ered by Grady O’Hanlon, a local spokesman for the Jim Crow regulations. 
His delivery is riddled with a number of obtrusive racial statements and 
phrases that are characteristic for white supremacy’s rhetoric: “kinky 
wooly heads… still in the trees… greasy smelly… marry your daughters… 
mongrelize the race… mongrelize… mongrelize”. These phrases are literally 
unbearable to Jean Louise, but most importantly, she is shocked that her 
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father takes part in the gathering and that he has no issues with other 
members of the council using the language that to her are so hateful. Her 
shock is so strong that it triggers psychosomatic symptoms – Jean Louise 
feels nauseous and runs out of the building. 

The fi nal conversations Jean Louise holds with her uncle and her father 
complete her evolution into a cognizant Southerner, who understands the 
extent to which racism indiscriminately permeates her world. She asks her 
uncle in desperation: “What’s been happening, Uncle Jack? What is the mat-
ter with Atticus? I think Hank and Aunty have lost their minds and I know 
I’m losing mine”, oblivious of the fact that it is not sanity that she is so pain-
fully shedding, but her lack of understanding for her family’s past and her 
paradoxical ignorance of the true nature of the South. Her uncle replies with 
a number of logical arguments, seeking to appeal to her reason. Yet, it is not 
a network of syllogistic statements about economy, history and politics that 
ultimately compels her to acknowledge the true nature of the South. When 
Jean Louise confronts Atticus at the end of story, the unrealistically chivalric 
and idolized fi gure of father is violently demolished by her in an outburst of 
childish fury. Having accused him of concealing the truth about his racist 
views, she asks resentfully “Why didn’t you show me things as they are when 
I sat on your lap?”. Atticus does not reply to her allegations, what seems to 
infuriate Jean Louise further, almost to the point of mental breakdown. She 
calls him a “coward”, a “snob” and a “tyrant” – and fi nally hollers “you old 
son-of-a-bitch”. One could argue that this scathing anger she manifests is 
not only directed at her father, but also aimed at her own blindness and the 
inability to see the South for what it was. Jean Louise has to sever the umbil-
ical cord with her father and reject him, in order to ultimately embrace him, 
with the racist views he turns out to have, just like the majority of Southern-
ers. Their awkward reconciliation at the very end of the story signals that the 
laceration of the umbilical cord was in fact successful and that she is ready 
to acknowledge her cultural heritage, awkward and disconcerting as it may 
be. The myth of Atticus’s heroic integrity collapses, leaving the dedicated 
readers of To Kill a Mockingbird probably as traumatized and disappointed 
as his distraught, fi ctional daughter. 

4. Conclusions

The publication of Go Set a Watchman experts strong impact in so far 
as it necessitates a fresh interpretative glimpse upon To Kill a Mockingbird, 
one of the most extensively studied texts of contemporary American fi ction. 
While Harper Lee’s debut is a childhood narrative of elevating hope, her 
second text is an account of painful disenchantment of maturity. And it 
is understandable that all the readers who venerated Atticus Finch would 
feel personally betrayed by whom he turns out to be. At the same time, 
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however, when one puts the two novels together, considering the order 
in which they were written, one realizes that the thought behind them 
is congruent. They both constitute a precious lesson about the American 
South, as well as the complex mental traumas that accompany all those 
who struggle with its racist past.
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is viewed by his fi ctitious daughter in both texts. While Harper Lee’s debut is a childhood 
narrative of elevating hope, her second text is an account of painful disenchantment of 
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Dwie powieści Harpera Lee – o reprezentacji 

Atticusa Fincha w Zabić drozda  i  Idź, postaw wartownika

Streszczenie

Artykuł ma na celu przyjrzenie się kontrowersjom towarzyszącym dwóm powieściom 
Harper Lee i omówienie różnic pomiędzy sposobem, w jaki postać Atticusa Finch’a jest 
postrzegana przez jego fi kcyjną córkę w obu tekstach. Podczas gdy debiutancka książka 
Harper Lee jest dziecięcą narracją wzbudzającą nadzieję, jej drugi tekst to opowieść 
o bolesnym rozczarowaniu dojrzałością, co może być powodem rozczarowania czytelników. 
Mimo wszystko, obie powieści zawierają cenne lekcje.
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