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COMMENT

Last week, Harper Lee’s “Go Set a Watchman”
revealed a startlingly bigoted Atticus Finch. Under-
standably, some lament that Atticus is not the man
they thought they knew. They should take comfort in
remembering that “To Kill a Mockingbird,” not
“Watchman,” was Lee’s final, definitive version of
Atticus Finch.

The definitive Atticus also had his flaws. As we
knew and loved him, “Mockingbird’s” Atticus was a
plaster saint. This fictional hero let real lawyers
(actually, all of us) off the hook. As law professor
Steven Lubet said: “Be not too hard on lawyers, for
when we are at our best we can give you an Atticus
Finch.” In reality, as psychiatrist Robert Coles once
wrote, “his friends in the civil rights-era South had
‘yet to meet this kind of lawyer.’ ”

The Atticus in “Watchman” is the reality Coles’
friends encountered. We have forgotten, or blinded
ourselves to, that reality. “Watchman” reminds us
that throughout the south “White Citizens Councils”
defied the Supreme Court’s 1954 school desegre-
gation decision. A Mississippi judge named Tom
Brady started this movement. Similarly, business-
men, state legislators, and lawyers founded Ala-
bama’s citizens’ councils. The movement was wide-
spread: in May 1957, the Alabama Association of
Citizens Councils had at least 80,000 members. 

In “Watchman,” Lee perfectly captured council
rhetoric. A council speaker relentlessly used the
word “mongrelize.” He echoed actual pamphlets
self-describing councils as “the south’s answer to the

mongrelizers.” The “Watchman” speaker likewise
referred to “Black Monday.” This was what the coun-
cils called the day the Supreme Court decided Brown
v. Board of Education. It was also the title of Tom
Brady’s shrill anti-Brown screed that was the move-
ment’s founding document. 

The “Watchman” council speaker also claimed
that “God made the races . . . nobody knows why but
He intended for ‘em to stay apart.” His argument
echoed Alabama Judge Walter Jones’ editorial, re-
printed in the April 1957 bar journal mailed to every
Alabama lawyer, that declared humankind had
“three main divisions: White, Mongoloid, and Ne-
groid, each created by God with different qualities,
instincts, and characteristics, transmissible by de-
scent.” Jones, like the fictional Finch, was a highly
regarded member of his community: a Bar Associa-
tion president, Alabama Bible Society president, a
bank board director, and a fine art museum vice
president. 

Our revulsion over “Watchman” council rhetoric
coincides with the discovery that propaganda from
the council’s modern-day offshoots inspired Charles-
ton, South Carolina, killer Dylan Roof. The rhetoric’s
appearance in “Watchman” and manifestation in
Charleston demonstrates that homegrown hate has
long roots in this country that will yet take some
pulling to destroy.

How can these roots be pulled? In “Mockingbird,”
the repugnant Mrs. Dubose says to Jem, concerning
the camellias he tried to destroy: “Next time you’ll
know how to do it right, won’t you? You’ll pull it up
by the roots, won’t you?”

Harper Lee did just that when she transformed

the Atticus of “Watchman” into the hero of “Mock-
ingbird.” In so doing, she mapped a path for our na-
tion’s continued journey to true acknowledgement of,
reconciliation with, and transcendence beyond, our
racial history. 

To create “Mockingbird” from “Watchman,” Lee
reportedly spent two years painstakingly reworking
her text. Thus, “Mockingbird” Atticus represents a
will literally to rework one’s character, no matter the
effort. 

Comparing the two books is instructive. In
“Watchman,” grown-up Jean Louise discovered her
father’s ugly views by eavesdropping on a citizens’
council meeting from a courtroom balcony. In
“Mockingbird,” Lee once again puts Scout on that
balcony, replacing “Watchman”’s ugly invective with
Atticus’s closing argument in defense of Tom Rob-
inson. After the guilty verdict, Reverend Sykes tells
the children to “stand up. Your father’s passin.” In
that moment, The Atticus of “Watchman” is fully
reborn as the Atticus of “Mockingbird.” Likewise,
deceased Jem in “Watchman” breathes again in
“Mockingbird” as a boy who hopes for justice. 

Together, the two books teach us that confronting
history can be powerfully transformative. Looking at
one Atticus, and then the other, we know which one
we embrace. Now we can appreciate “Mocking-
bird”’s Atticus not as a plaster saint but as a product
of Lee’s sustained, hard work. Through that work,
Harper Lee gave us a hero and path to emulate.

Mary Ellen Maatman is a Professor of Law at Widener University’s Delaware
Law School. Her research has documented the work of segregationist
lawyers in the modern civil rights era.
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Any
American
who has
spent much
time
around vis-
iting Euro-
peans has
probably

had some version of this
conversation: “Why do
you use so much air condi-
tioning?” they ask. “Your
buildings are ridiculously
cold. I have to wear a
sweater inside in the sum-
mer! And it’s bad for the
environment. You
shouldn’t do that.”

Well, if you haven’t had
the pleasure, the Washing-
ton Post has brought that
argument home. “The
weather in Washington,
D.C., and Berlin, Germa-
ny, has been pretty similar
recently,” a correspon-
dent in Europe writes.
“There is one striking dif-
ference between the two
capitals, though: Whereas
many Americans would
probably never consider
living or working in build-
ings without air condition-
ing, many Germans think
that life without climate
control is far superior.”

Oh, yes, I know. I’ve
worked with Germans,
Brits, Swedes, Dutch and
French. All professed
themselves absolutely
baffled by our insistence
on wasting so much ener-
gy cooling our offices and
homes, when we could
just build buildings that
cool themselves naturally
if we open the windows oc-
casionally.

For Europeans reading
this, I may actually be able
to clear up this baffling is-
sue: Americans use air
conditioning more be-
cause America is a lot hot-
ter than Europe. For ex-
ample, in Washington,
where the weather is ap-
parently “pretty similar”
to Berlin, it is expected to
be 87 degrees Fahrenheit
(31 Celsius) tomorrow. In
Berlin, Weather.com in-
forms me that temper-
atures are expected to be
a torrid, sultry 75 Fahren-
heit (23 Celsius).

Of course, on any two
random days, the weather
might be unseasonably
cold or unseasonably hot.
You really need to look at
monthly averages. Lo and
behold, when we look, we
discover that Washington
has an average temper-
ature of 88 degrees in
July, while Berlin has an
average temperature of
73 (yes, that is indeed 31
and 23 Celsius).

And we’re not talking
about a place that’s really
hot, like Dallas (average
July temperature is 96, or
36 Celsius) or Phoenix
(106, or 41 Celsius). We’re
just talking about a rather
ordinary American city in
roughly the middle of the
country’s north-to-south
span.

We do have some cities

with more European tem-
peratures, including San
Francisco and Seattle, but
they are not our largest
population centers. The
rest of the country, even
places that are frozen
wastelands in the winter,
experiences summertime
average highs above 80
degrees. That’s not a
rogue heat wave. That’s
just what we Americans
call “summer.” A heat
wave is when it’s 100 de-
grees (38 Celsius) and
your dog won’t go outside
because the pavement
burns his feet.

I’ve lived through heat
waves in Northern
Europe, which cause

much the same hysteria
that we see in Washington
when two inches of snow
is forecast. Because we
have air conditioning,
Americans do not have to
panic when the mercury
rises – nor do we have in-
credible fatalities among
the old and vulnerable.

In the south of Europe,
they have higher temper-
atures – though of the big-
gest cities in each nation,
only Athens and Madrid
are consistently as warm
as medium-hot American
cities like Atlanta and
Washington. 

You could argue that if
Americans had not mi-
grated en masse from the
temperate north to the
blistering Sun Belt, we

ing ourselves in the win-
ter seems like “something
that everyone has to do.”

I’d like to thank our Eu-
ropean brothers and sis-
ters for starting this im-
portant conversation. We
should all pay more atten-
tion to profligate climate
control. Why are people
clinging to their unsus-
tainable lifestyles and ex-
pending so much energy
to make their homes com-
fortable year-round? Why
don’t they do the right
thing for the environ-
ment? Embrace air condi-
tioning.

Megan McArdle is a Bloomberg
View columnist who writes on
economics, business and public
policy.

low of 18 degrees (-8 Cel-
sius) to at least 60 or 65.
That takes a lot of energy.

On average, the move
from cold areas to warm
ones has actually saved
energy, not caused us to
use more. So why are we
so down on air condition-
ing, while accepting fla-
grant heat use as normal?
In part, it’s because air
conditioning still seems
optional. 

Heating also seems
normal because it is nor-
mal, if not exactly natural.
Once we harnessed fire,
humans started moving
into temperate areas that
were previously uninhab-
itable by bipeds evolved
for the equatorial plains
of Africa. By now, warm-

would need less energy
for climate control. You
could argue that, but
you’d be wrong. Ameri-
cans still expend much
more energy heating their
homes than cooling them.
That’s actually not that
surprising. The differ-
ence between the average
temperature outside and
the temperature that is
comfortable inside is gen-
erally only 10 to 20 de-
grees in most of America,
for most of the summer.
On the other hand, in Jan-
uary, the residents of
Rochester, New York – the
cold, snowy, rapidly de-
populating area that my
mother hails from – you
need to get the temper-
ature up from an average
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