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Harper Lee's To Set a Watchman is a compelling novel that has garnered widespread attention since
its publication in 2015. As a highly anticipated follow-up to her acclaimed classic To Kill a Mockingbird,
this book offers readers a deeper, more complex look into the life of Scout Finch and the societal
tensions of the American South during the 1950s. This article explores the background, themes,
characters, critical reception, and significance of Harper Lee's To Set a Watchman, providing a
comprehensive overview for both new readers and longtime fans.

---

Background and Publication of Harper Lee's To Set a
Watchman

Historical Context of the Novel
Harper Lee wrote To Set a Watchman in the early 1950s, initially as a manuscript separate from To
Kill a Mockingbird. The novel was set in the same fictional town of Maycomb, Alabama, and featured
many of the same characters, including Scout Finch and her family. The story was believed to be an
early draft of what would become To Kill a Mockingbird, but it was later revised and published as a
distinct novel.

The discovery of the manuscript in the early 2010s led to a publishing frenzy, with critics and fans
eager to read the long-lost work. In 2015, HarperCollins released the novel, sparking both excitement
and controversy regarding its place in Lee’s literary legacy.

Publishing and Reception
The publication of To Set a Watchman was met with mixed reactions. Many readers were eager to
explore Harper Lee’s original vision, while others questioned whether the novel was meant for
publication or if it was a draft that should have remained unpublished. Despite the controversy, the
book quickly became a bestseller and prompted extensive discussions in literary circles.

---

Plot Overview of To Set a Watchman



Summary of the Main Plot
To Set a Watchman is set in the mid-1950s and follows Scout Finch, now an adult woman living in
New York City. The novel explores her return to Maycomb, Alabama, where she confronts her past and
the changing social landscape of her hometown.

The story revolves around Scout’s visit to her aging father, Atticus Finch, and her discovery of the
racial tensions and societal divisions that have deepened since her childhood. As she navigates her
relationships with her family and community, Scout grapples with her own beliefs and the realities of
her environment.

Major Themes and Messages
- Racial Tensions and Segregation: The novel depicts Maycomb’s struggles with civil rights and racial
inequality, highlighting the complexities of social change.
- Family and Identity: Scout’s interactions with her family, especially Atticus, examine the conflicts
between personal morals and societal expectations.
- Moral Growth and Conscience: The story emphasizes the importance of standing up for one’s beliefs
amidst societal pressures.

---

Key Characters in To Set a Watchman

Scout Finch
The protagonist, now an adult, who is returning to her hometown and reevaluating her childhood
perceptions and beliefs.

Atticus Finch
The revered lawyer and moral compass of the novel, whose character is portrayed differently than in
To Kill a Mockingbird, revealing more nuanced and human traits.

Henry Clinton
Scout’s childhood friend and romantic interest, representing the changing social dynamics of
Maycomb.

Calpurnia
The Finch family’s housekeeper, who offers insight into the racial and social issues faced by the
community.



Other Notable Characters
- Jean Louise "Scout" Finch – The protagonist’s adult self
- Jack Finch – Scout’s Uncle, who provides familial support
- Walter Cunningham Jr. – Scout’s childhood friend and a symbol of traditional Southern values

---

Major Themes and Literary Analysis

Racial Politics and Social Change
One of the central themes of To Set a Watchman is the racial tension in the South during the 1950s.
Unlike the idealized depiction in To Kill a Mockingbird, this novel presents a more complex and
sometimes uncomfortable picture of racial attitudes, highlighting the resistance to the civil rights
movement.

Atticus Finch’s Moral Complexity
To Set a Watchman offers a different portrayal of Atticus Finch, showing him as a man grappling with
societal change and his own prejudices. This depiction has sparked debate about whether it
contradicts or complements the moral integrity shown in Mockingbird.

Coming of Age and Personal Growth
Scout’s journey reflects her struggle to reconcile her childhood innocence with the realities of adult
society. Her internal conflict mirrors broader themes of moral awakening and the importance of
individual conscience.

Conflict Between Past and Present
The novel explores how characters’ perceptions of their community and themselves evolve over time,
emphasizing the tension between nostalgia and reality.

---

Critical Reception and Controversies

Initial Reactions
Critics praised Harper Lee’s vivid characterizations and nuanced exploration of societal issues.
However, some questioned whether To Set a Watchman should be considered a standalone work or a



draft of Mockingbird.

Debate Over Atticus Finch’s Portrayal
The novel’s depiction of Atticus as more flawed and sympathetic to segregation has ignited
discussions about authorial intent and the character’s moral standing.

Impact on Harper Lee’s Legacy
The publication of To Set a Watchman has complicated Harper Lee’s reputation, prompting debates
about authorial control, literary authenticity, and the ethics of publishing unpublished manuscripts.

---

Significance and Legacy of Harper Lee’s To Set a
Watchman

Understanding Harper Lee’s Literary Evolution
The novel provides insight into Harper Lee’s creative process, revealing her initial ideas and the
development of themes that would later be refined in To Kill a Mockingbird.

Contributions to American Literature
To Set a Watchman expands the conversation about race, morality, and societal change in American
literature, highlighting the complexities of Southern identity.

Lessons for Readers and Writers
The novel encourages readers to consider the importance of moral growth, the impact of societal
change on individuals, and the nuanced portrayal of moral characters.

---

Conclusion: The Enduring Impact of Harper Lee’s To
Set a Watchman
Harper Lee’s To Set a Watchman remains a significant work for its honest and sometimes challenging
depiction of race, morality, and personal growth. While it may not carry the same universal acclaim as
To Kill a Mockingbird, it offers valuable insights into the author’s evolving worldview and the complex
history of the American South. As readers continue to explore its themes and characters, To Set a
Watchman continues to inspire discussions about social justice, moral integrity, and the power of



literature to reflect societal realities.

---
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Frequently Asked Questions

What is the relationship between 'To Kill a Mockingbird' and
'Go Set a Watchman'?
'Go Set a Watchman' is considered both a sequel and an earlier draft of 'To Kill a Mockingbird,'
featuring many of the same characters, including Scout Finch, but set later in their lives.

How was 'Go Set a Watchman' received by critics and fans
upon its release?
The novel received mixed reviews, with some critics praising its complex portrayal of mature Scout
and others criticizing it for its portrayal of Atticus Finch, which contrasted with his heroic image in 'To
Kill a Mockingbird.'

Why was 'Go Set a Watchman' published several decades
after it was written?
Harper Lee's publisher released 'Go Set a Watchman' in 2015, claiming it was found among her
papers, though many believe it was intentionally published to capitalize on her fame following the
success of 'To Kill a Mockingbird.'

What are the main themes explored in 'Go Set a Watchman'?
'Go Set a Watchman' explores themes of racial tension, personal growth, societal change, and the
conflict between old values and new perspectives during the 1950s in the American South.

How does Harper Lee's portrayal of Atticus Finch in 'Go Set a
Watchman' differ from his character in 'To Kill a Mockingbird'?
In 'Go Set a Watchman,' Atticus is depicted as holding more prejudiced views and being less of the
moral hero portrayed in 'To Kill a Mockingbird,' which sparked discussions about his character and the
novel's themes.



Additional Resources
Harper Lee to Set a Watchman: An In-Depth Exploration of the Controversial Precursor and Its Impact

When discussing the literary legacy of Harper Lee, the name that immediately springs to mind is To
Kill a Mockingbird—a timeless classic that has shaped generations with its poignant themes of justice,
morality, and human compassion. However, less widely known but equally significant is her novel Go
Set a Watchman, which has sparked extensive debate and analysis since its publication. In this
article, we will delve into the history, themes, controversies, and lasting influence of Harper Lee to Set
a Watchman, providing a comprehensive guide for readers and scholars alike.

---

The Origins of Go Set a Watchman

Background and Discovery

Go Set a Watchman was written in the early 1950s, before Harper Lee's To Kill a Mockingbird was
published. Initially, the manuscript was thought to be a rough draft or a different work altogether. It
was only in 2015 that the novel was publicly announced, causing an immediate stir within literary
circles.

The discovery of Go Set a Watchman came when Harper Lee's publisher, HarperCollins, announced
that the novel had been found among Lee’s papers. The revelation that the book was actually written
before Mockingbird, and that it was intended as a sort of draft or sequel, transformed how readers
and critics approached the work.

Context of Writing

Set in the 1950s in Maycomb, Alabama—the same setting as Mockingbird—Go Set a Watchman
introduces older versions of Scout Finch and other beloved characters. The novel reflects Harper Lee’s
initial exploration of themes such as racial tensions, societal change, and personal conscience, which
would later be refined in her more renowned work.

---

The Plot and Main Themes of Harper Lee to Set a Watchman

Overview of the Narrative

Go Set a Watchman follows Jean Louise "Scout" Finch, now a young woman returning from New York
to visit her father, Atticus Finch. The story is set against the backdrop of the Civil Rights Movement,
highlighting the complex attitudes toward race and morality in the American South.

Throughout her visit, Scout grapples with her perceptions of her father, her hometown, and her own
beliefs. The novel explores her internal conflict as she confronts her father’s views, which are more
conservative and, at times, at odds with her own evolving sense of justice.

Core Themes

1. Racial Tensions and Societal Change



Unlike the idealized portrayal in Mockingbird, Watchman presents a more complicated picture of the
South, emphasizing racial disparities and societal resistance to change. This theme underscores the
tension between traditional values and the push for racial equality.

2. Morality and Conscience
The novel probes the moral dilemmas faced by individuals when confronting their community’s
prejudices. Scout’s internal struggle reflects larger questions about personal integrity versus societal
expectations.

3. Authority and Family Dynamics
Atticus Finch’s character in Watchman is markedly different—more flawed and human—raising
questions about the nature of authority and the possibility of change within familial relationships.

4. Identity and Self-Discovery
Scout’s journey symbolizes a broader quest for self-awareness amidst conflicting loyalties and beliefs.

---

The Controversy Surrounding Harper Lee to Set a Watchman

The Ethical Debate

The publication of Go Set a Watchman immediately ignited controversy, centered around issues of
authorial intent, consent, and the circumstances of its release.

- Authorship and Editorial Control: Critics questioned whether Harper Lee truly intended for the novel
to be published or if it was a draft meant for her personal use. Some argued that the manuscript was
published without her full approval, raising ethical concerns.

- Characterization and Legacy: The portrayal of Atticus Finch in Watchman as a racially conservative
figure was at odds with the saintly image established in Mockingbird. This discrepancy led to debates
about whether the novel damages Lee’s legacy or provides a more nuanced understanding of her
characters.

- Legal and Publishing Context: Reports indicated that Harper Lee’s publishers and legal
representatives pushed for the release, claiming that Lee was in a fragile state and may not have fully
understood the implications.

Literary and Cultural Impact

The novel’s publication prompted discussions about:

- The evolution of an author’s characters and themes over time.
- The importance of understanding an author’s development process.
- The responsibilities of publishers in releasing unfinished or unpublished works.

---

Critical Reception and Scholarly Perspectives

Initial Reactions



The literary community’s response to Harper Lee to Set a Watchman was mixed:

- Some celebrated the novel as a rare glimpse into Harper Lee’s creative process and a more
authentic look at her characters.
- Others criticized it for its uneven writing, controversial portrayals, and perceived betrayal of the
moral idealism in Mockingbird.

Academic Analyses

Scholars have examined Watchman through various lenses:

- Historical Context: Viewing the novel as a reflection of the racial tensions in the South during the
1950s.
- Authorial Intent: Debating whether the novel was an early draft or a separate work, and what that
means for interpretation.
- Character Development: Analyzing the evolution of Atticus and Scout as representations of societal
change and personal growth.

---

The Legacy of Harper Lee to Set a Watchman

Influence on Harper Lee’s Literary Image

The publication of Watchman challenged the monolithic image of Harper Lee as a moral voice of racial
justice. Instead, it presented her as a complex, imperfect author grappling with the realities of her
time.

Impact on To Kill a Mockingbird

While Mockingbird remains a beloved classic, the Watchman controversy prompted readers to re-
examine its themes and characters with a more critical eye, understanding that even revered figures
are layered and imperfect.

Broader Cultural Significance

The novel’s release highlights important conversations about:

- The ethics of publishing unpublished works.
- The evolving perception of race relations in America.
- The importance of understanding authors within their historical and personal contexts.

---

Conclusion: What Harper Lee to Set a Watchman Teaches Us

The story of Harper Lee to Set a Watchman is more than just about a controversial novel; it’s a
reflection of the complexities inherent in literary creation, legacy, and societal change. Whether
viewed as an early draft, a flawed masterpiece, or a vital piece of literary history, Watchman offers
invaluable insights into Harper Lee’s development as a writer and the cultural landscape of the
American South.



For readers and scholars, it serves as a reminder that even the most revered works are part of a
larger, often complicated, creative journey. Embracing this complexity enriches our understanding of
literature and its role in reflecting and shaping societal values.

---

In summary, Harper Lee to Set a Watchman is a fascinating case study in literary history, ethics, and
cultural perception. Its discovery and publication continue to influence how we perceive Harper Lee,
her characters, and the ongoing dialogue about race, morality, and change in America. Whether you
approach it as a standalone novel or as a companion to Mockingbird, Watchman remains a crucial
part of Harper Lee’s enduring legacy.
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