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THE PEDIGREE O F  THE LETTER Y 

BY C A N O N ,  ISAAC TAYLOR, LITT.D., YORIC, ENGLAND. 

IT is com~nonly asserted that our letter y is the lineal descendant 
of the Roman Y, which in the time of Cicero was borrowed from 
the Greek alphabet to represent upsilon in the transliteratlion of 
Greek names. This, however, is a mistake, as will be seen by 
tracing the history of the letter. I t  iq only when y is used, as the 
Romans used it, as a vowrl to  t~ansliterate ~ ~ p s ~ l o niri loan-molds 
(either direcf from the Creek or indirectly through Latin or 
French), such as hyperbo7a, hydrostatics, hypocrite, tyrclnt, or 
myrtle,  that our y represents the Ronlan Y and the Greek zy~silo~a. 
I n  the great n~ajority of cases the English y is a seml-consonant 
corresponding in xalne to the Continental j, as in young, yen, 
year, Yenisei, 17aknt, wl~ich in German are spelt j z~ng,  ju. jultr, 
Jenisei, Jakn t ,  Along mith the other Roman ietteis, the letter 
P was adopted by the Anglo-Sax,~ns from the Latin alphabet, mith 
a value approxinlating to ehat of i,and hence the y in Anglo Saxon 
words has usaaliy become z ~ n o d e ~ nIn Engllsh, or has lapeecl 
into the neutral vowel, as in the tvords, fyr ,  fyst ,  hycl, h y f ,  brycg, 
ynce, hyll, j y h t ,  yfel, and wyrm,  which are now nritten $re, 
$st, hide, lzive. bridge, inch,  lzzll. flight, evzl, and worin. In tact, 
there is not a single lineal descmtlaut of the Anglo-Saxon y now 
in existence. The letter y in modern English molds is, curioilsly 
enough, not a y at all, but a lineal descendant of the Anglo- 
Saxon g, which was the Kcman G. e\olved by the Romans out of 
an earller C. This Anglo Saxon g split into two sounds, retaining 
the old hard sound before or after the back r omels u ,  o,  and u, as 
in  go, dog, gold, gtcnz, nhile b ~ f o r e  or after the front vo~%els  e and 
i it weakened into a palatal semi-vowel ; the words ge, gese, gea, 
g i t ,  and gear, becoming ye, yes, yea, yet, and year. A symbol 
which has acquired two values is frequently differenbated into two 
forms, thus i and j, zc and v have come to denote respectively the 
vocalic and semi consonantal sounds of the same primitive symbol. 
This happened with the values of g The Anglo Saxon form 3 
came to be appropriated for the weakened sound, and the Caro- 
line or Continental forin g was use~] for the orlginal stopped 
sound. In AIiddle English MSS., we hare the two forms s ~ d e  by 
side, written 3 and g. At the tlnle of the in~ent ion  of printing, 
this weakened g, written 3 ,  had becomnr ~lrnost  identical in form 
with y, and accordingly plinters used y to express it, while in 
Scotland a z In black letter ( 3 ) mas usecl for the weakened g, and 
in oltl Scotch books we fine yet printed as zht, and year as zezr, 
not that these words mere p~ononnced vrith a z ,  but z was used 

for 3 ,  as y was in England ; just we write viz  for videlicet, where 
the z is not the sib~lant,  but merely an old llgature for et ,  videlicet 
being forlnerlg mit ten videlicj , in the same way as lzbet was 
wntten h b 3 .  So also the final y, so common in English words, 
is really the descendant of the final i g ,  equally common in Anglo- 
Saxon; YizaTzy busy, any .  greedy, silly, honey, hol?], and day  being 
the Anglo Saxon \rords n~alzig,  bysig, cenig, grcedig, scelzg, honig,  
halig, and dang This final y is so comlnon a termination in 
Engltsh that, owing to analogy, it has replaced the old termination 
ie in other words, as in acadenzy, anatoiiay, homily,  and i rony ,  
where it represents the Greek i a ,  or in jolly and tardy ,  where it  
represents the French i f .  I11 by  and i ~ z yit has been introduced 
from analogy with words such as dry ,  fly sky. where the y is 
really the weakened g. It  will be objected that in certain words, 
such as . 'young" and "yard," an Anglo-Saxon g has become y 
before back vowels, but this fact is really only a confirmation of 
the rule, as in such cases the front vowel which modified the y 
has been lost, '-young " being from the Anglo Saxon geong, and 
"yard " from geard. 

In  the neo-Latin languages the same weakening of g before 
front rowels took place, but duplicate forms of the letter not 
being available to denote the two sounds, g represents both sounds, 
as in the case of the Italial words gente and gallo, or the Frenclz 
gdant and g h t ,  or else the g was replaced by j, as i n jou i r ,  from 
the Latin gaudere. 

INSTISCT. 

IT is now univer~ally recognizeti that animals possess intelli- 
gence. The evidences on this head are too patent for dispute; 
but, like the guinea of the Primrose girls, it is supposed to be em- 
ployed only in ext,raordinary emergencies. All the text-hooks on 
comparative psychology assume that all i.he ordinary pursuits of 
animals are iristiucti~~e, by which is implied automatic and me- 
chanical; but ~ h e t h e r  instincts are to be regarded as i~npulses or 
as guides to action, or whether the activities are themselves in- 
stincts, is nowhere clearly defined in the text-books I have con-
sulted. I purpose, in llre present paper, to define the nature of 
instinct, and to ini1ica';e its place and the importance of its func- 
tions in the general economy of aninla1 life. 

The only satisfactory course of procedure is, lirst to collect and 
array the facts, and as man hiillself presents abundant illustra- 
tion of all the ps~chological acti\,ities exerci~ed in the animal 
kingdom, we cannot do better than examine t'he facts and study 
the nature and fr?nctions of instinct as exeniplified in  our own 
persons. 

What Lhen is instinct ? 
1\11 the functions of the human organism and all the activities 

of life are classifiable under three heads -the mechanical, the re- 
flex, and the intelligent. 

The rr~echanical are the fundamental continuous processes of 
dipest,ion, assimilation, circulation, secretion, and respiration. 
All these proceses are performed unconsciously and involuntarily 
excepting respiration, which is performeti sub-consciously and is 
to a small extent under tho control of the will. 

The reflex activities are automatic responses of the neuro-mus- 
cular organism to the stiniulus sensations. They begin and end 
in the organism. In man, as in other animals, they are due to 
secretions in the systen~, to contact with external objects, or to 
special periodical or occasional conditions of the organism. They 
are all performed consciously by rnan, and are all susceptible of 
being brought nlore or less under the control of the will. The 
most common reflex activities are laughing, crying, sucking, 
masticating, swallowing, roicling the faces and urine, coughing, 
sneezing, ~ i t h d r a t v a l  from contact with objects, purposeless 
bodily exercise, etc, Laughing and crying may result from sen- 
sation, but they are sonletinles reflex accivities of the brain, origi- 
nating in ideas. 

Intelligent activities result from the perception of objects, their 
properties, and relations. Every effort for adjilstment of the or- 
ganism to external conditions apprehended through the senses is  


