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Liaison is an external sandhi or ‘joining’ phenomenon which involves the pronunciation 
of a normally silent word-final consonant before a vowel. It bears some similarities, both 
historically and synchronically, to such English phenomena as ‘linking r’ in non-rhotic 
dialects (e.g. a pair /r/ of trousers) and indefinite article allomorphy (a pear/an apple). It 
is of particular interest in French because of the complex conditions under which it 
may/may not be realised.

From David Hornsby, 
Norm and Ideology in Spoken French: A Sociolinguistic History of Liaison, 2020:
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It should first be noted that French final consonants may be stable or unstable, 
and are not as uncommon as is sometimes supposed: Tranel (1987: 154–55), 
citing Juilland’s Dictionnaire inverse de la langue française (1965: 437–56), claims 
that consonant-final words in fact slightly outnumber those which end in a vowel. 
Stable consonants fall into two categories, the first of which emerged from the 
loss of final unstressed or ‘mute’ e (e-muet) in most varieties of French, including 
reference French (RF).  As Posner observes (1997: 263), this vestigial 
orthographic final vowel, still realised as schwa [ǝ] in some meridional French 
varieties, has been seen historically to ‘protect’ preceding consonants from the 
elision which might otherwise have taken place, as can be seen for example in 
vase, bonne, ingrate (compare vas, bon, ingrat). 

A second stable group comprises word-final consonants which either survived 
the large-scale erosion which took place between the twelfth and sixteenth 
centuries or were restored to pronunciation by grammarians at a later date (see 
Chap. 3), as in chef, dot or tir.
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Unstable consonants are realised either consistently or variably in prevocalic 
position but not prepausally or before a consonant, for example les [lez] 
enfants but les [le] filles or mettez-les [le]. 

Liaison in French denotes the realisation of these unstable consonants in 
prevocalic position, and represents a particular case of the wider 
phenomenon of forward syllabification or enchaînement in French, by which 
word-final consonants become the onsets of following word-initial ones (e.g.
chef impressionnant), which affects both stable and unstable final 
consonants.

Liaison occurs non-variably in some contexts (e.g. ils-[z]-ont; mon-[n]-ami), 
and variably in others (e.g. trop-[p]/Ø-aimable; les trains-[z]/Ø-arrivent).
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So Question #1:

Is this phonology or allomorphy?



Laison Notes 8

Historically, liaison consonants represent vestigial realisations of word-final segments 
which have been lost in all but prevocalic environments.

Liaison is blocked for a small, unproductive group of lexemes known inappropriately 
(for aspiration of orthographical h is no longer involved) as the h-aspiré set, consisting 
of fifth to eighth century CE Germanic borrowings which retained initial /h/. This 
consonant was later lost, leaving what amounts to an inaudible barrier to elision and 
liaison, setting this group apart from other orthographically h-initial lexemes, which 
follow the pattern of vowel-initial lexemes in these two respects.



Laison Notes 9

Liaison in contemporary French is traditionally seen to affect 6 consonants: 
/z/, /t/, /n/, , /p/, and /k/.
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Liaison in contemporary French with /p/ is essentially limited to two adverbs beaucoup
and trop, while liaison with /g/ is listed as a possibility only with long by Tranel (1987: 
174) as an alternative to the canonical /k/ in this context, which is seen as archaic.

Tranel (1987: 174) recommends /k/ only in the context of sang impur in the French 
national anthem la Marseillaise, but notes that even here it is unnatural for most 
speakers as liaison after singular nouns is generally very rare in modern French.

Voiceless /k/ has traditionally been preferred here in prescriptive works, recalling the 
position in Old French where, as in Germanic, final oral stops were devoiced (hence 
grand [t] homme in spite of a general tendency for masculine adjectives in liaison to 
correspond to the feminine form (here grande ). Devoicing affects the stops /d/ and /g/, 
but not /b/, which generally occurs either before mute e (see above) or in recent 
borrowings with a stable final consonant (club, toubib). No liaison occurs after final –mb 
sequences (e.g. plomb). 
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Conversely, voiceless fricatives such as /s/ became voiced intervocalically, hence [z] not 
[s] in liaison contexts, giving potentially three forms: zero, voiced and voiceless 
consonant.

This pattern can still be observed for the numerals six and dix, and until recently also for 
neuf, where [v] is heard prevocalically. Linking with /v/ however represents a case of 
enchaînement rather than liaison, because the final consonant is now stable.
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Encrevé (1988) – un phénomène sociolinguistique inversé:

Toutes les données connues et toute observation directe indiquent, en
effet, que ce sont les locuteurs du français les plus scolarisés qui 
présentent le plus large système de variation sur la liaison. La partition 
traditionnelle entre liaisons obligatoires, facultatives et interdites, 
reprise à juste titre par tous les phonologues modernes, témoigne bien 
que, pour la liaison, même les tenants les plus stricts de l’homogénéité
du bon usage n’ont pas pu renvoyer la variation à la ténèbre de la 
performance ou de l’agrammaticalité [..] la liaison oblige au contraire à
chercher dans le « standard » la variation.



Laison Notes 13

[S]ome liaisons are categorically made by all French native speakers, while 
others are variably realised. In a third set of environments, a final 
orthographical consonant is never realised in prevocalic position (e.g. after et). 

While these essential facts about liaison have been known at least since the 
seventeenth century, this tripartite model of what came to be known as 
liaisons obligatoires, facultatives and interdites respectively was first set out 
fully and explicitly in the mid-twentieth century by Pierre Delattre, in three 
articles published in French Review (Delattre 1947; 1955; 1956).

Delattre’s model remains influential more than seventy years after its initial 
elaboration, underpinning many later descriptive and prescriptive approaches.
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While the obligatoires and interdites sections mirror the familiar Dites… ne dites
pas columns of contemporary prescriptive works, most of Delattre’s three articles 
are devoted to the more complex—and sociolinguistically more interesting—
question of the determinants of liaisons facultatives, where the link consonant 
may or may not be realized.

Delattre (1947) outlines 10 tendances générales for his facultative category. These 
include warnings against (2) making liaisons across sense groups (Le petit/attend 
sa maman), or generally with /n/ after nasal vowels (6), except with a small set of 
adjectives, for example mon, ancien (6 and 7), where denasalisation of the vowel is 
also recommended. Short words (5) favour liaison, as do plurals rather than 
singulars (4) and transitions generally from grammatical or functional elements to 
lexemes with full semantic content (3) (nous arrivons; les amis).
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From Pierre Delattre, “La Liaison en Français, Tendance et Classification”, 1947:

DEFINITION. La liaison est la survivance de quelques enchaînements consonnes finales 
de l'ancien français. A une époque antérieure, consonnes finales que l’on écrivait
étaient prononcées (ah! le bel âge!).

Aujourd'hui, ces consonnes graphiques sont en grande majorité dans les mots isolés; 
mais dans la chaine parlée, on les prononce quand l'union du mot à consonne finale 
avec le mot à initiale vocalique a été assez forte pour conserver,  à travers les siècles, 
l’enchaînement ancien.



Laison Notes 16



Laison Notes 17



Laison Notes 18



Laison Notes 19



Laison Notes 20



Laison Notes 21



Laison Notes 22



Laison Notes 23



Laison Notes 24



Laison Notes 25



Laison Notes 26



Laison Notes 27

From Pierre Delattre, “Le Facteurs de la Liaison Facultative en Français”, 1955:
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Delattre lists three potentially important interactions between syntax and prosodic factors. 
The first of these is length: generally the longer the linked element, the weaker the 
syntactic bond and therefore the lower the likelihood of liaison.  This is particularly true for 
subject-verb sequences: thus les plus petits des enfants attendront is less likely to show 
liaison than les enfants attendront; a longer second element (e.g. les enfants attendront
longtemps leurs parents) would similarly tend to inhibit liaison.  The importance of the first 
element in particular is recognised notably in the PFC project, which employs separate 
codings for mono- and pluri-syllabic words. 

The second factor is intonation—a declarative, falling intonation favours liaison while a 
rising, interrogative one blocks it. 

Finally, accent d’insistance on the first syllable may be accompanied either by lengthening 
the first vowel (e.g. C’est IMpossible) with liaison omitted, or by using liaison without 
enchaînement .
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Four additional factors, argues Delattre, are purely phonetic and not affected by 
considerations of style or syntactic bonding:

a. Vowel+Consonant sequences (VC) (e.g. des noms amusants) liaise more readily 
than Consonant+Consonant (CC) sequences (des contes amusants)

b. Similarly, CC sequences allow liaison more readily than CCC ones (e.g. des actes
historiques)

c. Liaison is possibly also favoured where the vowels are similar (e.g. vous avez été) 
and disfavoured where they are not (e.g. tu as été)
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While Delattre was ahead of his time in attempting to quantify syntactic cohesion as a 
key determinant of liaison frequency, his measure seems rather makeshift and the 
basis for determining the coefficients is less than clear: why are Auxiliary + Infinitive 
sequences assigned as score of 6, for example, while Pronoun + Verb sequences score 
3? 

The measure is also confusing in that it mixes syntactic and non-syntactic criteria. 
Delattre suggests, for example, that for Noun + Adjective sequences the bonding 
coefficient of 5 reduces to 1 when the noun is singular, while in the case of Determiner 
+ Noun sequences the coefficient falls from 10 to 0 when h-aspiré nouns are involved, 
in spite of the fact that in neither case is the essential syntactic relationship between 
the conjoined elements affected. 

Delattre’s schema therefore appears to fall awkwardly between a measure of internal 
syntactic cohesion on the one hand and a general rule of thumb for determining 
liaison probabilities on the other.
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Delattre’s rather rough and ready measure of cohesion reflects the fact that, while there is 
general agreement that the rhythmic group or in Grammont’s (1914: 130) terms le mot 
phonologique is the domain of liaison, the notion of internal cohesion on which it depends 
proves surprisingly elusive. 

For Bybee (2005), syntactic cohesion is linked not to grammatical categories per se as Delattre 
assumes but to frequency of co-occurrence. Liaisons which in her terms are ‘établies’, which we 
can interpret as meaning obligatory, are those which historically have occurred frequently 
enough to be easily memorable, irrespective of grammatical
category. […]

Liaisons are more likely to persist, she argues, in high-frequency contexts, for the same reason as 
very common irregular verb forms are generally maintained. Thus, in sequences of the form Det 
+ Noun + Adj non-liaison is more common than liaison, because vowel-initial adjectives in this 
schema constitute a minority and the default selection is for the liaison consonant not to be 
realised. Note that it is frequency of co-occurrence of different elements, rather than the 
frequency of individual linking words which is important.
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Data from the PFC lend support to Bybee’s frequency-based model. Liaison proves 
more frequent with être than with other verbs, but is considerably more common 
after est than after était, both of which show higher incidence of liaison than étais. 
Similarly, liaison with the prenominal adjective grand proves not to be invariable as 
one might expect of a prenominal adjective, showing a much higher incidence in the 
semi-lexicalized sequence grand honneur than in the less commonly occurring grand 
émoi (Durand et al. 2011: 116).
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From Michael Wagner et al., “Liaison and the Locality of Production Planning”, 
LabPhon17(2020):
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From Oriana Kilbourn-Ceron, "Predictability modulates pronunciation variants through 
speech planning effects: A case study on coronal stop realizations." Laboratory 
Phonology (2020):
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In the absence of reliable empirical data, theoretical edifices have often been built on 
prescriptive models of French speech. Selkirk’s highly influential (1972) work used 
Fouché’s (1959) pronunciation manual as its source while Schane drew, inter alia, on 
Grevisse’s Bon Usage. 

Inordinate attention was often paid to examples divorced from actual usage: Durand et 
al. (2011: 116) cite for example the case of sot aigle, a sequence whose frequency in 
natural speech they describe as ‘proche de zéro’. 

Refinements to existing models have been made, and in some cases their theoretical 
bases called into question, as more empirical findings, most notably from the 
Phonologie du Français Contemporain project, have become
available.
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A particular focus of debate has been the status of the liaison consonant.

Here generative treatments have generally started from the assumption of an 
underlying consonant in the phonological representation of the link word W1, which is 
subject to deletion under specified conditions. This interpretation has advantages 
beyond presentational elegance, neatly capturing synchronic and diachronic 
regularities in the data. […]

But for all its attractions, the notion of an underlying final consonant seems counter-
intuitive from a synchronic point of view in that it takes realisation of the liaison 
consonant as the default and specifies a set of conditions under which it is blocked, in 
the face of abundant evidence both that French copes perfectly well with hiatus at 
word boundaries and that in many cases of variable liaison it is non-liaison which is the 
default or unmarked form.
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Epenthetic approaches reject underlying final consonants in favour of insertion rules 
in liaison environments, while analyses based on suppletion posit seperate long and 
short forms of W1 stored in the mental lexicon, to be realised in the surface under 
the appropriate rhythmic, syntactic, morphological and stylistic conditions. In both 
models the liaison consonant would have to be learned on a construction by 
construction basis […]

High-frequency constructions are mastered first, and the full range of obligatory 
liaisons have generally been learned by age 3–5. Variable liaison is acquired later, 
generally by age 6–8, and shows much greater developmental variability, with 
children from socially advantaged homes learning at a significantly faster rate than 
their disadvantaged peers.
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Rebecca Posner (1997: 265) has described liaison in modern French as ‘an uneasy 
half-way house between the regular enchaînement of the sixteenth century and a 
foreseeable complete disappearance of Old French
word-final consonants’, the normative complexities of which continue to present, in 
Bruneau’s words (1927: 53), ‘un véritable casse-tête’ for native speakers. 

As we shall see in Chap. 4, these complexities owe much to resistance by 
grammarians from the sixteenth century onwards to change from below in the 
direction of final-consonant deletion. Our task in this chapter, however, is to consider 
the causes and consequences of the changes affecting word-final consonants 
through which this ‘half-way house’ came about, and to determine how and why the 
liaison consonants came to be retained in modern standard French.
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Two things about liaison remain unclear:

1. Is it insertion, epenthesis, or suppletion?
2. What theory/theories is/are behind Delattre’s echelle of juncture strength?

Similar questions come up in many other contexts.

Some slides from my recent ICPG2020 talk….
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Across the decades, some linguistic theories have postulated between 0 and 4 levels of prosodic phrasing,
where “prosodic phrasing” refers to a non-recursive and  intrinsically phonological kind of structure.

Is this a well-defined question with a clear answer? In my 1975 dissertation, I wrote

'Intonational phrasing'. . . is often discussed in terms of the location of ' commas ' ' pauses' 'intonation 
breaks ', etc., although not all examples lend themselves very easily to such treatment... We... lack a 
general theory of what 'intonation breaks' are. . . [Should intonation breaks] be viewed simply as a kind 
of marker inserted into phonological strings, as the 'comma' notation implies, or are they instead the 
various constituent boundaries of some sort of intonational constituent structure?

That passage was quoted in Ladd’s 1986 Phonology Yearbook paper, “"Intonational phrasing: the case for 
recursive prosodic structure," which (as the subtitle indicates) argues that prosodic structure should be fully 
recursive.

https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/4615402.pdf
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And there have been several iterations of the idea that it’s useful to think of inter-word junctures 
of many different types and/or strengths, rather than a simple hierarchy of simple phrase types.

The first example I ever encountered was (unpublished) work in the 1970s by Noriko Umeda, who was then 
wrestling with the problem of how to assign boundary types and strengths in text-to-speech synthesis.
She asked naïve native speakers to mark boundaries in read passages – and unsurprisingly, she found that 
inter-annotator consistency was extremely low. 

However, if she took the judgments of 100 annotators, divided them randomly into two groups of 50, and 
assigned to each inter-word juncture the percentages of annotators who put a boundary there, then the 
correlation between the two groups’ percentages was excellent – 0.95 or better.

Similar work has recently been documented by Jennifer Cole et al., “Crowd-sourcing prosodic annotation”, 
Computer Speech & Language (2017) -- though that work can be interpreted as a way to approximate the 
“strict layers” that current canonical ToBI notation should give.
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In fact, the original “break index” idea in ToBI (“Tones and Break Indices”) was a reflection of Umeda’s discovery, 
or at least my memory of it.

When the BU Radio Corpus was being created, Patti Price asked me for suggestions about prosodic annotation 
techniques. I observed that everyone agrees that English has some intonational features that are tropic to stress, and 
others that are tropic to junctures – and that one simple approach to phrasal annotation would be to assign a juncture 
strength to each inter-word boundary. 

It was only later that the “break index” notation was assimilated to strict-layer theories of intonational phrasing.

But a more general (and perhaps multi-dimensional) notion of “prosodic juncture strength” clearly underlies intuitions 
about the role of prosody in wanna-contraction.

And it’s clear that human speech does involve inter-word junctures of variable strength and type, 
as a matter of phonetic fact. 
We can see the symptoms in many aspects of articulatory and acoustic dynamics, 
as well as in experiments on speech perception.

Crucially, this junctural thicket is not simply the phonological residue of syntax. 

It’s tied up with semantics, discourse, frequency and recency, “audience design”, and so on.
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The role of frequency and predictability

In lenition and lexicalization phenomena like wanna-contraction, there are clear effects of formality, 
frequency/recency/redundancy, precision of articulation, and dialect/variety/micro-syntactic variation.

Consider this figure from Kilbourn-Caron et al. (2020), based on the treatment of word-final /t/ (at the end of the 
"target word") followed by a vowel-initial word (the "trigger word"):

https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/6ce4/b4983284339e9105b56cccf86d09f61d6d91.pdf
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Or these figures from Yuan & Liberman 2015, dealing with the reduction of plosive consonants in Mandarin:

"For every consonant type we use the duration corresponding to its ~20% cumulative percentage as the 
threshold of reduction: 30 ms for unaspirated stops, 40 ms for unaspirated affricates, 50 ms for aspirated stops, 
and 60 ms for aspirated affricates."

https://www.isca-speech.org/archive/interspeech_2015/papers/i15_2675.pdf
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And for an example of gradient junctural strength 
modulating a completely different type of allophonic variation, 

see Sproat & Fujimura, “Allophonic variation in English /l/”, 1993,
or Yuan & Liberman, “/l/ Variation in American English: A Corpus Approach”, 2011,

which looked at measures of /l/ “darkness” (= velarity) in five contexts

1. #LV1 (pre-stress word-initial onset)
2. V1L#C      (post-stress word-final code)
3. V1L#V0    (coda or ambisyllabic)
4. V1LV0       (onset, code, or ambisyllabic)
5. V0LV1       (intervocalic word-medial onset)

…and found predictably gradient velarity,
rather than evidence for two qualitatively distinct “clear” and “dark” allophones.

http://www.ai.mit.edu/projects/dm/featgeom/sproat-fujimura93-L.pdf
http://languagelog.ldc.upenn.edu/myl/YuanLibermanLvariation2011.pdf

