ON THE COMPOSITION OF

-

INDIAN GEOGRAPHICAL NAMES.

A PROPER NAME has been defined to be ““ a mere mark put
upon an individual, and of which it is the characteristic prop-
erty to be destitute of meaning.”’* If we accept this defini-
tion, it follows that there are no proper names in the aborigi-
nal languages of America. Every Indian synthesis—names
of persons and places not excepted—must ¢ preserve the con-
sciousness of its roots,” and must not only have a meaning
but be so framed as to convey that meaning with precision, to
all who speak the language to which it helongs. Whenever,
by phonetic corruption or by change of circumstance, it loses
its self-interpreting or self-defining power, it must be discarded
from the language. It requires tradition, society, and litera-
ture to maintain forms which can no longer be analyzed at;
once.”+ 1In our own language, such forms may hold their
places by prescriptive right or force of custom, and names ab-
solutely unmeaning, or applied without regard to their original
meaning, are accepted by common consent as the distinguish-
ing marks of persons and places. We call a man William or
Charles, Jones or Brown,—or a town, New Lebanon, Cincin-
nati, Baton Rouge, or Big Bethel—just as we put a number
on a policeman’s badge or on a post-office box, or a trade-
mark on an article of merchandise ; and the number and the
mark are as truly and in- nearly the same sense proper
naes as the others are.

* Mill’s Logic; B. I. ch. viii.
t Max Miiller, Science of Language, (1st Series,) p. 292.
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