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Go Set a Watchman is a novel by Harper Lee that serves as both a sequel and a
prequel to her famous work, To Kill a Mockingbird. Published in 2015, the
book was written before Lee's iconic 1960 novel but was not released until
over fifty years later. It provides a more complex and nuanced view of the
characters and social dynamics of the American South, particularly during the
Civil Rights Movement. This article will explore the themes, characters, and
significance of Go Set a Watchman, as well as its reception and its
connection to Lee's earlier work.



Background and Context

The Journey to Publication

Go Set a Watchman was initially written in the mid-1950s as a draft for To
Kill a Mockingbird. However, it was never published until 2015, after Lee's
attorney discovered the manuscript in a safety deposit box. The publication
was met with both excitement and controversy, as many readers had long
awaited the return of Lee's literary voice.

- Historical Context: The novel was written during a time of significant
social upheaval in the United States, particularly concerning racial
relations and civil rights.

- Literary Context: To Kill a Mockingbird established Lee as a major voice in
American literature, addressing themes of racial injustice and moral growth.
Go Set a Watchman revisits these themes but through a different lens.

Setting and Time Period

The story is set in the fictional town of Maycomb, Alabama, and takes place
in the 1950s, roughly twenty years after the events of To Kill a Mockingbird.
This timeframe is crucial as it reflects the changing dynamics in American
society, particularly regarding race relations and social justice.

- Maycomb: The town functions as a microcosm of American society, embodying
the complexities of race, class, and morality.

- Historical Events: The backdrop of the Civil Rights Movement adds depth to
the struggles faced by the characters, particularly in their confrontations
with issues of racism and segregation.

Plot Overview

Go Set a Watchman follows the protagonist, Jean Louise Finch, who returns to
Maycomb from New York City. The story revolves around her interactions with
her family, particularly her father, Atticus Finch, and her struggle to
reconcile her childhood memories with the reality she faces as an adult.

Main Plot Points

1. Jean Louise's Return: The novel begins with Jean Louise (often referred to
as Scout) returning home for a visit. Her initial joy is soon overshadowed by
her disillusionment with her hometown and the people she once idolized.



2. Conflict with Atticus: A significant turning point occurs when Jean Louise
discovers that Atticus, her moral compass, has been attending meetings of a
local white citizens' council, which is a group that opposes desegregation.
This revelation shatters her perception of him.

3. Racial Tensions: Jean Louise grapples with the realities of systemic
racism in her community, leading her to confront not only her father but also
her own beliefs and biases.

4. Climactic Confrontation: The climax of the novel occurs during a heated
discussion between Jean Louise and Atticus, where they clash over their
differing views on race and justice.

5. Resolution: Ultimately, Jean Louise must come to terms with her father's

imperfections and the complexities of human morality, leading to a personal
growth that reflects broader societal struggles.

Characters

The characters in Go Set a Watchman are richly developed and serve to
illuminate the themes of the novel.

Key Characters

- Jean Louise Finch: The protagonist, who embodies the struggle of
reconciling her childhood ideals with adult realities. Her journey reflects
the challenges of personal growth and moral awakening.

- Atticus Finch: Jean Louise's father and a revered lawyer in Maycomb. His
views on race and justice serve as a source of conflict and disappointment
for Jean Louise.

- Henry Clinton: A childhood friend and potential love interest of Jean
Louise. He represents the generational divide and differing attitudes toward

race and progress.

- Calpurnia: The Finch family's housekeeper, who provides a bridge between
Jean Louise's childhood and her adult realizations about race and family.

- Aunt Alexandra: Jean Louise's aunt, who embodies traditional Southern
values and often clashes with Jean Louise's progressive views.

Themes

Go Set a Watchman explores several themes that resonate deeply with



contemporary issues.

Racial Injustice

At the heart of the novel is the theme of racial injustice. Lee delves into
the complexities of racism in the South, highlighting how deeply ingrained
attitudes can complicate personal relationships and moral beliefs.

- Confrontation of Prejudice: Jean Louise's struggle with her father's views
mirrors the larger societal conflict between progressive ideals and
entrenched racism.

- Generational Divide: The novel illustrates how attitudes toward race can
shift between generations, with younger characters often more progressive
than their elders.

Moral Complexity

Lee adeptly portrays the moral ambiguity of her characters. Atticus, once
seen as a paragon of virtue, is revealed to have flaws that challenge the
black-and-white morality that Jean Louise grew up believing in.

- Human Imperfection: The realization that even those we admire can hold
prejudiced views forces Jean Louise to grapple with her understanding of
morality.

- Personal Growth: Jean Louise's journey reflects the necessity of
confronting uncomfortable truths in order to grow and develop one's own
beliefs.

Identity and Belonging

Jean Louise's return to Maycomb prompts her to question her own identity and
the sense of belonging she once felt.

- Struggle for Acceptance: The tension between her upbringing and her
progressive views highlights the challenges of navigating personal identity
in a changing society.

- Connection to Home: Maycomb symbolizes both comfort and discomfort for Jean
Louise, illustrating the complexities of returning to one's roots.



Reception and Legacy

Upon its release, Go Set a Watchman garnered mixed reviews. While some
praised it for its bold exploration of complex themes, others criticized it
for perceived inconsistencies with To Kill a Mockingbird.

Critical Reception

- Praise for Depth: Critics acknowledged the novel’s depth in addressing
difficult themes of race and morality.

- Criticism of Characters: Some readers felt that the portrayal of Atticus
and other beloved characters was inconsistent with their previous
representations.

Significance in American Literature

Despite the mixed reviews, Go Set a Watchman has cemented its place in
American literature as a crucial exploration of race, identity, and morality.
It offers a more mature perspective on issues that continue to resonate
today.

- Cultural Reflection: The novel serves as a reflection of the ongoing
struggles for racial justice and equality in America.

- Literary Importance: It contributes to the understanding of Lee's literary
legacy and her complex views on morality and human relationships.

Conclusion

Go Set a Watchman is a profound exploration of the complexities of human
relationships, morality, and racial injustice. Harper Lee’s return to her
iconic characters invites readers to confront uncomfortable truths about
society and themselves. While it may challenge the ideals set forth in To
Kill a Mockingbird, it ultimately serves as a reminder that growth often
comes through discomfort and that understanding the past is essential for
navigating the future. Lee's work continues to resonate, urging readers to
engage with the moral complexities of their own lives and the world around
them.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Go Set a Watchman'?

The main theme of 'Go Set a Watchman' is the conflict between personal
beliefs and societal expectations, particularly regarding race and morality
in the American South.

How does 'Go Set a Watchman' relate to 'To Kill a
Mockingbird'?

'Go Set a Watchman' serves as a sequel to 'To Kill a Mockingbird', featuring
an adult Scout Finch returning to Maycomb and confronting the complexities of
her childhood memories and her father's moral failures.

What is the significance of the title 'Go Set a
Watchman'?

The title 'Go Set a Watchman' symbolizes the need for vigilance and moral
oversight in society, reflecting the characters' struggles to confront their
own biases and the realities of their community.

How does Scout's character develop in 'Go Set a
Watchman'?

In 'Go Set a Watchman', Scout, now known as Jean Louise, undergoes
significant character development as she grapples with her disillusionment
and seeks to establish her identity apart from her father's legacy.

What role does Atticus Finch play in 'Go Set a
Watchman'?

Atticus Finch is portrayed in a more complex light in 'Go Set a Watchman', as
Jean Louise discovers that he holds prejudiced views, challenging her
idealized image of him from 'To Kill a Mockingbird'.

What is the setting of 'Go Set a Watchman' and how
does it influence the story?

The setting of 'Go Set a Watchman' is Maycomb, Alabama, during the 1950s, a
time of significant social change, which influences the story by highlighting
the racial tensions and evolving attitudes of the characters.

What are the critical responses to 'Go Set a
Watchman' compared to 'To Kill a Mockingbird'?

Critical responses to 'Go Set a Watchman' have been mixed, with some praising
its exploration of complex themes and character growth, while others



criticize it for undermining the legacy of 'To Kill a Mockingbird'.

How does the narrative style differ in 'Go Set a
Watchman' from 'To Kill a Mockingbird'?

The narrative style in 'Go Set a Watchman' is more introspective and adult in
tone, reflecting Jean Louise's internal conflicts, whereas 'To Kill a
Mockingbird' is narrated from the innocent perspective of a child.
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