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Abstract:This article examines the linguocultural role of anthroponyms in fiction, focusing
specifically on Harper Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird. Literary anthroponyms are more than
character labels; they are embedded cultural signifiers that reflect social hierarchies, ideological
values, and symbolic identities. The study begins with an overview of theoretical perspectives
on the use of names in literary texts, followed by an in-depth analysis of key names in Lee’s
novel. By exploring the etymology, symbolic associations, and historical roots of names such as
Atticus Finch and Tom Robinson, the paper demonstrates how names contribute to both
character development and thematic richness. The findings underscore the importance of
onomastics as a tool in literary and cultural analysis.
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In literary texts, names are rarely neutral or arbitrary. Far beyond serving a purely referential or
identificatory function, they are carefully selected by authors to evoke particular meanings,
associations, and emotional responses. Personal names — or anthroponyms — in fiction
function as semiotic signs, embedding layers of linguistic, cultural, psychological, and
ideological meaning within a single lexical unit. As such, the study of names in literature,
known as literary onomastics, provides a unique lens through which to interpret deeper aspects
of character construction, narrative tension, and authorial intent.

From a linguocultural perspective, anthroponyms operate at the intersection of language,
culture, and identity (Nuessel, 1992). They can reflect not only the linguistic history of a name
(its etymology or phonological features) but also the cultural values and social structures of the
fictional world in which it is embedded. For example, a name with aristocratic connotations
might reflect a character’s social prestige or reinforce the themes of class hierarchy. Conversely,
a humble or ironic name can function to critique power structures, reveal hypocrisy, or
foreshadow moral reversal.

Onomasticians such as Algeo (1998) have argued that anthroponyms in fiction carry significant
“semiotic weight,” meaning they convey meaning in ways that extend beyond their surface
form. These names often function as micro-texts within the macro-text of the narrative — small
but potent sites of symbolic expression. Before a character even speaks or acts, their name may
already influence the reader’s expectations. For instance, names with mythological or biblical
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allusions (Eve, Cain, Apollo) might predispose readers to interpret a character through a
specific cultural or moral lens.

Moreover, names in literature are frequently intertextual, carrying traces of historical, literary,
or cultural references. A single name can suggest ethnicity, religion, geographical origin, or
even moral alignment. The choice of a name like Calpurnia, for example, immediately evokes
Roman history and subtly imbues the character with classical dignity — a strategy often used to
elevate seemingly minor characters to symbolic prominence. Similarly, names drawn from
vernacular or colloquial sources may suggest ordinariness, familiarity, or cultural stereotyping,
allowing authors to position characters within particular ideological frameworks or social
discourses.

Importantly, anthroponyms are not merely decorative or incidental elements. They are integral
to the narrative’s ideological architecture. Names can be used to reinforce dominant cultural
norms or to challenge them. In postcolonial and feminist literature, for instance, the naming (or
renaming) of characters often becomes a site of resistance and identity reclamation. The act of
naming, or being denied a name, can reflect power dynamics and social hierarchies — as seen
in works where enslaved, colonized, or marginalized characters are stripped of their original
names.

Therefore, the analysis of personal names in fiction goes beyond etymological curiosity. It
enters the domain of critical literary theory, cultural studies, and semiotics. When viewed
through this lens, names reveal themselves as powerful narrative devices — tools for encoding
character essence, projecting cultural symbolism, and navigating ideological landscapes. In
doing so, they become not just labels, but literary instruments that shape the reader’s
understanding of the fictional world. In English and American literature, this phenomenon is
especially visible in novels that deal with social justice or moral struggle. One such example is
Harper Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird, where personal names serve not only as character
identifiers but also as carriers of cultural and historical resonance. In what follows, we examine
the use of anthroponyms in this seminal work.

Harper Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird (1960) is a novel deeply rooted in the social fabric of the
American South during the 1930s. Its themes of racial injustice, moral education, and societal
hypocrisy are intricately tied to the identities of its characters — and those identities begin with
names. The anthroponyms chosen by Lee are not accidental; they are loaded with cultural,
symbolic, and historical significance that contributes to both narrative and message. The central
character, Atticus Finch, is perhaps the most iconic name in modern American literature. The
given name Atticus originates from Ancient Greece, referring to someone from the Attica
region — home to Athens and widely recognized as the cradle of Western philosophy, law, and
democracy. This classical origin immediately associates the character with rationality, moral
clarity, and ethical judgment (Room, 1992). Atticus functions as the novel’s moral compass,
and the classical connotation of his name underlines his status as a man of reason and justice in
a community fraught with prejudice.

The surname Finch, in contrast, offers a softer, symbolic meaning. A finch is a small songbird,
often associated with clarity of voice, gentleness, and resilience. This name perfectly mirrors
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the character’s behavior: quiet, composed, and principled. While he never raises his voice or
seeks public attention, Atticus’s words carry weight, much like a bird’s song breaking the
silence. The surname also complements the novel’s central metaphor — the mockingbird —
which represents innocence harmed by evil. Though he is not the mockingbird himself, Finch
acts as its protector, defending those who cannot protect themselves, such as Tom Robinson.

Tom Robinson, another key figure, bears a name that reflects the common man — simple,
humble, and faceless in a system that denies him justice. The name Tom is frequently used in
literature and culture as a generic everyman figure (Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Tom Sawyer, etc.), and
its ordinariness in this context enhances the character’s symbolic function. He stands for
countless African American men falsely accused and convicted in a racially biased legal system.
Robinson, a surname often interpreted as “son of Robin,” connects him again to bird imagery,
subtly reinforcing the association between vulnerability and innocence (Hanks & Hodges,
1988).

Another illustrative example is Calpurnia, the Finch family’s housekeeper. Her name traces
back to Ancient Rome — Calpurnia was the wife of Julius Caesar. In Lee’s novel, Calpurnia
serves as a bridge between the white and Black communities, offering moral guidance to Scout
and Jem. The classical nature of her name contrasts with her status as a servant, suggesting
hidden depth, wisdom, and a connection to tradition and authority. Her name elevates her
character above the confines of her social role, imbuing her with historical dignity and maternal
authority.

Together, these names construct a symbolic world that reflects the ideological concerns of the
novel. The use of classical and nature-based names — such as Atticus, Finch, and Calpurnia —
aligns key characters with virtues like justice, wisdom, and resilience. Meanwhile, the
simplicity of Tom Robinson serves to amplify the tragedy of racial injustice. Lee’s mastery of
naming contributes to the thematic clarity and emotional power of the novel.

Conclusion

In To Kill a Mockingbird, anthroponyms are not incidental details but essential elements of the
novel’s symbolic structure. Harper Lee employs names with etymological and cultural
resonance to reinforce the moral and ideological dimensions of her characters. From the
classical refinement of Atticus to the tragic ordinariness of Tom, these names contribute to the
text’s broader commentary on justice, humanity, and empathy. By analyzing anthroponyms as
linguocultural signifiers, readers gain a deeper understanding of how fiction encodes meaning
through language. Ultimately, the study of names in literature affirms the idea that even the
smallest lexical choice — a character's name — can carry profound cultural and narrative
weight.
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