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White Liberalism: Jordan Peele Reads Harper Lee
Nicholas Oviedo-Torres
In April of 1963, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. was imprisoned in a Birmingham jail for his
participation in a nonviolent protest against segregation. During his time behind bars, Dr. King
penned a letter in response to a statement of caution issued by eight white religious leaders. In
the now famous Letter from a Birmingham Jail, King

e ha

he Neg

g ea

mbling

block in the stride toward freedom is not the White Citizens Councillor or the Ku Klux Klanner
b

he hi e m de a e

(King 73). When King wrote this letter, he was referring to white

people who were asking the civil rights movement to slow down while also claiming to
champion their cause. Fifty-seven ea

em

ed f m he

one is left to wonder whether the white liberal i

i ing f King ha d-hitting words,

ill he Neg

g ea

mbling bl ck (King

73). Whereas King presents a comparative analysis between white liberals and white
supremacists, this research considers whether the white liberal is still he Neg

g ea

mbling bl ck and how it manifests in contemporary society by offering a political analysis of
three depictions of white liberalism in American popular culture and the critical and popular
responses to these cultural artifacts.

Methods
There is a long tradition of employing cultural texts to talk about politics. As displayed
b

he Uni e i

Pe

f Ken ck

P li ical C m ani n

G ea Ame ican A h

,

political theorists, philosophers, and literary scholars have implemented a multitude of
approaches to examine the political influence of literature and the value of literature as a
resource for political thought and analysis (Frank; McWilliams; Zirakzadeh & Stow). This
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multiplicity in political analysis can take so many different forms as some works rely on scholars
like Leo Strauss and approach texts as if they have an intrinsic meaning waiting to be uncovered,
while others lean on philosophers like Martha Nussbaum and Richard Rorty to interpret literature
on moral grounds (Strauss, Persecution 41; Strauss, Natural; Strauss & Kojève; Nussbaum;
Rorty). Another prominent approach relies on perceiving texts as cultural artifacts that can tell us
about the politics of the society from which the text itself comes from because the politics ha
been [in the work] from the beginning (Eagle n 169). In ead f f c ing exclusively on the
texts themselves, other political literary analysis methods turn their focus towards the audience
responses to literature. Most notably, Stanley Fish established a concept called interpretive
communities, which he defines as communities made

f h e h

ha e in e

ei e

strategies not for reading but for writing texts, for constituting their properties and assigning their
in en i n

(Fi h 483). By utilizing an approach that relies n S anle Fi h c nce

f

interpretative communities, scholars are able to better understand readers of a certain text and the
communities they come from based off their interpretations of a text. Each of these different
established methods provide their own value for the political analysis of literary texts.
This research will focus on two forms of media: films and novels. Nevertheless, following
the examples of thinkers like Steven Johnston and Michael Rogin, this study will approach the
analysis of both mediums in much the same way (Johnston; Rogin). As displayed by the methods
used in these various works, there are an abundance of approaches to employing cultural texts for
political analysis. With this understanding, this research will not prioritize any particular
methodological approach to cultural texts. Rather, the study will draw elements from many of
these different approaches. Unlike certain other areas of political science, this study does not rely
upon quantitative analysis or respondent surveys, yet this does not mean it necessarily adopts a
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subjective or idiosyncratic technique. Instead, it seeks to be rigorous, not rigid. In addition to its
own careful reading of the texts, this research draws upon representative reviews, articles, and
statements in order to consider reactions to these mediums while also noting the evidence of
relevant outliers. In such an approach that draws on cultural analysis and political theory, the
value of the analysis is ultimately demonstrated by the plausibility of its arguments and the
veracity of its insights.
Central to the rigor of this method is the distinction between politics and the political.
Political-theorist Chantal Mouffe distinguishes politics from the political by stating that
li ic

efe

he en emble f

ac ice , di c

a certain order and to organize human coexistence

e and in i

ions which seek to establish

[ he ea ] he

li ical efe

hi

dimension of antagonism which can take many forms and can emerge in diverse social relation
( Dem c a ic P li ic and C nflic : An Ag ni ic A

ach ; On the Political: Thinking in

Action; The Democratic Paradox; The Return of the Political). While politics refers to systems
in place, the political refers to the many arenas in which citizens become conscious of their
conflicts and fight them out, such as aspects of American popular culture like literature and film.
This study will analyze three works from the political arena of American popular culture and
their relevance to understanding the issue of white liberalism with Ha e Lee To Kill a
Mockingbird, Go Set a Watchman, and J dan Peele Get Out.
Since its publication in 1960, To Kill a Mockingbird ha
beloved novels, even being

ed Ame ica Be -L

ed N

e ed a

ne f he na i n m

el in 2018, much due to its story

around the false accusation of a black man who is defended by a white lawyer in a 1930s
Southern town (McClurg). Harper Lee fi

n

el al

ided he American public with one

of its most esteemed fictional characters, Atticus Finch. On the other hand, Lee

ec nd
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published novel, Go Set a Watchman, did not receive such a warm reception from readers despite
its highly anticipated release in 2015. Lee

ec nd

bli hed n

el i

idel belie ed

be a

first draft of sorts for To Kill a Mockingbird as exhibited by its several shared characters,
passages, and locations (Collins & Sonnad; Mahler). Though the novel appears to continue the
story of main characters in To Kill a Mockingbird twenty years later, the different take it offers
of cherished characters like Atticus Finch are often cited as reasons for a large number of
readers rejection of the 2015 novel. Unlike these two novels written by a liberal white woman,
J dan Peele Get Out is written by a black man and utilizes horror to tells its story regarding
race in a contemporary United States from the perspective of a black character. Since its release
in early 2017, Get Out has received widespread praise for its insight into the lives of black
people in the post-Obama United States. Each of these cultural works were chosen deliberately
to help consider what these texts tell us about the role and significance of white liberalism in
American culture.

White Liberalism Defined
In

de

e l add e

he he he hi e libe al i

ill he Neg

g ea

mbling

bl ck through political analysis of cultural artifacts, it is important to understand how white
liberalism is being understood within this study. In his letter, Martin Luther King Jr. described a
hi e libe al a

me ne

h i m e de

ed

de han

j

ice; h

efe a nega i e

peace which is the absence of tension to a positive peace which is the presence of justice; who
c n an l

a , I ag ee i h

in he g al

eek, b

I can ag ee i h

me h d

(King 73). With this description, King conveys that a white liberal is someone who appears to
support social reform, yet actually prefers the sta

. King de c i i n, h

e e,

n
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contrary to the common perception of liberalism within the American political framework.
In ead, libe ali m i

f en e cei ed a

humane changes that the We e n
c ne

(G nik 90). The me e a

a f m f adical eali m e

ld ha

een in he a

n ible f

h nd ed ea

cia i n he e f libe ali m i h he e m

he h mane change ha he We e n

ld ha

emanci a i n f la e and hen f he aciall

gge

all he

in he Ame ican
adical and m

een like [ ]he libe a i n f
e ed

alm

men, he

ha libe ali m i commonly

viewed as being rooted in accomplishing progressive reform in the United States (Gopnik 91,
90).
Yet reform always requires effort on the part of the individual, while the status quo does
not. A white liberal must place themselves out of their comfort zone in order to risk achieving
e ef m beca e [i]f ne cann

i k ne elf, hen ne i

im l inca able f gi ing

(Baldwin 336). Despite being rooted in J hn L cke idea of liberalism, the modern American
understanding of liberalism is not necessarily the same as the liberalism developed by John
Locke which rests upon liberal political theory (Locke; Grant). The Oxford English Dictionary
defines liberalism a
ending

[]

f

ad

cac

a d indi id al f eed m, dem c ac ,

f indi id al igh , ci il libe ie , and ef m
cial e ali

( libe ali m ). In hi

definition, there is nothing that mentions taking action to achieve these goals but merely
e

e ing

libe al
em

f

ad

ac ice hei belief
d n

cac

f he e g al ( libe ali m ). B

f indi id al f eed m, dem c ac ,

cial e i

ed b ac i n a King highligh ( libe ali m ). Th

illustration of white liberalism is helpful and
definition, i d e n

hi defini i n, a hi e

enca

b

ing

gh King

he O f d Engli h Dic i na

la e he e m f ll defini i n. Shann n S lli an b ilds ff King

work in her book, Good White People, when she defines hi e libe al a

he b lk f hi e

f
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people in the post-Jim C

Uni ed S a e

h c n ide hem el e

(S. Sullivan 3). I an

h S lli an defini i n e en f

be n n- or anti- aci

he and add ha white liberalism is

an ideology, a c llec i n f belief and al e held b an indi id al

g

f

he han

el e i emic ea n , especially when it pertains to the internalization by people of color,
with a particular focus on the imbricated elements of motivated blindness and othering
(Hondreich 392; Shulman 720; Schwalbe et al. 423). Since white liberalism has different facets,
it is important to stress that these various elements do not have a causal but imbricated
relationship. White liberalism is thus multifaceted and encompasses multiple different
components including motivated blindness and othering.
Motivated blindness,1 a Ge ge Sh lman define i , i a
eali
ha

n he a
e

fag

n c mf

in

e beca e me el acknowledging that reality would disrupt

i hin he c

en

illf l [and] e i e an ac i e eff
i

e f ign ance and denial f

e
n he a

c
f

e (Sh lman 721). Thi ign ance i
e

n

ee he

ld f

ha i

(Wa e 109). One f he ways this motivated blindness can manifest is through a concept

kn

na

he ing, though othering can also stand on its own. Othering is

eek ad an age b defining an he g

a m all and/

hen ne g

in ellec all infe i

(Sch albe e

al. 423). This theory posits that individuals create their understanding of self by drawing a line
between the group they identify with and a subordinate group of people that they consider the
other. It is crucial to emphasize that the othered group is always considered to be inferior in some
sense, which allows the self to look down on the other. Othering can occur between various
g

f e le, he he ha

in post-ci il igh Te a ,

1

S me ime efe ed

a

be een hi e and black e

[ ] be

een g

illf l ign ance (Alc ff 39).

le, be een La in

f hi e e le hem el e

and black

(S. Sullivan 64).
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Othering allows people to take the culpability for a problem off of their own shoulders in an
attempt to prove that they are not racist and place that responsibility on the allegedly inferior
group who is being othered (S. Sullivan 5).
White liberalism often utilizes four different forms of othering, which include distancing
f m

hi e a h, di ancing f m hi e

e i e hi

, ad

ing acial c l blindne , and

othering of the oppressed by the oppressed (S. Sullivan 23; Pyke 557). Each of these different
forms of othering allow people to distance themselves from the problem of race in the United
States and avoid interrogating their own racial commitments. Wi h di ancing f m
trash,

e le a e able

he

l

-inc me,

al hi e e

a d , f m hem el e b c ea ing a di ide be een g

le,

hi e

hich he e m i di ec ed

d and bad

hi e e le

(Donatella; S. Sullivan 23). This distancing allows many to place the burden of contributing to
racism on lower class white people and wash their hands clean of any responsibility for racism
beca e

hi e a h i

ie ed a

he m

aci g

in

cie

(D na ella). A Jame

Baldwin, the twentieth century author and social critic, often pointed out in his essays, this kind
f di ancing ha c me h
S

he n aci

gh in he a

he N

h

ha

(Bald in & Kenan 61). A an kind f

ided i elf n n
he ing al a

being like he

d e , hi mind e

f

the northern states being less racially prejudiced than the southern states allows northern states to
perceive themselves as the non- aci
c ne

f he N

Bald in

e ab

a e and, he ef e, he g

h e cei ing i elf a le
a e f en c n ide ed

aci

han he S

n n m

d

hi e e le. In he

h, h e S

i h he

he n aci

ha

hi e a h ha Nancy

Isenberg writes about (Isenberg).
Though Baldwin wrote ab

he N

h

ide in n

being like he S

he n aci

back in 1963, this type of mentality is one that many Americans, especially white-Americans,
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still adopt in 2020 (Baldwin & Kenan 61). Whether one uses redneck, hillbilly, or white trash to
refer to these lower class white people, these derogatory terms are often directed towards Donald
Trum and hi
k

e

ld ec n m

h li e in m bile h me[ ],

j b , and li ... hei ance

[ha e] n high ch

a Ame ican

l di l ma ,

(I enbe g; Ma hall). Wi h

this use of the term towards Trump supporters, white liberals are able to detract from the
gge i n ha he c n ib e
aci m (D na ella). A

aci m beca e he le

ci l gi Ma W a

ed ca ed T m

i e in hi b

e ae

eal

k, Not Quite White: White Trash

and the Boundaries of Whiteness, [ ]hi e a h name a people whose very existence seems to
h ea en he
ih

i

mb lic and

cial

de

(W a 2). The me e

beca e i challenge he c mm n a

alifica i n ha hi i

hi e

cia i n f hi e

a h, a

ed

me el

trash, suggests that these people exist in a space that is not fully white since normal white people
ld be ed ca ed, cla

, kind and g

d (D na ella). The e diffe en j

a

ii n

f hi e

people, whether it be rednecks and white trash with white liberals or the North versus the South,
are important to address because the motivations behind these different comparisons have the
same impact a

he ing f m

ela i e di inc i n be een g

hi e a h. The h
d

e i ha he e j

hi e e le and bad

a

i i n c ea e a

hi e people. Despite the beliefs of

many Americans, however, there has never been a true difference between the North and the
S

hn

hi e libe al

and

hi e a h in ega d

h

aci

he a e beca e

ha

happened in Birmingham happens in New York (Bald in & Kenan 61). In ead, he e i me el
a diffe ence in he a

he ca

a e black e le, a Jame Bald in

i

hen di c

ing he

difference between the North and the South (Peck). Whether a white person distances themselves
from white trash or identifies as white trash, the white person still plays a role in the figurative
castration of black people and the continuation of racism in the United States.
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Distancing from white trash is not the only type of othering that the perception of the
North being less racist than the South is an example of, this mindset also exemplifies distancing
from white oppressive history. The thought process behind distancing from white oppressive
history is that this type of othering is one of the better ways for white people to display their
disapproval for problematic white history (S. Sullivan 60). From the centuries of slavery in the
United States to the lynchings of black people, the history of the United States is jam-packed
with instances of white people doing horrific things to black people and other marginalized
communities. The common response, it seems, of white Americans to the revelation of these true
ie i

deem he ac i n

f hei ance

inc m ehen ible and m n

, e en li e ally

inh man (S. Sullivan 60). Yet the people who committed these awful acts were in fact human
and, he ef e, hei ac
[h

e e ,] hi e e

aci

f he a

e en
le

da

inh man. Wi h hi

e cei ed inh mani

f hi e hi

,

find i diffic l , and e en ef e to relate themselves to white

(S. Sullivan 60).

The perception of the North being less racist than the South exhibits, not only a refusal to
relate to the racist Southern slave owners of the past but, a refusal to acknowledge the racist
history of the North. Northerners love to admonish the South for its relationship with racist
historical figures like Robert E. Lee, Andrew Jackson, and Thomas Jefferson, yet fail to confront
the role banks, real estate boards, and urban planners like Robert Moses have played in ensuring
ha Ne Y k i
hi e
n

e i e hi

eg ega ed (Chang 11; Bald in & Kenan 61). Th
can eem

be he be

a

gh hi di ancing f m

dem n a e ha

[ hi e e le] a e

aci , hi othering actually allows white people to ignore the prominence of racism in

American history and avoid difficult conversations about racism (S. Sullivan 60). The fleeing
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f m

gh

ic and c nce

ela ed

ace b

e

le i

f en i led

hi e flight

2

(S.

Sullivan 91). This distancing from white oppressive history effectively attempts to create a line,
and

b e en hie a ch , be een he bad

hi e e le f he a and he g

d

hi e

people of the present by preventing the past from bogging down the racial progress of the future.
The failure to accept and acknowledge the oppressive impact white people have had on the
di ec i n f hi na i n nl

e e a a fail e in lea ning h

e that same history

(Baldwin 333). Whether one refers to the actions of slaveholders or segregationists as inhuman,
one outright refuses to acknowledge that they are just as capable of committing these horrific
ac i n a he e le h c mmi ed hem. Thi ef al b
whi e aci

f he a

e en iall

hi e libe al

e a e a a ef al

l

eek

ela e hem el e
he

f he na i n

structural racial problems and, even, how one may contribute to those issues (S. Sullivan 60).
Wi h

ha ing e e

hing hi e Ame ican hink he belie e in

ee amined and

investigating the true cause of white oppressive history, white liberals deny themselves an
opportunity to better understand the infrastructure of racial injustice in the United States and, as a
result, stand in the way of its solution (Baldwin 345).
Another type of othering that is used by white liberals to deny their role in the racial
hierarchy is the adoption of racial color-blindness. The concept of racial color-blindness is to
ed ce in e acial en i n b

gge ing ha

c n ide ed hen making deci i n
f

he ing nce again f c e

bad

ab

acial categories do not matter and should not be

an indi id al (Riche n & N

n c ea ing a a k di inc i n be een g

d

hi e e le and

hi e e le. In he case of color-blindness, however, the construction of this line is much

m e im lici han di ancing f m

hi e a h and hi e

Not to be confused with the housing term of the same name that refers to
a e bec ming m e di e e (Chang 76; Bates).
2

ba m 417). Thi f m

e i e hi

hi e e

. The ad

le lea ing

i n f

ban a ea ha
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racial color-blindness relies on the perception that those who take skin color into consideration in
any manner are morally inferior to, and therefore othered by, those who claim not to take race
into consideration in any matter. This strategy to combatting racism conflates acknowledging
race with discrimination. Though this approach seems very progressive because one allegedly
ignores that race even exists and theoretically treats all humans the same on an individual level,
i al

all

ne

c m le el ign e

ema ic aci m and cc

a magical lace

he e

racism does not still exist (S. Sullivan 92). One does not have to look very far, whether it is the
segregation currently occurring on Long Island, NY or the early signs of the disproportionate
impact COVID-19 has had on black communities, to recognize that racism is still very much
alive in the United States (Winslow; Eligon et al.).
As José Medina points out in his book, The Epistemology of Resistance: Gender and
Racial Oppression, Epistemic Injustice, and Resistant Imaginations, this mentality encourages
me ne

be ac i el and

dl ign an

f [ hei ]

cial

i i nali

and dem n a e

a

failure in self-knowledge and a failure in the knowledge of others with whom one is intimately
ela ed (Medina 37). B
blindne

di la

e ending

an ab l e ef al

c m le el ign e ace, he ad
bec me a a e f ne

i n f acial color-

n and

he

i i nali

within the American racial hierarchy that exists whether one wants it to or not. This thoughtce
d n

nl
kn

Jame Bald in claim in The Fire Next Time ha
ab

Color-blindne

Neg e e eal

ha he d n

kn

ab

i a aciali ed endi i n f he na e a ing

ha e e

hem el e
f igh and

hi e e le

(Bald in 312).
f mind

ih

all of its problems. This mentality and its problems are properly exemplified in so many different
a , he he ha

he f me S a b ck CEO claiming he d e n

Sidne P i ie fan claiming he d n ca e if [he ] black, hi e,

ee c l
le,

an m e
e he ch

a
l
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policy research that suggests color-blind school policies actually increase the educational gap
between black and white students does it pretty well (K. Sullivan; Robot; Roda & Wells).
Re ea che f
blic ch
membe

nd a

ng

l and he g
f hei

ii ec
h in

ela i n be

een inc ea ing acial/e hnic segregation in

-called c l blind policies, which ignore the races of

den b d and he ch

l

le in he de eg ega i n f he Uni ed S a e

(Roda & Wells 262). Despite the good intentions of adopting racial color-blindness, this form of
othering prevents one from recognizing and addressing the systematic ways racism exists in this
nation. As a result, the adoption of racial color-blindness by white liberals prevents many from
understanding how they contribute to the problems they claim to hope to resolve.
Another way othering occurs within white liberalism is through distancing by the
oppressed of the oppressed. Unfortunately, white liberalism is an ideology that can infect people
of color. The infection of white liberalism and othering by those who are subjected to racism
starts with the internalization of racial oppression. W.E.B. Du Bois created the foundation for the
nde anding f in e nali ed acial
l king a

ne

elf h

gh he e e

e i n hen he
f

he , f mea

that looks on in amused contempt and pity

hile di c

e ab
ing ne
ing hi he

this sense of always
lb
fd

he a e f a

ld

ble c n ci

ne

(Du Bois). The research behind internalized racism has bloomed in recent years and sociologist
Ka en D. P ke a able

b ild ff f D B i

he in e nali a i n f acial

g

nd

e i n am ng he aciall

k b defining in e nali ed aci m a
b dina ed (P ke 551). The

internalization of these social contexts can come to fruition in a rather subtle manner to the
e en ha hi in e nali ed aci m e i

in ne

bc n ci

. Ba ed n a G am cian

perspective on hegemony, the dominant group in a hierarchy is able to control the construction of
reality through the way they control social norms, procedures, and knowledge through processes

Oviedo-Torres 13
often known as indoctrination or mental colonization (Pyke 556; Gramisci et al.; hooks 173).
With this control of how society perceives reality, the dominant group, which are white people in
he acial hie a ch
e e

f he Uni ed S a e , a e able

ne be in e e

, he eb ge ing

e en hei

e ed g

n in e e

acce

interests as their own and minimize conflic (P ke 556). Thi
lan

he eed f

acce

he

he ing f

he iden i ie im

ed n hem b

e ed c mm ni
ei

cla

[ab

he d minan g

bc n ci

in e nali ed aci m

he black e le b black e le hen he
e

e ed

(P ke 557).

The internalization of racial oppression f en lead
n

a eflec ing

he

he ing f membe

beca e ne e cei e hem el e a a membe

f a d minan ,

e] hei alleged infe i [ ] (P ke 557). In hi ca e, black e

have adopted the internali a i n f aci m effec i el

ie

he black e

f ne

le a

he

le h
he ,

despite never being accepted by white people. White liberalism requires some form of denial of
the reality of ne f ll

le within he acial hie a ch , hich incl de a denial f ne full role

as an oppressed member within the hierarchy. This othering of the oppressed by the oppressed
can manifest in multiple different ways, including seeing oneself as existing outside of the racial
hierarchy as the character of Phillip does in Jeremy O. Ha i

Slave Play (Harris 59). One of

the better examples of this othering of the oppressed by the oppressed comes from Martin Luther
King Jr. During a sermon in Montgomery from the late 1950s, King is quoted as urging his
congregation to look at the a i ic ha di la black e le a e 10 e cen
f S . L i and a e e
can kee

n ible f

58 e cen

f i c ime

f he

la i n

as a reason why black people

n blaming he hi e man (Bald in 644). Wi h hi

a emen , King ign ed and

omitted that black people are more likely to be profiled and arrested by police, which likely
played a large role in the statistics he quoted. Instead of displaying how these St. Louis crime
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statistics were symptoms of the systematic racism black people have continuously faced in this
nation, King chose to utilize the statistics as a way to bolster his argument for why black people
can kee

n blaming he hi e man (Bald in 644). King

ed hi

eech

c ea e a di ide

between black people who find white people responsible for things like the St. Louis crime
statistics and black people like himself who do not and, instead, place that blame on black
people. Black-on-black violence is often a talking point used to justify racist policing policies
and, not only does King accept this talking point as in his own interest, he uses it to display how
he ie

him elf a

cc

ing a m e

ei

cla

han ha

f

he black e

le (Ma ie;

Pyke 557). Even King, a fervent and beloved civil rights leader, internalized his surrounding
systems of racial oppression and was infected by the white liberalism mentality.

White Liberalism in To Kill a Mockingbird
There are a plethora of examples today which embody the ideology of white liberalism. One
of the most famous is the beloved liberal fiction icon, Atticus Finch, from To Kill a Mockingbird.
E ic S nd

i

efe ed

Ha e Lee To Kill a Mockingbird a

hi e libe ali m and hi i e ac l

ha i ha been ince i

a a ic la

ch

ne f

blica i n in 1960. Ha e Lee

novel was released at the height of the Civil Rights Movement and received an overwhelmingly
positive reception, as displayed by its 1961 Pulitzer Prize in Fiction and the 98 weeks it spent on
the New York Times best-seller list ( 1961 P li e P i e ; Mary Jo Murphy). To Kill a
Mockingbird is not merely an award-winning and high-selling novel though, this is a novel that
real readers have proclaimed have changed their lives. One signal of this impact can be found
when political consultant and former Clinton campaign strategist James Carville proclaimed that
he n

el a

he m

im

an b

k f hi life f

he change i effec ed in hi

ie

f acial
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j

ice (S nd

i 182). A la ge di la

f hi n

el

e ceived impact on the minds of its

readers can be found in a survey of 5,000 respondents from 1991 by the Book-of-the-Month
Cl b and he Lib a

f C ng e

m e han Ha e Lee deb

n

Cen e f

he B

k ha he Bible a he nl b

el a making a diffe ence in he li e

k ci ed

f eade (J hn n

14). This book has often been signaled to as the perfect lesson in combatting racism and a large
ea n f

hi

e cei ed im ac i he n

Ever since the Pulitze

inning n

el bel

el

ed cha ac e

blica i n, A ic

f A ic
ha

Finch.

d n a ede al f

man

readers due to his perceived progressive racial views. In the novel, Atticus is a lawyer who
defends an innocent black man, Tom Robinson, accused of raping a white woman in a town
where this type of accusation, without questioning its credibility, was a guilty conviction for a
black man. Th

gh A ic

a

n cce f l in hi a em

achie e T m R bin n ac i al,

readers have viewed Atticus as a liberal icon and symbol of morality merely because he
espoused seemingly progressive rhetoric and was able to get the jury to hesitate about their guilty
verdict. In 1964, Ma in L he King J . highligh ed A ic

he i m and m al c

age

when advocating for the necessity of nonviolent protest in the Civil Rights Movement (King 24).
While a h
ch

l

fe

Wall Lamb efe ed

A ic

en a fa a efe ing

Murphy 116; McMillian 701). Thi i all

a he m del e can all aim
A ic
a

a

j

e e f

el e b

ne law

ice in he fle h (Mary McDonagh

ha eade l e A ic

career and life on the line for a wrongfully accused black man,
anda d ha

a d,

beca e he

hich eemingl

hi

mee [ ] he

can eld m a ain (Ba ge; L be 1340).

Though it has been sixty years since To Kill a Mockingbird was first published, the novel and
its beloved hero have yet to be abandoned by readers. O ah Winf e fam
n

el a

na i nal n

el and i eem

he n

l

efe ed

Lee

ng a To Kill a Mockingbird is still the
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most read book by 9th graders in the United States in 2020 (Mary McDonagh Murphy 202;
Wha Kid Are Reading ). Reade ha e e en di la ed he d abili
A ic

Finch a eac i n

Aa n S kin

f he na i n l

ef

Obama allusion to the fictional lawyer in his farewell address and

ake n he

e ing la

e f m fic i n

n B ad a ha di la ed h

beloved this novel and its esteemed savior still are in American popular culture (Kornhaber;
Marks). Despite the love many readers evidently have for Atticus Finch, and thus To Kill a
Mockingbird, d e

A ic

eemingl

e i n f A ic

b failing

g e i e acial

ec gni e he nde l ing

li ic , eade

f en c ea e hi

blem behind A ic

perceived

liberal actions.
A ic

black female e an , Cal

nia, i

f en

in ed

a

f

A ic

n n-

racist image because Atticus seems to respect her as a human and stands up for her. This
treatment allows Atticus to take on the appearance of someone who supports racially progressive
reform. One c i ic e en
i membe a black

ai ed A ic
man,

and hi famil f

hich

being

ne hich elc me a

ne f

e l exhibits the praise Atticus receives for his

relationship with Calpurnia (Johnson 137). One of the instances that has helped readers form this
ini n f A ic

a i de

a d Cal

nia i

hen A ic

defend Cal

nia again hi

sister, Alexandra, after she has moved into the Finch household and suggested getting rid of
Calpurnia as a servant. Atticus responds to this suggestion by proclaiming:
Ale and a, Cal
b

nia n

I c ldn ha e g

family and

lea ing hi h

al ng i h

ll im l ha e

you working your head off for us

acce

e n il he an

.Y

ma

hink

he

i e,

he all he e ea . She a faithful member of [the]
hing he a

he a e. Be ide , i e , I d n

en

d

ea n

we ever did. (Lee, To Kill a Mockingbird 182-183)

an

ha . We ill need Cal a m ch a
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To many readers, this came off as Atticus sticking up for Calpurnia against the mean Aunt
Alexandra who just wanted to rip the Finch household apart. Despite this common reading,
Atticus says something in this scene that seems progressive on the surface but is not actually so.
Atticus claims that Calpurnia is a part of his family yet he fails to treat her like family. For
starters, he makes clear later in his statement that he would not work his own family the way that
he works Calpurnia, despite his claim that Calpurnia is family. In addition, Atticus makes
evident that he views black and white women to be on two separate levels when he tells
Alexandra, a white woman, that he does not want her to work for the family like Calpurnia, a
black woman. Despite this statement seeming on its face to be progressive because it asserts
Cal

nia a a membe

f he famil , i ac all

e eal A ic

ie

f Cal

nia a being

solidified in her social ranking due to the color of her skin.
S me f A ic

m

fam

g e sive quotes often come out of moral lessons he

bestows upon his children. These instances also happen to be when Atticus displays white
liberalism and its underlying problem. At one point in To Kill a Mockingbird, Atticus is asked by
his daughter and the b

k na a

, Sc

,

ha e ac l i a nigge -l e ? (Lee, To Kill a

Mockingbird 144). This is an important moment for Atticus as a progressive liberal figure
beca e f he

le A ic

ha in ha ing hi child en

ie

c nce ning ace. A hi m ment,

Atticus can either give Scout a truthful definition of the term and address why it is not a term that
h

ld be

ed

he can ide e

he e m

e de ga

meaning and, h , fail

add e

and help Scout understand the problem of racism that infects their hometown of Maycomb.
A ic

decide

like snot-n e

de c ibe nigge -l e
[and] i

a

j

e[d b ign an , a h

Negroes over and above themsel e

ne f h e e m ha d n mean an hing
e

le] hen he

hink

meb d

fa

(Lee, To Kill a Mockingbird 144). With this definition,

ing
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Atticus attempts to prove he is not racist by effectively sidestepping the racial connotations
behind the term. He does this first by attempting to take any power away from the term, as
ed

add e ing he e m

mean an hing h

e meaning f demeaning black e le, b claiming i d n

gh in fac i i clea

he eade and Sc

ha hi e m mean

me hing

negative (Lee, To Kill a Mockingbird 144). Atticus sidesteps the racial problems with this term
even more by taking the burden of this term off of his shoulders and placing it on those of
ign an , a h

e le, effec i el

he ing he n

el

hi e a h (Lee, To Kill a

Mockingbird 144). This distances Atticus and his daughter from the term altogether by sending
the message that, though this has some sort of negative connotation that will not be addressed, it
i a eflec i n f

hi e a h, n

he Finch famil . B d ing hi dance

a

id add e ing

racism, Atticus Finch, the great liberal hero, merely contributes to the racism in the country by
promoting a sense of motivated blindness in his daughter and failing to acknowledge any role he
plays in the issue of racism.
Another instance where Atticus lets his white liberalism show is when his son, Jem,
mentions the Ku Klux Klan in a conversation about gangs. During this conversation, Atticus
claim ha he Klan

a a

li ical

gani a i n m e han an hing ha i g ne and ill

ne e c me back (Lee, To Kill a Mockingbird 196). Lee does not provide us with a reaction
from Jem

A ic

k hi fa he

hi

le

n, but it is not far-fe ched

d a fac and me el a

a

me ha he la

med ha he Klan a a

li ical

e

child

gani a i n ha

no longer was a threat. In an attempt to love everyone, Atticus completely mislabels the KKK as
a political organization and, once again, opts to avoid addressing race as an issue with his white
children. Atticus sidesteps race as a problem here by distancing himself from the white
oppressive history of the United States b claiming ha he KKK nl e i ed [ ]a back and
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ill ne e c me back (Lee, To Kill a Mockingbird 196). Though it is problematic alone to
provide someone with a false image of history, it is even worse here when Atticus does this
because he has the power to shape the conscious opinions of his children towards race. In his
attempts to appear anti-racist by supporting a willfully ignorant view towards the KKK, Atticus
perpetuates the racist society that corrupts the United States by shaping another white person
with the idea that race is not a problem in Maycomb through his distancing of white oppressive
history.

White Supremacy in Go Set a Watchman
Before proceeding with this analysis, it is important to address the relationship between
To Kill a Mockingbird and Go Set a Watchman and how this research approaches it. The events
leading up to the publication of Go Set a Watchman are confusing to say the least and have left
plenty of room for speculation regarding the intent behind its publication. Despite the speculation
nding i

elea e, Lee

ec nd

bli hed n

el i gene all belie ed

be a fi

d af

f

sorts for To Kill a Mockingbird as displayed by its several shared characters, passages, and
locations (Collins & Sonnad; Mahler). Despite being considered a first draft for To Kill a
Mockingbird, the events of Go Set a Watchman occur about twenty years after the events of To
Kill a Mockingbird. The origin story of this novel presents the reader with an interesting situation
in regards to understanding the relationship between the contents of the two novels, especially
considering the inconsistencies between the two storylines. In light of these circumstances,
Jame Kelle

e en a

l i n in eading he

to position Go Set a Watchman n
Mockingbird b

a ha ing been

a he a l ing nde nea h

e

a

alim e , an a

i en af e

behind he e

ach ha eek

bef e To Kill a
f ha be

elling n

el (Kelle
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2). Kelle

gge ed eading me h d f he

e

all

ne to make productive

connections, references, and/or juxtapositions between the two texts without having to commit to
some essentialist device

such as authorial intent

to prove their relevance or relationship

(Stow). With the freedom and productivity that this type of reading provides, this research
ad

ed Kelle

a

ach in

de to properly understand the complexities underlying the two

novels.
Go Set a Watchman was Ha e Lee

ec nd

bli hed n

el,

bli hed 55 ea af e the

release of To Kill a Mockingbird in 2015. The long period of time between the publication of
Lee

o published works helped Go Set a Watchman become one of the most anticipated

novels in recent memory, as exhibited by the book becoming Ama n m

e-ordered novel

since Harry Potter: Deathly Hollows at the time ( Ha e Lee G Se a Wa chman ). Despite
the high level of anticipation, everything from the controversial circumstances around the
n

el

elea e

a den fan

i

shocking de ic i n f A ic

f Lee fi

n

Finch ha

f en made hi

k ha ed b

el (Kakutani). One of the problems readers often take with Go Set a

Watchman is its seemingly opposite portrayal of Atticus Finch compared to the depiction of that
character in To Kill a Mockingbird. While A ic
Mockingbird, he i a

aci

i an a a a

f in eg i

in To Kill a

in Go Set a Watchman (Kakutani). The combination of Go Set a

Watchman highl an ici a ed elea e and its alleged recast of Atticus Finch led to an uproar
among fans of To Kill a Mockingbird and Atticus Finch. One journalist claimed that Go Set a
Watchman
ef ed

in[ed] e e

hing,

ead Lee 2015 n

hile an he fan em ha i ed ha hei f iend

el beca e he

igh

want[ed] Atticus to remain the Atticus that [they]

adore[d] (Ulan ff; Al e ). Even political historian Joseph Crespino asked his friend whether
he

[h]ad

heard that his hero Atticus Finch had an evil twin in efe ence

he A ic

in Go
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Set a Watchman (Raines). Most fans of To Kill a Mockingbird found themselves in an identity
crisis of sorts upon Go Set a Watchman

elea e a

ne

i e e en a ked ha h e readers

and watchers and admirers of Atticus Finch as a father and a fighter, [those] who have embraced
his heady symbolism, [those] who have named [their] children in his honor a e
make f A ic
Indi id al

ed

ne cha ac e i a i n (Ga be ).
h deemed A ic

a he m del e can all aim

a d, n

had n

model of racial justice reform to aim at (Mary McDonagh Murphy 116). In the face of this crisis,
readers often decided to outright reject Go Set a Watchman or write off its validity to the
manipulation of Harper Lee into releasing a second novel (Alter; Kovaleski). Though it was
determined that Lee was indeed in control of the decision to publish a second novel, this mere
rejection of Go Set a Watchman altogether reveals a crucial element of white liberalism,
motivated blindness, within the To Kill a Mockingbird reading community. Readers of To Kill a
Mockingbird who reject Go Set a Watchman ad

a denial f eali

a m i a ed blindne

because merely acknowledging that Atticus may be racist would place into question whether
he a e, in fac , aci a

ell ince he

ge

l

king

hi cha ac e

(Sh lman 721;

Alter) Despite the desires of white liberal readers for a white liberal hero who makes them feel
like they are not racist, Go Set a Watchman attempts to have readers confront their motivated
blindness.
At the point when Go Set a Watchman picks up, the reader is twenty years removed from
the To Kill a Mockingbird storyline and Scout is in her twenties and goes by Jean Louise as
ed

he childh

d nickname. Th

gh he

i

ill

ld f m Jean L i e

perspective, as To Kill a Mockingbird was, the readers receive a much less progressive version of
Atticus than they had grown accustomed to. The first sign given to the reader by Harper Lee of

Oviedo-Torres 22
hi i

hen Jean L i e find a am hle ha A ic

mee ing ha claim ha Neg e
a Watchman 103, 102). F m hi

b

gh h me f m a ci i en c ncil

c ldn hel being infe i
in

n, Lee make clea

he hi e ace (Lee, Go Set
he eade ha A ic

acial

views will not be as gilded as it seemed they were in the first book. In this book, Atticus, the
beloved liberal hero, is a member of a white supremacy group. The reader that adored Atticus in
To Kill a Mockingbird loses all familiarity with the Atticus in Go Set a Watchman when Atticus
i

e en ed i h he

ni

defend Cal

nia g andson in a court case. Without

hesitation, Atticus accepts the case to prevent the case from falling in
aid la
b

e ,

k

h

ld demand Neg e

n he j ie

he hand

[and] ai e e e

f NAACP-

legal ick in hei

ec e an ac i al (Lee, Go Set a Watchman 149). Instead, Atticus would rather

and

i h [Cal

nia g and n] in c

and hel him

lead g il

(Lee, Go Set a

Watchman 148). There is no avoiding that this is an explicitly white supremacist point of view as
Atticus is literally taking on more work to ensure that a black man is incarcerated as opposed to
standing by and allowing him the opportunity of a somewhat fair defense. This reasoning aligns
i h A ic

cha ac e in hi n

el a he i a b a d membe

f a hi e

premacy group.

In Go Set a Watchman, Atticus definitely does not hide his white supremacy leanings.
Towards the end of the book, Atticus confronts Jean Louise for her grudge with him over his
i i n i h he ci i en c ncil and aci

ie

.A

ed to writing some plot twist that

places Atticus back on the liberal pedestal he was on following To Kill a Mockingbird, Lee
twists the knife for fans of Atticus and has the lawyer defend his racist views against Jean
Louise. In this confrontation, Atticus tells Jean Louise ha he can ha e a e
e le li ing am ng e le ad anced in ne kind f ci ili a i n and a k
he ] child en g ing

a ch

l ha

been d agged d

n

f back a d

he he he

acc mm da e Neg

an [

child en (Lee,
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Go Set a Watchman 242, 246). These assertions by Atticus make evident to the reader that
Atticus wholeheartedly believes that black people are inferior to white people because they are
a e

f back a d e le

h

ld d ag d

n ed ca i n anda d (Lee, Go Set a Watchman

242). By sketching Atticus as a white supremacist in this book, Harper Lee forces the reader to
reconsider the liberal hero Atticus from To Kill a Mockingbird.

White Liberalism: White Supremacy in Disguise
Dr. King referred to the white liberal as he Neg

g ea

mbling bl ck and a

greater hindrance than explicit white supremacists, a group that actively pursues goals which
maintain the status quo of racism in this country (King 73). Though King presented a dichotomy
between white liberalism and white supremacy in this statement, this research is not concerned
with a comparative claim but with how white liberalism is merely white supremacy in disguise.
The reality is that though white liberalism operates in a different fashion from white supremacy,
they do in fact have much in common. One of the main commonalities between white liberalism
and white supremacy is a shared underlying motive of preserving the status quo of the American
racial hierarchy. Though the impacts and methods of these two ideologies may differ, this shared
motive remains the same.
Since motivated blindness helps to make white liberalism possible, white liberalism
champions the status quo of systematic racism as white supremacy does. Motivated blindness
e i e an ac i e eff

n he a

f

e

n

ee he

ld f

ha i i

in

de

preserve their comfort within the status quo (Waters 109). This is the same racial status quo that
white supremacists fight so vehemently for. The shared motive between white liberalism and
white supremacy is well captured by a speech from 1961 delivered by Attorney General and self-
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proclaimed believer of the civil rights movement Robert F. Kennedy. In the speech, the younger
Kenned b
Neg

can al

he

claimed ha he e a

n

uestion that in the next thirty or forty years a

achie e he ame ffice ha [hi ] b

(Kenned 63). F

Kenned and man

he

he [had] a P e iden

hi e e le, hi

f he Uni ed S a e

edic i n came ff a a e

emancipated statement, as James Baldwin pointed out, because the then-attorney general
seemed to promote equality between the races by stating that a black person could one day be
equivalent to his adored brother, John F. Kennedy (Peck). A white supremacist would absolutely
never say such a prediction because they are explicit about their racism. Kenned
was not very

g e i e. In ead, Kenned

d ac all mean ha ma be in f

[black people were] good, [whi e e le] ma le [a black e
F ll
clea

ing Bald in

statement
ea , if

n] bec me

e iden (Peck).

e ela i n f he nde l ing meaning behind Kenned

d , i bec me

he eade ha hi

e

emanci a ed a emen d e n

m e e ali

be een he

races but, instead, promotes a relationship that is reminiscent of a parent-child relationship
(Peck). Any explicit attempt by a politician to promote a parent-child relationship by white
people over black people would be perceived as a white supremacist talking point. As most of
white liberalism, however, this statement seems progressive on its face and is able to cover-up its
leaning towards maintaining the status quo of race relations in the United States. Though white
liberals may be unaware of their proximity to white supremacy due to motivated blindness, all
hi e Ame ican ha e been [ ] ciali ed in

a dee l in e nali ed en e f

ei i

regarding race (DiAngelo 2). Without acknowledging and addressing this reality, white liberals
retain the same racial biases that drives white supremacists. One of the crucial differences
between white supremacy and white liberalism lies in its methods, not its motives or impacts.
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B h hi e libe ali m and hi e

emac a e m i a ed b

he

e e a i n f ne

own comfort within the racial status quo of the United States. Dr. King referred to the white
libe al a

he Neg

g ea

mbling bl ck in ead f hi e

emaci

beca e hi e

supremacists acknowledge their desire to maintain the racist status quo in the United States,
white liberals do not (King 73). When he fail e

ackn

ledge ne

le in

emic aci m,

the lack of motivation to enact true reform, and the appearance of being in support of racial
justice come together, white liberalism as an ideology provides people with the ability to
undermine the black struggle for equality by failing to address racism head-on and failing to take
action to accomplish reform. An instance which properly captures hi e libe ali m
undermining capabilities comes from Robert F. Kennedy meeting with Lorraine Hansberry,
James Baldwin, and other civil rights activists in 1963. At the meeting, the then-attorney general
was asked to have his brother and then-president, John F. Kennedy, escort a black girl into a
formerly all-white southern school in the midst of the desegregation of schools in the nation. The
hope was that this would send the message to pro-segregationists that the nation stands by black
children as they enter white schools. Despite all of Kennedy
ejec ed he
Kenned

al beca e he ie ed i a a meaningle
ie ed he

ed ac i n a

-civil rights rhetoric, he
m al ge

meaningle ,

e (Peck).

hich ign ed he

minence f

desegregation and racism in the nation in that moment (Peck). This example exhibits the problem
with white liberalism because, despite the desires of black activists, Kennedy opted for inaction
and against addressing racism head-on. By failing to take action to promote racial justice reform,
white liberals who claim to support the endeavors of black equality make black Americans who
take any action towards reform seem too extreme. Black people struggling for equality are better
off not seeming so extreme next to the empty support of white liberals like Robert F. Kennedy,
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which is in part h D . King labeled hi e libe al a he Neg

g ea

mbling bl ck

(King 73).

White Liberalism in Get Out
In

da

cie , i i ea

di ega d an e am le like A ic

Finch im lici l

problematic white liberalism as a product of the times without acknowledging that this ideology
exists today. This cannot be done as easily, however, with the contemporary examples of white
libe ali m ha a

ea in J dan Peele O ca

inning horror film, Get Out. Not only is Get Out

critical of white liberalism, it has quickly become a staple of contemporary American culture.
J dan Peele debut film received overwhelming praise from the moment it was released into
the public eye in 2017. Get Out was able to gross $33.4 million domestically during its opening
weekend, while also receiving an Oscar for Best Original Screenplay in 2018 (D Ale and ;
Desta). Thi film c l

al ignificance cann

be

e a ed a , n

nl

a i he fi

deb

film by a black director to gross over $100 million domestically, it was referred to as a fullblown cultural phenomenon by the LA Times due to its inspiration f countless
memes and other

Internet

fan art across social media (Jac b ; J dan Peele ). Get Out focuses on

Ch i , a black man, a he i i hi

hi e gi lf iend famil , he A mi age , f

he fi

ime

during a weekend getaway and the inherent fears that accompany Chris on his visit to the
household. Unlike To Kill a Mockingbird, this story takes on the perspective of a black man
viewing white liberalism as opposed to that of a white child viewing white liberalism, which
adds a less naïve view of white liberalism to Get Out. In addition to this difference in
perspective, the story is set in present day and forces viewers to confront the problems and
existence of white liberalism in the contemporary world. As displayed with To Kill a
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Mockingbird and Go Set a Watchman, however, readers may be spoon-fed this confrontation and
still reject it due to their motivated blindness.
As a result of the almost constant stream of praise the film received for its commentary
on race in the United States, Get Out was nominated for four awards at the 2018 Oscars (Desta).
The Oscars are not exactly known for having many non-white nominees, so this was quite the
feat for the film alone. One of the 7,258 Oscar voting members was anonymously interviewed in
The Hollywood Reporter and shared their rationale for withholding votes for Get Out in the 2018
Oscars by stating:
I

ag

d B-movie and I enjoyed it, but what bothered me afterwards was that instead of

focusing on the fact that this was an entertaining little horror movie that made quite a bit
of money, they started trying to suggest it had deeper meaning than it does, and, as far as
I m c nce ned, he

la ed he ace ca d, and ha eall

he l nche n , he lead ac

[Daniel Kal

a], h i n

ned me ff. In fac , a

ne f

f m he Uni ed S a e [he

British], was giving us a lecture on racism in America and how black lives matter, and I
h

gh , Wha d e hi ha e

if I d n

ef

d

i h Get Out? The

hi m ie, I m a aci . I a eall

e

ing

make me hink ha

ffended. Tha ealed i f

me.

(Feinberg)
For this viewer, they perceived Get Out a

an en e aining li le h

film and n hing el e.

For reasons that will be laid out later in this analysis, this is clearly not the case. The film has
e e

hing

c m le el

d

ih

aci m in Ame ica and h

black li e ma e ,

ejec ed ha n i n de i e he film a em

e hi

ie e

ha e ie e anal e i

li ical

relevance. Yet due to their motivated blindness, this viewer refused to see the dots that Jordan
Peele connected for them. This viewer is clearly uncomfortable when made aware about the
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reality of their privileged position within the racial hierarchy of the United States, which is
ca

ed b

ma e

hei f

a i n f ecei ing a lec

e n aci m in Ame ica and h

black li e

(Feinberg). This voter evidently prefers to remain in their state of motivated blindness

and not challenge their positionality, which seems to be why the viewer refused to understand
ha ace ha

d

i h Get Out (Feinbe g).

This viewer was definitely not the only person to misunderstand Get Out and its
engagement with the issue of white liberalism in the United States. In 2017, Get Out was
nominated for a Golden Globe in the comedy/musical category and the nomination caused
a am ng

he film fan . Man

f he black fan

f he film, incl ding he film di ec

,

felt this nomination symbolized a much deeper misunderstanding of the film by the white
audience (BET Staff). Many black viewers laughed at the film as a coping mechanism. These
black viewers were able to recognize the scenarios that Chris faced in the film from their daily
lives and laughed in order to extricate themselves from the pain those scenarios brought rise to
(Ngangura). Many white audience members of the film, however, did not have this sort of tie to
the scenarios displayed in the film. White people either laughed at the film as a way to avoid
viewing themselves as perpetrators of the systems Get Out makes fun of or out of discomfort for
Get Out in e

ga i n f hei

n racial commitments. This is exemplified by a question

Allison Williams, the actress who plays he film

hi e gi lf iend, gets asked frequently by

white fans of the film. These white fans frequently ask for assurance that Rose, he film
girlfriend, a n
ac all h

c m lici in he A mi age famil

la e ading cheme beca e he a

n i ed like he black cha ac e ( Alli n William ). The an

a resounding no, yet hi

hi e

e

hi

e i ni

e i n mere existence reveals more than its answer does. This

question displays the need by white people for a good white character, though Get Out has none,

Oviedo-Torres 29
to help white people avoid feeling racist and support their own motivated blindness. This
highlights a larger problem of the existence of white libe ali m in

da

cie

beca e, a

e

usual with white liberalism, white liberals are desperately looking for a way to prove that they
are not racist as opposed to combatting racism and their complicit role in it. Since Get Out does
not provide viewers with such an easy escape route to avoid confronting racism and partake in
white flight or even the disconnecting storyline that To Kill a Mockingbird and Go Set a
Watchman offer, the white liberal is often pushed to confront their motivated blindness and
analyze their own racist tendencies. It is then left to the viewer whether they utilize this
opportunity to confront the problems of white liberalism or continue to depend on their
motivated blindness.
This confrontation of white libe ali m
h

e e ,a

blems does not occur immediately in the film,

hi e libe ali m i me el di la ed a i i f

nd

da in he film fi

ac .

Though the film makes the audience uncomfortable with its use of white liberalism, viewers tend
to see no problem with many things that are said, as was the case in To Kill a Mockingbird. One
instance of this uncomfortable white liberalism is towards the beginning of the film when Chris
and R e fi

a i e

he A mi age h

eh ld. U

n he c

le a i al

he h

se, Dean,

R e fa he , insists on providing Chris with a tour of the house and the audience really gets to
see the cha ac e

progressive side. During this tour, Dean, like Atticus, attempts to distance

himself from racism by making it so abundantly clear that he is not racist. This includes saying
hing

ch a

I

ld ha e

famil , black e an , i

a

ed f
al clich

Obama f

a hi d ime if I c

in efe ence

ld and I ge i , hi e

he image f hi h

eh ld (Peele).

With these statements, Dean is attempting to rid Chris of the idea that there is even a slight
possibility that he is racist by showing how much he champions the cause of black equality.
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Dean also shows, however, how little he is willing to do to support this cause due to his
unwillingness to risk his own comfort within the racial hierarchy. One of the ways Dean tries to
h

hi

d ing he h

ime if [he] c

ld and, h

e

gh hi

i b

a ing ha he

ld ha e

ed f

Obama a hi d

eem nice, e en Dean acknowledges that this was not

possible (Peele). This displays that Dean views this hypothetical action as being enough in terms
of accomplishing racial reform, despite being a hypothetical action. Dean is someone who is
voicing his support for a cause and views this word of support as enough to deserve a pat on the
back. In addition, Dean claims that he recognizes that it does not look good that his family seems
to hire exclusively black servants, implying that it brings back images of slavery. By
acknowledging this, Dean is hoping that Chris will view him as someone who understands
racism in this country. Though this stance seems progressive, by failing to mention any action he
was taking to address this recognized issue, however, Dean displays just how weakly he supports
this struggle towards equality.
As Atticus avoided the problem of racism in his conversation with Scout, Get Out has
Ch i

hi e gi lf iend, R e, ide e

When discussing thei
if he i black
c n em

a

lanned i i

hich he e

nd

f m f ha A ic

he e m, nigge -l e

he e i ence f aci m i hin he film fi
R e famil , Ch i a k R e he he he
ih n , h

did

e

ld he ? (Peele). Thi

nd

Sc

e i n ab

(Lee, To Kill a Mockingbird 144). Wi h he

en min e .
a en kn

e i n i he
he meaning behind

e i n,

h

ld he ?

Rose promotes the idea that racism is no longer an issue in this post-racial era because she
im lie ha he e

ld be n diffe ence in he

a en

e e

hether Chris was black or white.

With this, Rose is attempting to seem progressive by avoiding race as an issue and, instead,
exhibits her motivated blindness by adopting the idea of racial color-blindness.
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Get Out does a good job at displaying how white liberalism can infect people of color as
an ideology. One of the best examples of this othering of the oppressed by the oppressed comes
hen Ch i e eal

Ge gina, he A mi age famil

black e an , in c nfidence ha he ge

nervous, for understandable reasons, when there are too many white people around. Georgina
e

nd

hi

a emen

i h a c nde cending la gh f ll

[he ] e e ience a all [beca e] he A mi age a e
like famil
Ch i

(Peele). Wi h hi eac i n

e e ience a a black e

Ch i

ed b he

g

d

em i nal

a ing ha

ha

n

[black e le and] ea [ hem]
lne abili , Ge gina di c edi

n and effec i el di ance he elf f m black e le, like

Chris, who are uncomfortable to some extent around white people. Though the Armitages do not
even thank her when she serves them drinks, Georgina claims that the Armitage family treats her
like their own. This claim suggests that this complacency may be due to an acceptance of the
identity imposed on her by white people and an internalization of racial oppression as opposed to
reality (Peele). Instead of acknowledging that she has accepted the interests of white people as
her own and internalized racial oppression, Georgina paints herself as being morally superior to
black people like Chris and others this class of black people below her who view white people in
a nega i e ligh . Ge gina ad

i n f hi e libe ali m hide he

nde mining f Ch i

experience as a black individual in the United States by attempting to love everyone.
Both To Kill a Mockingbird and the first act of Get Out put white liberalism on display to
their audience. Without reading Go Set a Watchman, a continuation to the lives of the characters
in To Kill a Mockingbird, or watching the second act of Get Out, it is easy to ignore the problems
with some of the liberal things that are said and consider the white characters as racially
progressive people. This reading and viewing of these two works contradicts Martin Luther King
J . a e i n ha he hi e libe al i

he Neg

g ea

mbling bl ck beca e i fail
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realize the problematic nature of white liberalism (King 73). By taking Go Set a Watchman and
the second act of Get Out in

c n ide a i n f ne

ie

a d he hi e libe al, i bec me

easier to see these underlying problems.

White Supremacy in Get Out
Quite like Go Set a Watchman reveals the perceived white liberal to be a white
supremacist, the second act of Get Out pulls off this same trick by pointing out that the
seemingly progressive Armitage family are not quite as liberal as they seem. The first true
indication of the lack of conviction in their alleged liberal values is when Chris steps away from
a party filled with white people who seem to be interested in him. As Chris moves away from the
party, the hectic social environment polluted with white people is taken over by an almost
bothered silence. With this drastic change in the energy of the room, Peele makes clear to the
audience that these people, including the Armitage family, are putting on a façade with their
perceived liberal rhetoric to trick Chris about something. We later learn that this white liberalism
was just a way of hiding their white supremacy in plain sight.
J dan Peele ie

ff e ealing he A mi age

hi e

emac leaning f

a

long as possible but, when he finally does, he does it through an analogy. As Chris is away
having a heart-to-heart with Rose, the Armitage family hold a silent auction for their white
friends with bids being placed on the acquisition of Chris (Peele). With this calm but crazy
scene, Peele creates an analogy between the Armitages and slave traders as the family is
orchestrating an auction for the purchase of a black man which is reminiscent of a slave auction.
As the rest of the film unfolds, Peele continues to hammer down this connection between the
Armitages and slave traders as it is revealed that the family has been kidnapping young black
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people, hypnotizing them, and placing the consciousness of an aging white person in the body of
a random kidnapped black person. As a result of this procedure, the black person loses autonomy
of their own body and their body must work at the will of the white person who now owns their
body. Sounds an awful lot like slavery. Merely to place a cherry on top of this slavery analogy he
created, Peele has Chris free himself from he A mi age b ndage b
picked c

n in hei ma e

field, f m he a m f a chai he i

icking c

a ed in

n, like la e

(Peele). Peele

strictly picked these details to align an image of slave traders with the Armitage family. This
image of the Armitage family as slave traders in the latter part of the film forces the audience to
more critically analyze the progressive liberal family portrayed in the first act of the film.

Looking Under the White Liberal Hood in To Kill a Mockingbird & Get Out
As readers and viewers, the revelation of these cha ac e

ec l

f ce ea lie

renditions of those types of characters to be considered under a different light. This remains true
with both To Kill a Mockingbird and the first act of Get Out as it is difficult to overlook the
problems with the allegedly progressive things said and done by characters in these works after
witnessing Go Set a Watchman and the second act of Get Out. For Atticus Finch, his defense of
Tom Robinson in the midst of a racist southern town is often pointed to as a major reason for
him being a liberal icon. Merely by taking on the case and not lynching Tom, Atticus was
morally above the other inhabitants of Maycomb. While explaining his reasoning to Scout for
aking n T m ca e in he face f e i ance in To Kill a Mockingbird, A ic
[he] didn [he] c ldn h ld
legi la

[hi ] head in

e, [he] c ldn e en ell [Sc

Mockingbird 100). When reading thi

]

n, [he] c ldn

Jem n

cene i h

d
he kn

claim ha if

e e en hi c n

in he

me hing again (Lee, To Kill a
ledge f A ic

ini n in Go
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Set A Watchman, this rationale makes the liberal hero seem racially progressive because he
seems to imply that he cannot morally allow the black defendant to go through the trial without
something reminiscent of a fair defense. This is what we assume Atticus is referring to when he
a

he c ldn h ld

[hi ] head in

n if he did n

ake n R bin n ca e (Lee, To Kill

a Mockingbird 100). In Go Set a Watchman, however, Atticus explicitly points out his motive for
aking a diffe en black defendan

ca e a

e en he ca e f m ending

an NAACP- aid la

ld ac all

e e

e

ha

hing in hei

acquitted (Lee, Go Set a Watchman 149). Wi h hi kn
black defendan
a l ing hi
did n
legi la

ca e, he e i n

ame ea ning

mean ha , if he did n
e beca e he

ea n ha eade

e

ledge f A ic
h

ld n

in he hand

f

ge he defendan
m i ef

a lea

aking a

ec ha A ic

a

T m ca e. Wi h hi inf ma i n in mind, it seems that Atticus
ake T m ca e, he c ldn

ld ha e failed

In ead i eem he mean ha he c ldn

h ld

e e en hi c n

he ideal ha he c n

e e en hi c n

in he
a b il

in he legi la

n.

e beca e he

would have failed to protect the status quo of black inequality that existed in the country (Lee, To
Kill a Mockingbird 100). The insight provided to the reader by meeting Atticus in Go Set a
Watchman all

nde and ha A ic

in en i n ma n

ha e been a

ea

initially believed when first reading To Kill a Mockingbird. As opposed to being a progressive
liberal figure, Atticus may have been trying to keep black people in their place the whole time as
he was trying to do twenty years later in Go Set a Watchman.
As To Kill a Mockingbird

ided a

ecial in igh in

he

ble

i h A ic

liberal figure, the second act of Get Out illuminates events from the first act in a certain way that
makes it difficult to ignore the problems and ulterior motives behind these seemingly liberal
actions. This works for a scene when Rose and Chris encounter the police early in the film after
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they fatally hit a deer while driving to the Armitage household. Once the police officer asks
Chris for identification without any apparent reason, Rose adamantly confronts the officer and
defends her boyfriend. This has a similar impact as Atticus defending Tom Robinson in that the
audience perceives Rose as someone who will put herself on the line in order to fight against
racial profiling and unequal treatment of black Americans (Peele). Peele makes Rose seem very
progressive here. After viewing the second act of the film, however, it is revealed to the audience
that Rose is just as racist as the rest of her family and is a key player in luring black people to the
h

eh ld

en la e hem. Wi h hi kn

ledge f R e end g al h

gh

he film, i i

impossible not to view her in a cynical light when watching her actions from earlier in the film.
Af e

a ching he film la e ac , hi defen e f Ch i again

he

lice n l nge eem like

a stand against racial profiling, but an attempt by Rose to destroy any sort of paper trail that
could lead the

lice

he A mi age

la e ading. Wi h he e

e am le f m To Kill a

Mockingbird and Get Out, white liberal characters have the authenticity of their perceived
progressive actions tossed out the window as it becomes clear these progressive actions are
façades for white supremacist ulterior motives.
A common reading of To Kill a Mockingbird all

he eade

belie e ha A ic

treatment of Calpurnia supports the view that Atticus is a liberal icon. After reading Go Set a
Watchman, however, i i diffic l

e ain hi

ie

f A ic

ea men

f Cal

nia

n

reading To Kill a Mockingbird once more. When Lee writes Atticus as a white supremacist in Go
Set a Watchman, he ha him efe
in hei childh

black e le a a

la i n [ ha ] i back a d and

d a a e le (Lee, Go Set a Watchman 242, 246). With the knowledge that

Atticus views black people in this inferior light only twenty years after the events of To Kill a
Mockingbird, it is impossible to read the book and not consider that he probably viewed

ill
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Calpurnia in the same inferior light twenty years prior. Upon reading To Kill a Mockingbird once
more, the reader cannot help but recognize the racial inferiority Atticus treats Calpurnia with.
While Cal

nia nl

mm n[ ] he in

e

e [ he]

he h

d ch ice, Lee make clea

e ence

f he hi e Finch child en, A ic

e (Lee, To Kill a Mockingbird 32). By this distinct difference in
he eade ha Cal

nia ea he em l e

child en i h

more respect than her employer does with her. On top of this distinction between the word
choice of characters, it is tough to ignore the less than comfortable sleeping arrangements Atticus
provides Calpurnia with when she stays over a
Cal

nia m

lee

n a f lding c

ell af e eeing A ic

in he ki chen

hen he a

s true feelings.

in he Finch h

eh ld f

a night (Lee, To Kill a Mockingbird 156). A reader cannot ignore that Atticus does not actually
treat Calpurnia in a progressive manner, contrary to what a reading of the book without the
companionship of Go Set a Watchman

ld all

, af e

i ne ing A ic

e feeling in

Go Set a Watchman.
As the Finches have a black female servant they claim is a member of their family, the
Armitages ha e a black female e an

h i ac all a a

f he famil . Q i e like A ic

white supremacy leanings revealed in Go Set a Watchman forced readers to analyze his feelings
towards Calpurnia, the second act of Get Out provides us with a different perspective of the
relationship between the Armitage family and their female servant, Georgina. Upon an initial
viewing of the film, the relationship between the Armitages and Georgina is uncomfortable, to
say the least, as they fail to thank her for her services and do not let her eat with them. This is
surprising treatment of a black servant for a family who often works hard not to appear racist,
yet, this treatment is often disregarded as negligence and nothing more upon an initial viewing of
the film. Towards the end of the film, it is revealed to the audience that Georgina is actually
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R e white grandmother in the body of a black female (Peele). This revelation provides the
ie e

i h m e in igh in

Ge gina in e nali a i n f aci m which comes to the surface

during her undermining f Ch i

e e ience a a black man. Ge gina i able

ea il ad

the interests of white people as her own and distance herself from black people because she is
literally a racist white woman on the inside. Georgina gaslit,
[ hei ] eac i n

ae

el

ih

g

ind ce in

me ne he en e ha

nd , Chris about his black experience in order to

help her family sell his body (Abramson 2). More importantly, the audience understands that
Peele a elling
viewing the famil

m e ab
ea men

he A mi age

nde l ing aci m han ini iall

f Ge gina in he fi

ac

eali ed b

f he film i h her familial ties in

mind. By failing to allow someone who is literally a member of their family to eat at their dinner
table with them, the Armitages display their inability to look past color as an inferior
characteristic for anyone, including family.
The Armitages speak big game about not being racist early on but, in reality, they are
c n i en l di la ing hei e

eme aci m and di

ac ing e e

ne

ie f m i , incl ding

Chris, by spewing supposedly progressive statements. When watching Get Out again with this
kn

ledge, i i diffic l

ign e he hi e

white liberal ac i n . The ame a lie f

A ic

emaci m i e d i ing he A mi age famil
white liberal actions in To Kill a

Mockingbird after learning about his white supremacist views in Go Set a Watchman. By having
these white liberal characters turn out to be white supremacists, Peele and Lee display for their
audience that there are few differences between white supremacists and white liberals. In forcing
their audience to reconsider the perceived white liberal versions of these characters, both provide
their audience with the opportunity to better pinpoint the underlying problems with white
liberalism.
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Conclusion
By offering a political analysis of three depictions of white liberalism in American popular
culture and the responses to these cultural artifacts, this research considered whether the white
libe al i

ill he Neg

g ea

(King 73). An analysis of th ee c l

mbling bl ck and h
all

i manife

ignifican Ame ican

in c n em

a

cie

k , Ha e Lee To Kill a

Mockingbird, Go Set a Watchman, and J dan Peele Get Out, allowed us to look at different
fictional depictions of white liberalism and how readers responded to those depictions. From the
nationally beloved twentieth century novel To Kill a Mockingbird to the highly acclaimed 2017
film Get Out, readers and white liberal characters responded in ways that were consistent with
the components of the multifaceted ideology that is white liberalism.
D . King claim ha

he Neg

g ea

mbling bl ck i he hi e libe al i

ill

e

fifty-seven years later (King 73). As the Armitage family and Atticus Finch displayed, white
liberalism allows people to focus so much on trying not to be perceived as racist that they avoid
racism as an issue completely. This does the black community no favors as it merely ensures that
white people will not address racism as an issue head-on. This, however, does not have to
continue to be the case. As shown by audience reactions to Go Set a Watchman, readers did not
want to confront the concept that a white supremacist could be hidden under the cover of a white
liberal. Get Out, however, does not provide audiences with the comfort of being able to
disconnect one from the other and does a better job at forcing audience members into this
confrontation, h

gh he e e e ill limi a i n f

Ge O

each a

een b

he in e ie in

The Hollywood Reporter (Feinberg). By doing this, Get Out ideally forces viewers to reconsider
the motivations behind character actions that were initially perceived as progressive and liberal.
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By reading To Kill a Mockingbird through the lens of Get Out, which forces viewers to confront
the white supremacist motives of white liberalism, readers should be able to recognize the
blema ic na

e behind A ic

hi e libe al e

hi ec gni i n f hi e libe ali m
ec gni e hi e libe ali m

na m e ea il . The h

blem in li e a

blem in he eal

e can an la e

e

ld be ha

an ability to

ld and in oneself, but first motivated

blindness must be overcome. Until this happens, white liberals will continue to undermine true
acial j

ice ef m and fail

m e han ha ,

ee ha black e le simply want them out of [their] way, and,

f [ hei ] child en

a (Bald in 525).
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