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In his January 2017 Farewell Address, President Barack Obama, noting the lingering divisions 
of race in American public life, evoked the advice of Atticus Finch to his daughter Scout, “You 
never really understand a person until . . . you climb into his skin and walk around in it.” 
Obama’s remark reflected the unparalleled prominence of Atticus Finch in the American moral 
and political imagination, and yet so much about the character and the history that inspired it 
remains either unexplored or wrapped in myth and nostalgia. What is needed is a political 
biography of Atticus. How one would write such a thing is the subject of my talk, and the basis 
for the broader book that I’m writing. 

 
The character of Atticus reflects well the tensions between history and poetics that this 
conference sets out to explore.  Long celebrated as a paragon of liberal values, the publication in 
2015 of Harper Lee’s apprentice novel, Go Set A Watchman, stirred controversy with its 
depiction of Atticus as a racist reactionary. In this paper, I will use previously unexamined 
archival records to explore the origins and evolution of the character of Atticus from Watchman 
to Mockingbird. Central to this effort is an examination of eighteen years-worth of editorials 
written by Harper Lee’s father, A. C. Lee, the editor of the small town weekly in Monroeville, 
Alabama, from 1929 to 1947, and the widely acknowledged inspiration for the character of 
Atticus. Equally critical are previously unexamined documents from Harper Lee’s college years 
which hint at the political and emotional rift developing between father and daughter that would 
be reflected in Watchman, and which Mockingbird would attempt to resolve. This personal 
history illuminates a variety of Lee’s artistic and political choices, and will provide a rich context 
for discussing intersections of the poetic and the historical in mid-twentieth century American 
politics and literature. 

 
 
 

 


