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WHERE IS FINCH’S LANDING? REREADING 70 KILL A
MOCKINGBIRD AS MORAL PEDAGOGY

Abstract. What does the impossible location of Finch’s Landing tell us
about the moral pedagogy of 1o Kill a Mockingbird? Rejecting the claim
that the novel calls for us to place ourselves in another’s shoes, I argue
that it actually exposes the weakness of this mechanism as a resource for
moral action. Instead, the novel seeks to demonstrate that such action
requires a kind of engaged critical reflection, one called for by a text
that makes far more significant demands on the reader than many have
recognized. The location of Finch’s Landing is the key to understanding
the whole text. Seriously.

FOR MORE THAN FIFTY years, Harper Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird was
widely regarded—by white Americans at least—as a heuristic not
only for understanding America’s troubled racial politics but also as a
moral pedagogy for addressing the same.' Long before Martha Nussbaum
suggested that literature could be a way of modeling Adam Smith’s
“fellow feeling,” and thus of cultivating a more humane and tolerant
liberal polity, Atticus Finch’s advice to his daughter—*if you can learn
a simple trick, Scout, you’ll get along a lot better with all kinds of folks.
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"—sought to cultivate the same sort of insight for the same purpose.?

In June 2015, however, the 1o Kill a Mockingbird—-moral pedagogy com-
plex was struck a serious blow with the publication of Go Set a Watchman,
a second novel by Harper Lee written before 7o Kill a Mockingbird,
featuring versions of some of the same characters and some similar
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scenarios. Most shocking—for some®—was the depiction of Atticus Finch
as an unreconstructed bigot: a member of the town’s White Citizens’
Council, a onetime Klansman, and a consumer of racist literature. The
moral lesson of the first-written but later-published novel seemed to be
diametrically opposed to the pedagogical demands of its more famous
companion. Go Set a Walchman takes its title from Isaiah 21:6, which
declares: “For thus hath the Lord said unto me, Go, set a watchman,
let him declare what he seeth.” Serving as a leitmotif to highlight the
moral and political development of Jean Louise (the adult Scout), the
first-written novel culminates in this Scout’s recognition that she must
become her own watchman: that her uncritical reliance upon her father’s
example has left her morally and emotionally stunted.

One of the many puzzles posed by the transition from Watchman to
Mockingbird is the disappearance of Walchman’s demand that the chief
protagonist stand on her own two feet. In Mockingbird, Scout, and by
extension the reader, is asked to stand in another’s skin or shoes: the
moral focus turns from work on the self to imagining the other. The
protagonist and reader of Mockingbird appear, furthermore, to be
encouraged to model themselves on Atticus rather than to cultivate
independent thought: following the lawyer hero’s aphorisms, maxims,
and moral example. Nevertheless, although seeking to imagine one-
self in the position of another might promote some degree of critical
self-reflection, such exercises in imagination can all too easily become
a projection of the existing self onto another, leading to the confirma-
tion of preexisting biases. Imagining oneself in the position of another
is not only far harder than it might seem, it is also very easy to delude
oneself into believing one has been successful.* In the transition from
Watchman to Mockingbird, Lee’s moral pedagogy would appear to have
become a lot less demanding; indeed, it might be argued that the very
simplicity of the latter’s moral demands helped to make it so popular.

Here, however, I offer what I believe to be an entirely new reading
of To Kill a Mockingbird, one that suggests the existence of two different
moral pedagogies at work in the same text: the first, the standard reading
of the novel as an exercise in moral imagination as a route to tolerance;
the second, a subterranean set of demands on the reader that most have
chosen to ignore but which, if engaged, reveal much about the reader
and his or her desire to choose the simple over the complex, the easy
over the hard, and the superficially rewarding over the intellectually
challenging. Paying attention to this second moral pedagogy restores to
Mockingbird Watchman’s demand that both its readers and protagonists
challenge their own self-understandings as a path to moral insight.
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Harper Lee gave her last interview in 1964; thereafter she was famously
silent about her first published novel. Multiple theories have been offered
to explain this silence, none of which can be said to more plausible
than any other: even in the wake of her death little information has
emerged that would answer this question with any degree of certainty.’
To these theories I suggest another, albeit as an addition rather than a
substitute. Initially overwhelmed by the success of Mockingbird, Lee did
all she could to promote it. “I was a first-time writer, so I did as I was
told,” she observed in 2015. Nevertheless, when it became clear that
the die was cast and the simple moral pedagogy had crushed its more
complicated subtext, Lee may have become frustrated with her reader-
ship and chosen to withdraw. Her decision, shortly before her death, to
publish Go Set @ Watchman may have been a last attempt to draw attention
to the subterranean complexities at work in Mockingbird: indeed, it is
notable that the popular response of dismay and outrage prompted by
the new/old Atticus Finch was directly akin to Jean Louise’s discovery of
the selfsame Atticus in Watchman. Lee recreated for the reader of both
texts the experience of disappointment, disillusionment, and anger of
her main protagonist in the firstwritten one. She demanded that her
readers stand on their own two feet and stop expecting Atticus Finch
and 7o Kill a Mockingbird to save them from their own prejudices and
moral failings. To kill a mockingbird, that which simply imitates without
cognition, it is, Lee suggests, necessary to go set a watchman.

Literary readings predicated upon claims to subterranean textual
meaning inevitably suffer from the weaknesses of their paranoid cousin,
the conspiracy theory. Not least among these weaknesses is that such
theories are nonfalsifiable: any evidence against the conspiracy can
also be understood as evidence for it. I am acutely aware of this prob-
lem and recognize no good way out of it. All I can do, therefore, is
acknowledge this danger while presenting my arguments in good faith.
Sgren Kierkegaard is said to have observed that if G. W. F. Hegel had
prefaced his work with the statement that it “was merely an experiment
in thought,” he would have been the greatest thinker who ever lived.®
While certainly no Hegel, I would, nevertheless, like to preface my argu-
ments with the same disclaimer.

The aim here is not simply to dismiss a longstanding reading of a
popular novel but rather to suggest an alternative/complementary
reading that might offer some broader suggestions about the role and
function of literature and literary readings as resources for moral peda-
gogy. Paying close attention to the details of the text might tell us just as
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much, if not more, as the text appears to say on the surface, and more
about our own capacity for critical reflection. In keeping with this com-
mitment to close attention to the text, much of what follows turns upon
the ostensibly innocuous issue of the shifting and ultimately impossible
location of the Finch family homestead, Finch’s Landing.

I

The extent to which factual errors might be thought to mar a literary
work is an open question. While some have suggested that, as a purely
aesthetic matter, literature is freed from the demands of factual accuracy,
others, most notably the literary critic Christopher Ricks, have argued
that literature’s artistic freedom is itself reliant upon the facticity of
those aspects of the text from which imagination permits divergence.
“You can’t,” he observed, “get mileage from the matter of fact and then
refuse to pay the fare.”” Bracketing this broader debate, I employ the
question identified by M. W. Rowe: is the author “making a mistake or
a point?”® Considerable debate exists about the possible significance
of the former;’ here, however, my focus is on the significance of the
latter. I raise Rowe’s question with regard to one of the most obscure,
but potentially most significant, possible errors of fact Lee appears to
make in 7o Kill a Mockingbird, the location of Finch’s Landing.

The geographically impossible location of Finch’s Landing has been
identified on only one previous occasion, by Alabama writer William T.
Going in 1975. In Mockingbird, we are told that Simon Finch, the family
patriarch, “worked his way across the Atlantic to Philadelphia, thence
to Jamaica, thence to Mobile, and up the Saint Stephens,” and later,
“established a homestead on the banks of the Alabama River some forty
miles above St. Stephens” (TKAM, p. 4). As Going notes, “(Miss Lee
somewhat obscures intentionally or unintentionally [the Landing’s] exact
location by mentioning a Saint Stephens river—*‘the Saint Stephens’—
and implying that old Saint Stephens, the territorial capital of Alabama,
was on the Alabama River, when it actually stood on the Tombigbee).”"
St. Stephens, then, is not a river, and the Landing could not be both
forty miles above St. Stephens and on the Alabama River."!

As his use of parenthesis suggests, Going mentions these anomalies
only in passing and makes nothing more of them. In the context of
this discussion it may, nevertheless, be worth asking whether Lee and/
or her narrator are making a mistake or making a point. Evidence for
the latter is, perhaps, suggested by the second account of the location
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of the Landing offered by the narrator in Mockingbird: “Maycomb, some
twenty miles east of Finch’s Landing, was the county seat of Maycomb
County” (TKAM, p. 5). Interestingly, perhaps, were the Landing said to
have been forty miles east of St. Stephens, not forty miles above, then it
would, indeed, have been on the Alabama River. Moreover, its position
on the Alabama would have been such that twenty miles further east
of that, where Maycomb is said to be located, would be exactly where
Monroeville, Lee’s hometown and the ostensible model for her fictional
town, is situated.

Considerable similarities between Maycomb and Monroeville include,
but are not limited to, its courthouse, town square, and other aspects
of its layout.”” Nevertheless, Lee appeared to deny what seems obvious
to the many who have conflated the written-world town of Maycomb
with the unwritten world of Monroeville.”® In a letter of September 13,
1960, responding to a “Mrs. Hudson,” Lee observes: “You ask me where
Maycomb County is, where the Landing is—the only answer I can give
you is that Maycomb County is in my heart and the Landing is in my
imagination.”'* At the bottom of the letter is a sketched outline of the
state of Alabama, with the words “Maycomb County” filling the inte-
rior. The question of whether Maycomb is Monroeville in literary drag
is, nevertheless, quite different from the question of whether Finch’s
Landing could be said to be both forty miles above Saint Stephens and
on the Alabama River. The first can never be answered definitively, the
second is a simple matter of fact. As Christopher Ricks’s work suggests,
by situating her story in Alabama in the United States with its incum-
bent history of racial tensions, Lee is drawing on a certain facticity that
makes her imaginative tale possible.

Multiple sources confirm that Harper Lee was a keen student of
Alabama history and cartography; as such, it seems unlikely that she
would made not one but two such obvious mistakes in her description
of her local geography.”” Moreover, Lee is known to have shared a
copy of the finished or almost-finished manuscript with Gladys Watson,
her former English teacher and lifelong Alabama resident who might
also have been expected to have caught the possible mistakes before
publication, as might her husband to whom she is said to have read it
(Shields, p. 131). Likewise, in a 1959 letter to his aunt, Truman Capote
talks about having read much of the book, and he, too, might have been
expected to catch the mistakes if that is what they were.'® Moreover,
the location of Finch’s Landing shifts from Go Set a Watchman to To
Kill @ Mockingbird. In Watchman, we are informed that “Atticus Finch’s
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great-great-grandfather, an English Methodist, settled by the river
near Claiborne.”"” Approximately forty miles east of St. Stephens, and
twenty miles west of Monroeville/Maycomb, Claiborne’s position on the
Alabama River would appear to make it the geographical location of
the fictional Landing as described in Mockingbird. This, then, raises the
question of why Lee chose to alter this geographically possible location
of the Landing in Go Set a Watchman to its geographically impossible
location in 7o Kill a Mockingbird. Conceivably she simply made a mistake,
but much suggests otherwise.

Further evidence for the claim that the mislocation of Finch’s Landing
was the author making a point rather than making a mistake is to be
found in Lee’s otherwise meticulous attention to detail. To be sure,
errors of fact can be found in the novel. Patrick Chura identifies two
textual anachronisms. Noting that “the novel’s 1930s history is exposed
as at times quite flawed in its presentation of facts,” he observes that
the Works Progress Administration (WPA) “did not exist until 1935,
but it is mentioned in the novel’s fourth chapter, which is set in 1933.”
Likewise, he continues, “Eleanor Roosevelt did not violate segregation
law by sitting with black audience members at the Southern Conference
for Human Welfare in Birmingham until 1938, but the event is men-
tioned by Mrs. Merriweather during the fall of 1935.”'® Although Chura
constructs an elaborate theory of prolepsis to explain these errors, it is,
perhaps, more plausible to suggest, with Christopher Mole, that some
mistakes simply do not matter: nothing appears to turn on these minor
chronological concerns, and they do not appear to add up to a coher-
ent theory of the text."

In the case of Tom Robinson’s appeal of his rape conviction in
Mockingbird, by contrast, Lee demonstrates a detailed and precise
knowledge of American legal history. She does so with reference the
U.S. Supreme Court’s ruling on April 1, 1935, in the case of Norris
v. State of Alabama, overturning the convictions of two of the Scottsboro
Boys because of the systematic exclusion of African Americans from
their jury. Lee’s eye for detail and her reliance upon historical context
is suggested by the changing degrees of confidence with which Atticus
expresses his belief in the possible success of an appeal. In December
1934, when the petition of writ for certiorari asking the Supreme Court
to consider the case has just been issued, Atticus tells his brother, “I
think we’ll have a reasonable chance on appeal though” (TKAM, p. 100;
emphasis added); whereas, in late September or October 1935, following
the favorable April decision, he tells Scout, “We’ve got a good chance”
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(p- 250; emphasis added).” Lee exhibits a similar degree of precision
with regard to her understanding of the townspeople’s knowledge of
Adolf Hitler’s activities in the early 1930s. Some critics, drawing on
Deborah Lipstadt’s work on American newspapers and the Holocaust,
have suggested that Lee’s depiction of Maycomb’s knowledge of Hitler
was implausible. But Dan Puckett’s work on Southern newspapers and the
Holocaust shows otherwise and that, once again, 7o Kill a Mockingbird’s
facts are strongly supported in the unwritten world beyond the text. This
raises the question of what Lee’s commitment to factual verisimilitude
might suggest about her novel and its moral pedagogy.*!

II

A commonplace of 7o Kill a Mockingbird criticism—academic, popular,
and legal—is that Atticus Finch is a moral compass, not only for the other
characters in the text but also for its readers. “In Mockingbird,” writes
Michiko Kakutani, “Atticus was a role model for his children, Scout and
Jem—their North Star, their hero, the most potent moral force in their
lives.” Stephen W. Thrasher likewise observes that Finch “has long oper-
ated in the American imagination as a kind of moral compass against
racism,” while Denis Slattery declares him “a courtroom moral compass.”
The examples of this trope are legion.*” For some readers, however, the
trope’s persistence might raise the possibility that the supposed moral
compass may be, like the novel’s geographical compass, miscalibrated.
If the novel’s moral compass is similarly unreliable, then the supposed
moral lessons of the novel might be considered less obviously didactic
than has hitherto been suggested, with the text demanding more of its
readers than simple mimetic fidelity to Atticus Finch’s example.

In such circumstances, reading would seem to require more than
a passive scanning of one’s eyes over the text—rather, as befits a story
soaked in the legal, the sort of ongoing critical evaluation appropriate
to a jury. This approach suggests that, rather than gorging ourselves
on the feel-good moral confectionary of the standard reading of the
novel—that which permits us to identify ourselves with an unambiguously
good individual fighting a clear injustice—we might instead be forced to
consider the extent to which the story we are reading is more complex
than the manner in which it is depicted. Indeed, that the geographi-
cal compeass is off by ninety degrees—the Landing is described as north
rather than east of Saint Stephens—rather than one hundred and eighty
makes the text especially demanding. While the latter would simply call
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on us to do the opposite of Atticus’s example, the former tasks us with
engaging in complex moral reasoning to assess for ourselves what is at
stake and how we might act in similar circumstances. In this demand,
perhaps, Lee, like Henry James, seeks to “make the reader,” cultivating
the reader’s critical skills rather than simply telling him or her what to
think. There are multiple such moments in the text.

Atticus’s oddly blithe statement, “Way back about nineteen-twenty
there was a Klan, but it was a political organization more than anything,”
is just such a moment (7KAM, p. 196). For, as Glenn Feldman’s work sug-
gests, Atticus grossly misrepresents the importance of the group—both
as a political and a terrorist organization—in the 1920s, and, indeed, its
persistence thereafter. Moreover, Atticus’s supporting anecdote about
Sam Levy, the Jewish merchant who showed himself unfazed by the Klan,
ignores the murderous violence carried out against African American
citizens of Alabama and the valid fear that the Maycomb Klan, even
if they were as Atticus describes, would no doubt have engendered in
Maycomb’s black population.* Likewise, Atticus’s seeming endorsement
of the views of Henry W. Grady—one of the most eloquent voices of
the “New South” in the late nineteenth century—might call upon us
to reconsider Atticus’s motivations for defending Robinson.** While
maintaining his belief in the inferiority of African Americans, Grady
argued for the protection of their legal and political rights because this
was the only way of ensuring they would not rise up against whites.*
Atticus’s expression of a similar fear—*Don’t fool yourselves—it’s all
adding up and one of these days we’re going to pay the bill for it”
(p- 296)—suggests that his defense of Robinson, while admirable, might
have been motivated by less-than-admirable reasons. Here the book
might, for example, be asking whether doing the right thing for the
wrong reasons is morally laudable; just as the book ends with a consid-
eration of whether it is appropriate to do the legally wrong thing for
the right reasons.

For many, perhaps, the impossible location of Finch’s Landing might
seem a rather thin reed upon which to place so much hermeneutic
weight. Nevertheless, the “simple mistake” explanation appears implau-
sible given Lee’s knowledge of Alabama geography and commitment
to factual precision elsewhere in the text. Moreover, other elements of
the text are hiding in plain sight that seem to back up this rejection
of Atticus’s supposed status as a moral exemplar for others to follow.
In 1935, shortly before the trial, Scout recalls that she, Atticus, and
Jem were reading the sports pages of the newspaper. “Alabama might
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go to the Rose Bowl again this year,” she concludes, “judging from
its prospects, not one of whose names we could pronounce” (TKAM,
p- 126). The question of why the Finches cannot pronounce the names
of these prospects does not appear to have been broached until 2019,
and the answer—anti-immigrant bigotry—suggests that Atticus’s moral
compass fails, once again, to point due North.”

Not all such indications of Atticus’s faulty moral compass require
such hermeneutic effort. Another for which he is widely lauded in the
literature—his familial embrace of Calpurnia—is similarly problem-
atic. In response to his sister’s suggestion that the family dispense with
Calpurnia’s services, he responds:

Alexandra, Calpurnia’s not leaving this house until she wants to. You may
think otherwise, but I couldn’t have got along without her all these years.
She’s a faithful member of this family and you’ll simply have to accept
things the way they are. Besides, sister, I don’t want you working your
head off for us—you’ve no reason to do that. We still need Cal as much
as we ever did. (TKAM, p. 156)

It is, however, a comment that undoes itself. While championing
Calpurnia as a family member, Atticus makes clear that her status in the
family is predicated upon her willingness to work her “head off” in a
way that is untrue of genuine family members. Furthermore, consider-
able evidence suggests that the family’s relationship with Calpurnia is
far more exploitative and sordid than has generally been suggested: we
might ask, for example, why the book presents conflicting accounts of
Calpurnia’s move to Maycomb (TKAM, pp. 7, 167), and what exactly is
being suggested about the nature of her relationship with the Finches
during her visit to the church (p. 134). The novel pays repeated atten-
tion to just such moments in a way that calls into serious question the
supposed decency and moral rectitude of Atticus Finch, and the moral
system by which he claims to live.?’

Closer attention to Atticus as a moral agent further indicates the
peculiarity of regarding him as a moral exemplar. He is, to put it
mildly, just plain weird. Evidence for this comes in his admonishment
to his children: “Shoot all the bluejays you want, if you can hit ’em, but
remember it’s a sin to kill a mockingbird” (T7KAM, p. 103). Bluejays
and mockingbirds are both aggressive pests known to attack humans.
Atticus’s preference for one over the other seems arbitrary at best,
and he gives no further explanation for his position. Indeed, it is tell-
ing that he is prepared to bolster this seemingly arbitrary preference
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with the language of sin, making him all the more peculiar, not least
because Scout observes: “That was the only time I ever heard Atticus say
it was a sin to do something” (p. 103).% Atticus refuses to hate Hitler,
fails to condemn racism—only certain expressions of it—and engages
in blatantly sexist characterizations of the townswomen in front of his
daughter, but draws the line at killing one avian pest over another. It
is, perhaps, not too strong to suggest that his famous aphorism—that
which gives the book its title—is rather more vacuous than gnomic.

11X

Some debate in 1o Kill a Mockingbird criticism centers on whether the
narrator is unreliable.? Certain aspects of the text seem to support such
a claim. The narrator gives and then takes away: Calpurnia is a member
of the family, but one whose duties mark out her difference; Atticus
seems to be an advocate for racial justice, but one whose embrace of
Grady suggests his position is predicated upon self-interested pragmatism
rather than moral principle; and he expresses impatience with Hitler,
but shares the German’s eugenic beliefs about the dangers of immigra-
tion by inferiors. Here, however, I wish to suggest that we might think
about the “unreliable reader.” The unreliable reader is one who simply
fails to do the work required to grasp the complexity of the text. To Kill
a Mockingbird has long been regarded as a simple tale well-told, one in
which the good stands out from the bad at all levels. And, to be sure,
much in the text supports such a reading.

Nevertheless, multiple indicators also show that the presented narrative
is not the whole story. Paying attention to the details of the text—such
as the location of Finch’s Landing or why the Finches cannot pronounce
the names of the prospects for the 1935 Crimson Tide—should force
the reader to become the Jean Louise of Go Set a Watchman, who is
capable of seeing what is in front of her and coping with it rather than
immersing herself'in the illusions of childhood. Confronting her father,
Jean Louise learns that she must make her own choices and not simply
mimic his: she kills the mockingbird that the Atticus of that novel would
protect. The pedagogical value of this reading of 7o Kill a Mockingbird—
as opposed to the simple demand to imagine oneself as other—is that
it suggests that by doing the hard work required of this approach, the
reader can come to understand what she has ignored or that to which
she has been blind, an experience that not only vividly illustrates the
limitations on the moral imagination approach but also demonstrates



SIMON STOW 167

what genuine, as opposed to ersatz, moral reasoning requires. To achieve
this, the text must offer a pedagogy of indirection: simply being told
“think for yourself and make your own choices” is unlikely to produce
the outcome in the same way that being told to imagine oneself as
another offers a simple but often misleading maxim to follow. Rather,
the text must lead the reader to her own discoveries.

Presiding over Robinson’s trial, Judge Taylor observes, “People gen-
erally see what they look for, and hear what they listen for” (TKAM,
pp- 198-99). Here, perhaps, Lee alerts us to the problem of reading as
moral pedagogy: people have a tendency to read into a text and hear
back what they put in. This is, of course, an accusation that could be
leveled at my own argument, which might, to some, seem to construct
a grand edifice on a very shaky foundation. Taylor’s comment could,
however, be applied to any reading: certainly, once the dominant read-
ing of the text as offering a moral pedagogy for a better America took
off, nothing could stop it; nevertheless, it could have gone another way.
Perhaps significantly, Lee puts these words in the mouth of a judge,
somebody whose job cannot be done by simply employing maxims
and aphorisms. Being a judge requires judgment in a way that being
a watchman does and, because of the previously identified limitations
of the exercise, imagining that one is somebody else often does not.

In book 10 of Plato’s Republic, Socrates recounts the Myth of Er. It
tells a story about the afterlife, indicating that one is rewarded for good
deeds on earth and punished for bad. It is a story that seems to run
counter to the whole tenor of a text in which Socrates has been asked to
show that justice is a good in itself, not just because of its consequences.
John Seery argues that the Myth of Er has two possible effects on the
reader. For those who have read the text and derived little from it, the
Myth of Er offers a second-order conception of justice. For Socrates,
justice requires that we know why we are being just, and the Myth of Er
seems to advocate that acting justly might be an acceptable alternative:
incomplete, to be sure, but better than pursuing injustice.*

For those who have read the text and experienced its dialectical
effects—for those who have had their souls turned toward the light—
the Myth of Er might serve to remind them that they are, at every
moment, choosing their future and who they will become because of
their actions. It is, perhaps, a little preposterous—but only a little—to
say that something similar might be going on with 7o Kill @ Mockingbird.
Disputing this claim would, however, require a better explanation for
the multiple moments where Lee poses challenges—of varying degrees



168 PHILOSOPHY AND LITERATURE

of obscurity—to the reader. Foremost among these is, I believe, the
puzzlingly out-of-place Finch’s Landing. The answer to the question of
whether she is making a mistake or making a point appears to be the
latter.
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