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ABSTRACT 

One of the most frequently-realized consonants in modern French. r is nevertheless 

one of the last sounds to be acquired by a child and often the only consonant never properly 

mastered by learners of French as a second language. The evolution of French r show. on 

the one hand, prolonged resistance to global sound changes and, on the other hand. 

extensive and repeated sporadic variation with a relatively large number of other sounds in 

the language. We believe that it is this paradoxical khaviour of r which has Isd to zhe 

frequent, and in our opinion, incorrect description of the sound as being "unstable". Recent 

developments. particularly in the area of non-linear phonology. have enabled us to focus 

specifically on the intrinsic nature of French r to account for its unique behaviour. 

In Chapter One we begin with a clariiication of the terminolo_9). used in previous 

studies on French r. followed by a brief discussion of the r-sound in Indo-European. Lastly, 

an overview of some general phonetic aspects of contemporary French r is presented. 

In Chapter 2 we examine the diachronic behaviour of r, presented in the hllowing 

tw-Q main categories: I. ) r is involved in global phonetic changes. including velarimtion from 

front r to back r, as well as the loss of r 2) r is found in sporadic variation with other sounds 

in the language, generally resulting from a variety of factors. linguistic or other. 

Chapter 3 presents a re-esamination of the r-processes discussed in Chapter 2 within 

the framework of dependency phonology (DP). Our focus in this presentation is on the 

isrses eif zztIeuIatory streigth =d phmologied ceompkxity, which eiii'dtiie XI iiiipr'mt 

basis for the DP madel. Of garticuiar interest is r's piace on the hierarchicai scaie of 

articulatory strength and its degree of complexity as a liquid within the sound system of 

. -. 
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French. By comparing the phoneme's articulatory strength and its level of complexity to 

that of the wunds r has behved differently from or has alternated with. some reasonable 

exphations for the paradoxical khaviour of r can be established. The conclusion is drawn 

that French r. rather than being a phoneme of -'instability". is in fact one of the most stable 

consonants in the language- precisely because of its flexible nature. The only overall trend 

that manifests itself when considering r-s evolution from Indo-European to modern French 

is that the liquid has become more consonantal. that is, stronger with respect to its 

articulatory components- Our examination of French r, therefore. belies predictions that the 

sound is weakening and in the process of disappearing. 



erre con ene guitarra 
ene con erre cam'l 
que rapido ruedan ias ruedas 
del ferrocaml 

(Spcmish tongzie twister) 
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Despite considerable discussion about Fn ach r in the pat.  t_he sti-1rty of the sound 

has not yet been exhausted- most likely because of its complex nature which has been made 

evident through its unique and often paradoxical linguistic behavioilr. Referring to the 

r-sound in general. Wolff (19%- p.22) has appropriately stated. --[tlhere is perhaps no other 

phoneme that admits of as many variations in place of articulation, manner of production. 

sonority and syllabicity. as r". These varying realizations of r. found in the descendent 

languages of Indo-European, are still represented by the same written letter today and all 

belong to the family of r-sounds. 

The wide range of r-variants is especially evident in the French language, tvhere r 

has not only alternated with half a dozen other sounds during its evolution from Latin to 

modern French, but also manifested a unique behaviour in terms of consonant lenition. The 

'ipolymoiphic" character of French r has led a number of linguists to describe this resonant 

as a phoneme of inherent instability. which is in the process of evolution or possibly even 

facing deletion. It should be noted that terms such as stable. stc~hilio-. and insfcrhiiitj~ are 

used here with specific reference to the notion of "permanence" or '-endurancee. or the lack 

thereof. as defined in Wehster 's Xinth Coilegiure Dictionary ( 1  988 ed.). Linguists 

describing French r as "unstable" seem to refer to the idea of something '-diminishing" or 

--weakening" as opposed to the idea of something which is simply "vascillating*-. Fleisch 

j 1946. pp.68-69). for exampie, proposes thee  "hypothkses d'evolution" for apical r which 

will lead to the sound's inevitable disappearance: 

... r peut s'arnu'ir par le stade de z...r perdant ses battements et gardant son 
point d'articulation, teudra ii devenir continu ... r tend directement par 



rekhement de I'articulation. a dzvenir une sorte de a . a s'anmir.., 

arrfirctine .uv.,. -=&= + to Bore!-Malmnn.t; - x n ~  i l  \ =  Q43. ' p-23 ! 1. --f!]e pdymarphisme de 1': montrt qtts cette 

consonne est instable et en voie d'evolution'-. \\-Me Charbonneau and Marchal t 1979. p.303) 

simply describe French r as a phoneme **dbne grande instabiiite'. Hock 1 1986. pp138-129) 

appears to be the only one who equates the '-instabilityq' of a segment ~vith nothing more 

than a greater level of phonetic -*variation". He points out a number of issues manifesting 

r's relative instability- noting for example that children master this sound during the last 

stages of first-language acquisition and that dissimilation and metathesis are \-er]i- conimon 

\vith both r and 1. According to Hock, other deselopments. such as the substitution of 

uvular r [R] for apical r fr] or the alternarion betuem the uvular trill [R] and the ux.ular 

fricative [B] as nell as the alternation betseen the liquids [r] and [i] all attest to nhat  hi: 

refers to as r's "unstable'- character. 

Leal-ing aside the issue of semantics for nokv. it is our contention that the high le\.el 

of variation is not an indication ofinstahilit_t {as interpreted by f+isch. Borel-Maisonny. 

and Charbonneau and Marchal. abox el but rather. that the flexibls nature of r makes this 

resonant one of the most stable consonants in the French language. The purpose of'this 

study is to examine the types of sound changes or processes French r has undergone during 

the course of its evolution from Latin to modem French. and to offer some possible reasons 

for the unique behaviotlr of r. fn determining what role the resonant's inherent character has 

played in the historical variation of r xve hope to shon n ily tile phoneme-s poiymorphic 

nature may better be described a s fk ib l e  rather than as zmstcihle. 

Over the past four csnfitries French r has been the sub-ject of extensive discussion, 



ranging from the - ' bn  usage" ~ecammend&m of seventeenth-century grammarians to a 

wide tra~ety of schok~fj. adel= acetimufated during ;he pas; ceniuq5. Diacbonic smdies of 

r-variation have been presented from the approach of historical and iirnctional linguistics, as 

well as within the framework of articulatoq- and acoustic phone~ics. In our prsse~tation of 

the various processes in which r has been in \ -okd  during the evolution of the French 

language, the historical facts will be presented in a manner which reflects the (traditional) 

approaches lo the study of r enccuntered in Qur research. 

Since. to our knowledge, no extensive studies of French r have been undertaken 

&om a generative perqwctiw, mr with the appmach nf some of !he mme recent nun-!inear 

models in the field of phonology. we have chosen to re-interpret the historical data .ti-ithin 

the recently-developed theoretical and notational framework of Dependency Phonology 

CDP). We will focus, in particuh. on the notion of phonatory strength hierarchies and 

phcmological complexit_v, two issues which form an important bais of the DP modt.1 and 

which lend themselves errceeding!~ well to an examination of consonant lenition and r- 

alternation. We hope that an anaIpsis from this entire]! diffdent perspecti~e \vill shed new 

Eight on some of the mmj; unresslii-ed problems regarding the evoJution of French r, as well 

as  sEer some plausible explanations for the paradoxical beha~iour of the phoneme. 

Before prweeding with our examination of historical r-variation, we present an 

account of the terminalag- u d  in the literature dealing with French r in order to avoid 

some of the confusion due to &e amtaiguous use s f  terms and phondic symbols found in 

p~evious studies. This is fblfowed by a briefdiscussion of r in Indo-European as \wIl as an 

in$-duction to some gene& phonetic aspects ofcontempomq- French r. 



1. l Terninslogy 

72,- 
I ~ i c ~ e  has been considmbk ifisciissivn as to the appropriate names h r  the \.mious 

realizations of r. Generally- a term used to dexrik a particular r is based on the 

art2cuIiatoq- characteristics of that ~ariant. Thus. an r pronounced in the front of the n~szith 

is usually de-scribed with tz-ords such as trl~*c.ulm- or dentul, which refer to the place of 

articulation. while upicd liq?rcrl or /ungzre-?@peil indicate that the end part of the tongue is 

involved in the articulation ef f h t  r. f imifr-tr!?. :elms like wfttr. i i t - i t l ~  jirifiiitti. gurrrtr-tif. 

phtr~ewglrri, or L ~ ~ J Y S L I ~  are ernpinyed to designate r articulated in the back of the mouth. 

Some have argued - that I!E te-- zmhr is so! apprnpriz~e, because !a rr,asr, Inscimxs the 

uwla remains inert during rhe anida t ion  of back r. Borel-Maisonny ( 19-42 p.2 1 I, 

kcme~er.. suggesir; t ha~  the various characteristics of r are not at all determined by its point 

of articulation. According to her. it is the degree of contraction of the buccal cavity. the 

par~icipati~n of the lan-nx or lack rlrered and rhe presence or absence of trilling lvhich act 

as determining factors. Bod-Maiscmny. lherstbrz. has chosen the more general terms 

gff~fmrd ~~~~~~~~~~~ior ta refer to the r articulaied in the back af the mouth. Dslattre r 1969) 

argues ehat &s different types of back r are a11 "sounds of the phar)nx". as suggested by the 

tiale of his article *-L'r parisien et deautres sons du phq-nx". He explains that back r 

psimarily invalves the movement d t h e  root of the tongue towards the pharj-ngal will. or 

more gseeisefy. that it is the retraction of the tongue and the reduction of space in the 

ghaqngal c w i ~  which produce diae sound of back r. The vibrations of the uvula are only 

xcerdq- features and ad\; h e  result of a stressed pronunciation. Therefore, rrriIico- 

phipgngctf r is the more ifpprapriate term. 



While the above arguments are founded on clear and justified explanations. the terms 

r grasseyk. parler gasr grasseyer, passe);emen?, and gasseyerrr are based on a purely 

subjective interpretation of the phoneme and have caused the greatest ar,lount of confusion 

in the description of the articulatory and acoustic characteristics of r. The terms lack exact 

and clearly stated definitions which would allow them to be used uniformly without causing 

the misinterpretation and confusion evident in much of the literature dealing with the 

historical variation of r. 

The various p - t e r m s  were derived from the verb grussier of the seventeenth 

century. which at that time meant "to lisp" or not to pronounce r at all, according to 

Cotgrave's dictionary of 161 1 '. The various derivations and forms of grasseyer have 

received a number of differing interpretations, often made to fit as supporting evidence for a 

particular theory on the linguistic change of r. Among the earliest, Trautmann (1 880) for 

example, in an effort to prove that the termpurler gru.s2 is an indication of the first use of 

back r in French, translates it tc the German term Sclmai-ren. which corresponds to Littre's 

definition of v&rircrble grcmeyement. "une sorte de roulement guttural" (LittrC, 1878, 

p. 192 1 ). LittrC (loc. cit.) distinguishes the latter term from qusseyenzent uffictk. explaining 

that this tern "consiste h ne grononcer nullement la lettre r"? while the verb grasseyer 

means to either pronounce r "in a vicious manner" or to replace it with 1. According to 

Trautmann ( 1  880, p.216) it was the Schnarren or guttural pronunciation of r which gave the 

'as quoted in WolK 1958. p.9 

"found in La Haye% Viyuge de M-M- Chupelle et Bachuumt, 1 742, p.40 (cited by Wolff, 
P-8) 



speech of the Prkcieuses its affected nature. It could not be an f-pronunciation, he explains, 

because LaIfen (as it is known in German) is a natural speech defect. Similarly- HelIier 

(1 898. p.43) also recognizes gusseyement as being the pronunciation of r with the root of 

the tongue. 

This same view is Iater reiterated by Haden (1955. p.206). who writes that grosseyer, 

as a translation of Schnurren. means "undoubtedly ... to use uvular r". Among others. Leon 

( 1  967, p, 13 1) also uses the term "r uvulaire grasseye", while Straka and Nauton (1945. 

p. 197) similarly explain that "r uvulaire vibree" is also sometimes called "grasseyee". More 

recently. Wollock (1 982, p.198). in an effort to explain the origin of the termpurler gros, 

mentions. that from an articulatory point of view. the -:fut may also refer to the muscular 

expansion of the back of the tongue". Delattre (1966, p.206). who focuses on acoustic 

aspects of grus.seyer, points out that r grussej~i is another name for pharyngal r since it is 

the pharyngal resonance ~vhich gives the phoneme its character "gas". Among earlier 

discussions, Euren ( 5  896. p. 1 )  notes that the term refers to "I'impression qu'en regoit 

I'oreille". He elaborates on this definition. supporting Trautmann's theory by stating that 

--...surtout les Precieuses, sans doute pour dom.er plus de distinction a leur langage, et, par 

consequent. avec intention, ccmmenqaient a grasseyer, c'est-a-dire a prononcer l'r uvulaire". 

This definition conflicts, however. with Eurenas (ibid.. p.11) later definition of grcrsseyk, 

when the term is attributed to the post-palatal fi.iccrtiw [B]. said to be replacing the trilled 

i:w!ar tl [ [~ j .  Millet (1925, p.13) also provides aii aeoustic perspective by noting that -'r 

passeyee ... se distingue ii i'oreiiie de ceux qui possedent i'r traditionneile [front or apical r] 

par un ractement plus ou moins dm et heurtk. ... elle se distingue de r parisienne par son 



epaisseur et ses saccades qui font quelquefois reprocher au sujet parlant de 'causer la bouche 

pleine, ou en marigeant de la bouillie"', and although he finds Littrss (1 878) definitions of 

the term grasseyer as insufficient and inexact, he continues to use the term in his work. 

Contrary to Trautrnann's (1 880) theory, Lancaster (1 934. p.244) claims that "parler 

gras did not necessarily mean using uvular r" but rather "to speak as if one had something 

soft in the mouth" like a potato. He interprets the term as referring to affected speech. as in 

the 1665 comedy L 'AprBs-Soupe' des Auherges by Raymond Poisson. In this play, one of 

the female characters "affecte un certain par16 gras" (Lancaster, 1934, p.245) which includes 

the vocalization, fronting and de-palatalization of [r,k,g,J,3,sJ to [l.d,s,z.z] respectively as 

well as the replacing of r with 1. 

While some have attempted to define the term grusseyer, others have merely 

accepted its meaning as being ambiguous and unclear. Among these is Jespersen ( i  889), 

who describes purler gras as an "indistinct" designation of affected speech not necessarily 

concerning r, and psse-yer as a rather vague term. Vinay (1949) chooses to avoid the use 

of it due to the imprecision of the term and Wolff (1 958, p. 10) correctly points out that "[iln 

modem usage, the expression still has no fixed meaning"'. Nyrop (1902: p.48). who had 

also chosen to "abstainm from using the term r grusseye', had summed up the debate m)st 

accurately by stating that any efforts to defme the term precisely have only led to an 

amusing array of contradictions, leaving the term with very little scientific value. He 

offered this, his own definitionz to demonstrate the biased meaning of the term: 

%e Petit Robert dictionary ( 1  990, p.886), for example, defines grasseyer as a 
pronunciation of r not involving the tongue, whereas Harraps French-English Shorter Dictionmy 
(1 991, p.377) defines it as an exaggeration of one's r's. 



Grasseyer: Terme, generalernent meprisant. qu'on applique a la 
prononciztion d'a~tnti; les gens qui articulent I'r d'une certaine f a ~ o n  se 
servent de ce mot pour caractCriser toute maniere differente d'anticuler la dite 
C01?3iim2, 

Despite the number of contradictory definitions and the decision among many linguists to 

avoid the term altogether, ,vrsseyP continues to be used even into the 1 990"s4 '. 

In order to avoid the ambiguity and confusion found in the many articles dealing 

with the French r, usually caused by unexplained graphic symbols and terminology used to 

represent the r-variantst we offer the foIlowing phonetic guide and explanation of the terms 

employed in this dissertation. The following list of phonetic symbols for r is primarily 

based on the Internationz! Phnnetk Alphabet (IP-4) characters ad diacritics as described 

by Pullurn and Ladusaw f 1986) in their Phonetic Symbol Gtiicle. 

1 . f ) Phonetic .sp&ols of r-wrirrrzis 

[r] - voiced apico-alveolar trill 
[r] - voiced alveolar flap 
[rh] - predorsal trill 
[.,I - intermediate r between [z] and [r] 
[z] - voiced dental central fricative 
[a] - interdental fricative 
[R] - voiced uvular trill 
[B] - voiced uvtilar fricative 
[XI - voiceless uvular fricative 
[go] - whispered fricative r 

' ~ n  his 1992 study on r in Tunisian French. for example. Skik writes -'- une prononciation 
uvulaire (R "gasseyg [sicj )". 

6 One find point may k- made with respect to o w  own interpretation of the term. Our first 
encounter with pctrier gras and grasse~i led us to believe that it referred to front r, perhaps due to 
om,- ,, own !Ingt.Istic bzckgre-=sr?d. n e  description of zny r-wriznt zs "fattyj'- seems more 
appropriate for apical r, since uvular back r, in our opinion, is characterized by a rather dry and 
raspy sound and feel. There is, therefore, little value in metapfiorically-based descriptions of 
sounds when a clear and objective articulatory explanation is available and much more useful. 



- breathy trace of lost r 
[0] - absent r 

r - the phoneme r 
> - indicates diachronic change 

In our dissertation we will be using the terminology and phonetic descriptions found within 

the framework of articulatory and acoustic phonetics in order to provide an exact 

representation of each r-variant. The orthographic symbol ?" is used when referring to the 

phoneme r in a general context. Apical variants of r are termed as "front r" and represented 

by an italicized r. For g u m 1  r's the term "back r" and the symbol R will be used. The 

most frequently realized French r-variants, which include front trilled or flapped r and the 

uvular trilled or fricative rt will be referred to as principal r-vuriunts. Finally, the terms 

r-vmiation and r-alternation need clarification. The former refers to any process that has 

resulted in a modification of r, the larter is limited to those processes involving a change 

(often bi-directional) between r and another phoneme. 

1.2 Indo-European r 

The following presentation of Indo-European r is based on the works of Brugmam 

(1  904), Meillet (1 964), Porzig (1 9541, and Schrijnen ( 1  92 I), who provide an insight into the 

realization of r and the consonant's functional value in Indo-European. In the various works 

consulted. r is most often dixussed with the other liquid 1 and grouped together with the 

resonants? which include the nasals /m, n/ and the semi-consonants /w, j/. These phonemes 

all occupied an intermediate position between consonants and vowels in Indo-European in 

that they shared some of the resonating qualities of the vowels while their articulatory 

9 



movement resembled that of the consonants (Meillet, 1964, p. 107). Due to this combination 

of both vocalic and consonantal traits, Indo-European r, like the other resonants, was able to 

function as either a vowel or a consonant. With respect to the first. it is noted specifically 

that r could become vocalic/syllabic in a non-stressed syllable, that is, when it was adjacent 

to an atonic vowel. However, according to Bmgmann (1 904, p. 12 1 -2), it is not clear to what 

extent r or any of the other resonants became vowels and whether they replaced the 

neighbouring atonic vowel completely in this context. Traces of the vowel were often 

evident in the written texts, demonstrated by the following representations of vocalic r: "r, ,r. 

r a ,  , r When functioning as a vowel, r appeared in prevocalic and interconsonantal 

position and initially before a consonant. Furthermore, vocalic r could also be found as the 

second part of a diphthong- that is. preceded by another vowel and followed by a consonant. 

Schrijnen (1  921, p.266) notes that vocalic r also appeared as the first part of a diphthong and 

was thus equivalent to /i/ and /u/ in Indo-European . As a consonant, r was found in initial, 

prevocalic, intervocalic. and postconsonantal / prevocalic position. as well as before another 

resonant. 

As Indo-European evolved, this two-sided function of r was only preserved in 

Sanskrit and only limited to short vocalic r in preconsonantal position, while long vocalic r 

was completely lost (Meillet, 1964. p.125; Schrijnen, 1921. p.26 1 ; Brugmam, 1904, p. 13 1). 

In all other Indo-European languages. r has lost its value as a long or short vowel, having 

become increasingly consonantal in character along with the other resonants /I/. /m/, /n/ 

(Meillet, 1964, p. 125). Both Brugmann (1 904, p. 122) and Porzig (1 954, p.66) mention, 

however, that traces of this vocalic r in Indo-European are manifested in the various tones of 



vowels found in the languages that have evolved from Indo-European. In the case of the 

Italic languages, Porzig speaks of a dark "colouring" or tone represented by [oI6 while 

Brugmann identifies traces of vocalic r with a consideration of its linguistic context: 

1.2) Traces of vocak Indo-European r 

r > rii (ar) 

Although this multi-dimensional character of Indo-European r concerns the functional value 

of the phoneme, it does give some indication about the phonetic traits of r at that time, since 

a certain amount of vocality or resonance is needed to allow a consonant to function as the 

centre of a syllable. 

With respect to the realization of Indo-European r, the sound is described as a dental, 

characterized by a trilling of the apex which is held throughout the emission of the sound 

(Schrijnen, 192 1, p.26 1 ; Meillet, 1964, p. 105). According to the testimony of grammarians, 

this dental trill passed into Latin, where it is often referred to as a "Zungenspitzen r" or 

apical r (Schrijnen, 192 1, p.263). The resonant subsequently entered the French language, 

also as a trilled fi-ont r, undergoing significant transformation in late Old French and Middle 

French, until it was permanently replaced by back r in the seventeenth century. 

'% den einzeinen Spracher, kornrnen nun z!s Vertretung silbischer Liquiden folgende 
FIrbungen wirklich vor: ... dunkle Farbe im Lateinischen, Oskisch-Umbrischen, Venetischen, 
lltynschen und Germanischen, in einigen Fallen auch iln Baltischen und Slavischen; fdr das 
Germanische pflegt man u anzusetzen, o ist aber genauso moglich; die anderen haben om. 



1.3 Contemporary French r 

At the end of the last century, Bell (1 896) presented a comprehensive overview of 

the various articulations of the phoneme r in his monograph entitled --The S~unds  of R". 

The fourteen varieties of r include glottal, guttural, palatal, lingual and labial articulatory 

descriptions of r. Of these, Bell only considered two guttural articulations, "Parisian r7' 

([B]) and "French r grassey? ([R]), as representative of French r, influenced as he was by 

the then frequently-found prescriptive attitude in language description. Thus. Bell not only 

disregarded the apical trill and flap as part of the French sound system. two variants on his 

list which are still commonly found in many French-speaking regions around the world. but 

also excluded two other types of what he calls "lingual" r's, which have also been found in 

francophone communities. For example, the first type of lingual rt described by Bell as a 

'-modification" due to '-guttural friction'. which results in a doubfe articzdution of r. has also 

been observed in a recent study of Montreal French by Santerre (1 982). The second type of 

lingual r described by Bell as "modification" due to a *-rounding of the lips", is mentioned 

by Taylor (1 952) in his description of r in Dominican Creole. 

Our own overview of the physic21 and acoustic traits of French r represents a general 

description of the principal r-variants in the language. including both categories of front r 

(r) and back r (R). Tbe front r-variant. most frequently called an apical or alveolar r, is 

produced when the tip of the tongue vibrates against the upper front part of the mouth. 

an-where between the upper fiont teeth and the alveolar ridge. It is the passage of air that 

casses the tongue tip to vibrate. producing either only one beat, ca!!ed a f l q  [r], or several 

beats. referred to as a trill [r], depending on the force of the air and the flexibility of the apex 



(WoiE. 1958, p.24). The tongue itself is slightly retracted. the back of the tongue resting in 

about the same position as for the vowel [a] (Tousignant. 1987c. p.401, and there is usually 

no involvement of the lips in the realization of this variant (Grammonk 1965, p.73). Many 

linguists do not regard the trilling or flapping movement of the tongue's apex as an 

occlusion. and the front r-variants are therefore considered to be continuous consonants or, 

according to Wolff (1 958, p.231, described as intermittent.' 

In the case of back r, the tips and lower jaw are held in the same way as fcr front r. 

However, the tip of the tongue is lowered and placed against the lower incisors while the 

sides of the tongue are in contact with the rest of the lower teeth. During the realization of a 

trilled back r [R], the back part of the tongue is raised towards the soft palate in front of the 

uvula. The air stream passing through the buccal cavity causes the uvula to vibrate against 

the tongue, the uvula in this case serving the same function as does the tip of the tongue in 

the realization of front r. Grammont (1 965. p.73) notes that "cette projection de la Iuette sur 

?he feature of continuancy in the manner of articulation of sounds appears to be a matter 
of considerable dispute. especially with regard to the nasal consonants and trills. While Chomsky 
and Halle (1968, pp.3 I 7-3 18) attribute the feature [+continuant] to all varieties of r, the nasal 
pliosives are considered to be [-continuant], the feature of non-continuancy being based on the 
criterion that "the air flow through the mouth is effectively blocked". The latter category therefore 
also includes oral p;osives, affricates. glottal stops, and other types of implosive and ejective stops 
A. Brakel, however. another generative phonologist, views nasal consonants as being [+cant] while 
he considers the apical flap to be [- cont] (Plronologicul Markedness and Distinctive Fe' rtures, 
1983, BIoomingtcn. Indiana University Press, pp.22-23). This view. regarding [r] as non- 
continuant, is also shared by C.J. Ewen (1977, p.3 15). General reference sources also do not offer 
a clarification of the issue: An Encyclopedic Dictionmy of Language and Lunguuges ( 1 992, p.82) 
vaguely defines continuants as sounds "made with an incomplete closure of the vocal tract", such 
as stops. The Larousse Dictiomaire de linpiszique et des sciences dzr languge (1 994, p. 1 16) 
claims that all sounds, including nasal and lateral consonants, are continuants except for plosives, 
iiffiicafes and frilis. Our own opinion as to the continuancy feature for trills is that they are [+cant] 
because without a continuaus egressive air flow .the tongue tip or uvula could not be put into a 
vibrating motion. 



le dos de la langue rrlem@che pas le voile du paiais d'etre relev6 et d'occluder l'entrie 

jmstkrieure des fosses nasales". The vibrations of this r are relatively evenly spaced, yet 

weaker than those of front trilled r because the uvula and the back of the tongue offer more 

flexibility than do the a1'creolar region and the tip of the tongue. As is the case with front r. 

the position of the back of the tongue is similar to that in the articulation of [EI] (Tousignant, 

1987c, p.38). When theis are no vibrations in the articulation of back r, a uvular fricative 

[&I is realized. The back of the tongue is in exactly the same position as for trilled back r, 

while the uvula, however, --instead of curling forward in the medial groove of the dorsum of 

the tongue ... lies in this depression with its tip pointing towards the pharynx" and 
- 

consequently cannot be lifted easily by the air stream. The uvula therefore remains 

immobile as the air passes through the buccal cavity and only helps to produce "a fricative 

noise" (Wolff, 1958. p.29). It has been suggested that for fricative back r the tongue is not 

retracted as in the case of trilled back r (Tousignant. 1987c. p.381, or that the back of the 

tongue is raised slightly more for the fricative wound. Concluding from our own 

observations. we find that it is merely the type of movement of the uvula which 

distinguishes the trilled back r fi-om the fricative back r and that any raising or retracting of 

the tongue depends on the nature of the neighbouring vowel. It is, therefore. not incorrect 

for Straka (1 979, p.498) to claim that --dans les deux cas [of [R] and [g]]. la luette elle-mzme 

participe ii l'articulation. de sorte qu'on peut les appeler tous les deux tout aussi bien 

uvulaires", the "participating" of the the uvula not necessarily suggesting the production of 

vibrations but rather designation of the place of articulation and contact of this organ with 

the tongue- 



With regards to the acoustic aspects of r, Wolff (1 958, p.37) gives the best general 

overview with the following summary: 

...[ I]t appears that all of the phones of the r-family have certain acoustic 
features in common. Both back r's and front r's may be synthesized with 
two formant patterns containing a straight first formant, and a second 
formant with a slow and large minus transitions. Both have the same F1 
frequency of transitions, the same F1 frequency of trills, the same F2 
duration of transitions, the same duration of closure, the same rate of 
interruptions in the trills of Fl and F2. The only difference is that the F2 
transition of back r's beginis] in a low frequency range, while that of front 
r's starts in a high frequency range. 

She adds that although a third formant is not necessary to distinguish back r from front r, 

the F3 may be somewhat lower for the front variant (1958, p.37). As Wolff rightly 

concludes, despite the differing places and modes of articulation, the acoustic characteristics 

of back and front r's justify their being grouped together to phoneticaIly represent the letter r 

in French. 

This overview of French r, though brief. touches upon the various issues which will 

be discussed in the following two chapters. The dual function of Indo-European r as vowel 

and consonant gives an idea of the complex nature of the resonant. The description of 

contemporary French r-variants not only demonstrates the variety of characterizations r 

evokes, but also reflects the range of variation this sound itself presents. 

'A "transition" is a frequency shift; in the case of r it is termed as "minus" because the 
frequency position ofthe second formant begins at a lower state and then slowly rises to reach its 
steady state (Wolff, p.34). 



2. Histoticaf Variation of French r 

The diachronic phonological processes affecting French r throughout the e~olution 

from early Romance to modem French have occurred in a variety of ways. First. French r 

has undergone a permanent change invoiving a modification of its place of articulation - 

front r- the Latin and Romance pronunciation. has become back r in contemporan. universal 

(or standard) French. In addition. the resonant has been lost in various phonological 

contexts. At times this Ioss has been permanent. but more often r has been lost only 

temporarily, to be restored at a later date. Finally. r has alternated with other phonemes in 

the French language. either by pemrir~enti' replacing or being replaced by another 

phoneme, or by temporrrri[v alternating with a similarly articulated phoneme. These 

developments (velarimtion- loss. and alternation 1 may be grouped into three different 

categories of sound modification: 1 ) the change from front r to back r represents an 

isolritive' change. i.e.. one that occurs independently of linguistic conditions: 2) loss of r is 

part of a wholesale modification of consonants"' due to a general sound change in the 

language 3) r- alternation with other phonemes constitutes spurciclic' sound change. changes 

which occur irregularly and may be conditioned by particular phonetic factors. 

The following discussion presents an examination of the various sound changes or 

processes which r has undergone. extending from the pre-Romance period to hsentieth- 

century French. The data is summarized in the form of a time-line illustration which 

'pope, 1934. p. 61 : Price. 197 1. pp.30-3 1: Elvert. 1970. p.25 

' ~ o c k  ( 1  986, p.35) uses this term to describe processes such as dissimilation and 
metathesis, specifically dissimilation of r...r > r...l and metathesis of r...f > L r .  



presents the r-processes w i h h  their various linguistic contexts. The purpose of this 

analysis is to provide a clear tri.en-iew and understanding of the camplesiq- and unique 

khaviour of r throughout i~ evolution. 

2.8 Glebsl Change Invoking French r 

Two of the most i\iidely discussed phonetic changes which French r has undergone 

include the loss of r and velarimtion of trifled front r to uvular r. Both r-detetion and the 

velarimtion of r may be considered as "global-* changes: the former, because it occurred as 

pan of a general sound change which affected not only the resonant but all consonants 

within the language during Old and Middle French: the latter. because this process affkcted 

r in all positions and phonetic contexts. W'e begin our discussion with the change from I.  to 

R, the only r-process con&tu;ting a madifkation which has resulted in a pemmnent change 

during r's evolution from Latin to modem French- 

2.1.1 r > R  

During its evolu~ion in the French language. the most significant change the 

r-phoneme has undergone is t ts transfer from a front articulation to a guttural realization. 

The exact date at which r was first pronounced in the back of the mouth as well as the 

reasons for this c h g e  are great1y disputed. Based on the secondary sources consulted 



of the nineteemh century, R was the dominant pronunciation in the northern and central 

vanant in the south of France and in the rural areas as well as in smaller cities across France 

(Meyer. I 875. p. I 85: E u r h  1896. p.9)'. 

%umerous linguists have attempted to prove that a back r-variant existed prior to 

Middle French. the most recent claims dating uvular r back many centuries. Thurot 

( 188 1-83. p.270) suggested that in the sixteenth centuv r ahead? had a guttural realization. 

specifically in initiaf position. He based this belief on the testimony of grammarians who at 

that time claimed r to be articulated --strongly-- at the beginning of a \I-ord. Lancaster ( 1934. 

p.246-7) finds proof of a uvular realization of r in Raymond Poisson-s 1665 play, L :4pt+s- 

SorrpJ ~1e.s Auhergt~~~. The playuright includes an alternate spelling of gt-utxIS and gi-cis as 

'-gtteans-* and -*gueaq' In order to demonstrate the affected speech of one of the characters. 

According to Lancaster, the only possible explanation for this n-ritten u is that it indicates a 

euttural realization of $. Giauque ( 1975. p.408 1 makes mention of a much earlier existence 
u 

of back r, dating to the beginning of the fourteenth century. based on a description found in 
* 

.. 
Jean de Joinville's work of 1309: "...li I-endres escorchait la gorge par les erres ... . Another 

article, by Falc'hun ( 1972)- discusses an even earlier occurrence of uvular r. Falc'hun 

'It was obsert-ed bv Passy (as quoted In Euren. 1896, p. 10) that at the 1887 Congrks 
d'fnstituteurs- which Mas attended tr\. 2400 school teachers from regions across the country. 
sevent4-fke percent of those mho s-poke publicly still pronounced the front r-variant. 

6 -'He could not have meant it to ha\-e the value of P or of an) other vowel* for in that case 
the last line quoted would have fifteen syllables. If he had meant that r mas dropped. he would 
have nritten gm, just as he \\rotepuler forpcrlur. If he had ivished to indicate a glide ti]. he 
would have written guias. as he wrote siege- soztricnt. If by gueus. he had meant [pva], he would 
have witten g:oriczs, just as his contemporaries wrote Jouan." (Lancaster. 1934. p.247) 



suggests that the alternation of r with h, which can be dated to the Gallo-Roman period, is 

evidence of a possible guttural realization of r even before the beginnings of the French 

language. 

Wolff (1958), in an extensive discussion of French r. also demonstrates that a 

g u l r a l  pronunciation of the phoneme may be dated back at least to Old French, depending 

on r"s position in the word. Wolff (1958, p.5) alludes to 0. Ulbrich's7 (1 878) statement, 

(contrzdictory to Thurot's claim) that final r was "guttural" in Old French and "lingual" 

(apical) in initial position. Urolff (ibid., pp.62-64) supports Ulbrich's view by maintaining 

that, in preconsonantal position. r was pronounced gutturally, given the phoneme's 

alternation with velar 1 (eg. corpe - colpe) and with retracted s [n (e.g. murk - musle), as 

well as with the back vowel u, (e.g. urbi-e - ~ u b r e ) . ~  Consequently. word-final r followed 

by a consonant-initial word was also realized at the back of the mouth. Final r, when 

followed by a pause. was also uvular, according to Andry's statement (made in 1689) that 

the people of Paris pronounce "!es r A !a fin des infinitifs ... trks ma1 et fort r~dement"~. 

Conversely, Old and Middle French r was "apical" in intervocalic position and word-final 

' UIbrich? 0.. (1 878): 'Weber die vocalisirten Consonanten des Altfranzosischen", 
Zeirschrifr fiir roiimnische Philologie. 2: p.544. 

'AS further proof. WoIff notes that in Old and Middle French, vowels were frequently 
retracted before preconsonantal r in northern France, for example [el > [a] in upurcevoir < 
rrpercevair, (ibid., p.651, [el > [o] in vortu < vertzr (i bid., p.69), and [a] > [a] in urtne < &ne (i bid ., 
p.7 1 ). 

9 ~ o l l o c k  (1982, p.212) interprets Andry's observations. including the latter's advice that 
--[i]i est bon de faire sonner un peu ies r...mais i i  ne -Fatit pas se rc5glel- sur le peirple de Paris, qui les 
prononce jusqu'i escorcher les oreiiles ...'- as referring simply to a very intensely and loudly 
articulated front r. He claims that a more softly articulated front r, resembling an 1, was the "high 
fashion'. r a t  that time. 



position when followed by a vowel-initial word. This front articulation of r is deduced from 

its intervocalic alternation with [z] and from examples of raised [a] to [el before intervocalic 

r, e.g. Peris < Paris (ibid.. p.60). Furthermore, the phoneme may also have had a front 

articulation in postconsonantal position, based on examples showing epenthesis of [a] 

before r in words like otmrier > ouveriBre, which puts r once again in an intervocalic 

context (ibid.. p.61)". As the more recent observations cited above show, the existence of a 

back r-variant may- quite likely date back to a period prior to the one generally 

acknowledged as marking the beginnings of uvular r. 

The manner in which the r > R process occurred has been discussed from various 

theoretical perspectives. including explanations which postulate both gradual sound change 

as well as sound substitution. With respect to the former. Straka's (1 979) description of 

r > R provides the most detailed account of the process within the framework of articulatory 

phonetics. Straka suggests that the process occurred independently of r's position in the 

word and attributes its origin io ihe attempted restoration of weakened or lost r. He claims 

that both the apex and the dorsum of the front part of the tongue were weakened and 

consequently lowered. In an effort to still pronounce r. the back of the tongue was raised to 

create the vibrations typically characterizing the phoneme r. Thus. while a front r was 

intended, only a back r was achieved as the trilling in the uvular region required less energy 

'"ozachmeur ( I  973). in his article entitled "Evolution de r et dierese dans le groupe 
consonne + r + yod". suggests that the uvular pronunciation o f  r is the main cause for the insertion 
of schwa in a word like ozmriw < ozwerier. He suggests that this process occurred because the 
new pronunciation of r in the back of the mouth rendered the consonant cluster C+ r + A  
, . 
--~rnpronon~able". He claims that both the uvular realization of r and the insertion of e occurred in 
the seventeenth century. 



than the vibrations produced with the tip of the tongue against the alveolar ridge. Rousselot 

(quoted in Haden, 1955, p.504)", in an earlier and less complete description, also saw the 

change as resulting from a progressive weakening in the articulation of the phoneme. 

A much earlier attempt at explaining the process was made by Jespersen (1 889), 
* 

whose description, however, lacks the support of empirical evidence". According to 

Jespersen, due to a softening of the trill, r would have weakened to [z] or [a] and finally 

become a guttural fricative when the back part of the tongue was raised. The front trilled r, 

which still co-existed with the new fricative variant, was mostly used for emphasis and in 

loud speech. The vibrations were finally restored to back r, resulting in the modern uvular 

trill. However, in a more recent and, as well, more plausible account, Delattre (1 966) 

suggests that [r] first became [R] and only lost its trill in a second phase, resulting in [HI, a 

premise based on the "repeated observation of the substituting of trilled apical r by a 

fricative apical r, in Mexico". This claim is supported by other studies undertaken in the 

last half century, not only in France but also in North America, which indicate that the 

fricative uvular variant is becoming increasingly popular among francophone speakers'.'. 

Another type of explanation, which focuses on the reasons for the process, offers the 

view that the r > R change is a sound szrbstitutioni4 rather than a gradual change. The role of 

"~ousseiot is quoted from: Dictionnaire de la prononciation franqaise, Revue de 
phonhrique, vols. 1-4, 19 1 1 - 1 5, pp. 1 74- 1 75 

"As Jespersen himself points out. he ventured "...to set forth without any learned 
qparatus-.." his theories on this issue (Jespersen, 1 889; p.73). 

''see Borel-Maisonny (1 942), Cedergren ( 1  985), Delattre (1 969), Leon (1  967), Santerre 
(1 979), Straka & Nauton ( I  945), Tousignant (1 987a,b, l989), Vinay (1  95O), Wolff (1 958). 



the process is considered within the context of the French consonant system and therefore 

represents a functional perspective. Haden (1955) claims that the change from front r to 

back r constitutes a spontaneous substitution, brought about to end the confusion between r 

and its assibilated variants. Among the structuralists, Martinet (1 962) deems the 

simplification of geminated r to be the main reason for the change, a claim more recently 

supported by Reighard (1985). Martinet suggests that when double r was reduced to sound 

like simple r in intervocalic position, former rr (or strong r) took on the guttural vibrations 

while etymological simple r (or weak r) was pronounced apically. The distinction between 

front r and back r was finally neutralised, with R being left as the dominant pronunciation. 

Lomchmeur ( I  976) offers an explanation similar to Martinet's. except that according to the 

former, etymological geminated r \$-as opposed to assibilated simple r in intervocalic 

position before being replaced by the guttural variant. The opposition was subsequently 

neutralised and intervocalic assibilated r was replaced by back r. which subsequently spread 

to the other positions occupied by r. Thus Lozachmeur agrees with Haden in considering 

the assibilation process of r as a cause for r > R. Wolff (1958, p. 17) also supports this view. 

Other earlier explanations as to why back r replaced front r as the more acceptable 

pronunciation rely on mere speculation and focus on external societal factors. Trautmann 

(1  880) was of the opinion that R originated among the Precieuses as a fashion and was thus 

midually accepted by others as the favoured pronunciation of r. This belief is also shared 
6 

by Lancaster (1934)': Jespersen (1 889). on the other hand, suggested that one merely needs 

"tancaster (1934, p.247-8), like Jespersen. also believes that -'this [early] r was probably 
not trilled". The former suggests that the Precieuses tended to replace trilled apical r with the 
softer phoneme I, or simply drop it. The uvular realization of r. however, was accepted by the 



to apply "common sense" to explain the change from r to R. He speculated that front trilled 

r, which requires greater energy expenditure, would have been practical for outdoor life 

where loud communication would be necessary. When people's life styles shifted indoors, 

however, a loud and strong articulation of r would no longer have been needed. 

In summary, while the various descriptions of as well as the reasons for the r > R 

process itself remain without consensus, the above arguments strongly suggest that the 

existence of uvular r may be set at an earlier date, prior to the Middle French period. This 

single permanent change of the phoneme, and the only one to have affected r in all its 

iinguistic contexts, sets it apart from the other consonants. The process resulted in an 

entirely new realization within the French consonantal system, a realization, however, 

characterized only by a very different place of articulation. The overall manner of 

articulation still resembled that of trilled front r. It is important to note that front r was 

probably not directly replaced by this new articulation but may very likely have co-existed 

temporarily with back r (Delattre, 1966; Martinet, 1962, p.201; Wolff. 1958, p. 1 O3)I6. We 

may therefore assume that, from the perspective of functional analysis, the uvular trill did 

not infiinge on the space occupied by apically trilled r within the French consonantal 

system, but rather took its place in a vacant space among the consonants. A relatively wide 

range of sporadic variation. to be discussed later in 2.2, is certainly partly due to the co- 

Prkieuses, and Lancaster therefore concludes that it must have been the softer fricative, since the 
stronger uvular trill, like the front trill, would simply have been replaced. 

'qday,  in certain French dialects, such as Quebecois French for example, both r-variants 
still function as aflophones of r, among a number of other r-variants. 



existence of these two allophones in Old and Middle French. 

2.1.2 r-lenition 

The general trend of consonant lenition which affected the French consonant system 

at various stages througho~t the evolution of the language also resulted in the temporary loss 

of mostly final and preconsonantal r. primarily during the Middle French period. 

r-lenition has been the subject of much discussion throughout the past one hundred years, 

beginning with a concentrated effort in the late 1800's and continuing into the early part of 

this century. The issue was first examined by a number of researchers who focused 

exclusively on theprocess of r > 0 , including Stork (l89l), Andersson (1 889 & 1898), 

and Vising (1 899). Several decades later, ClCdat (1927) published an article on the same 

subject in response to Andersson's earlier arguments. A broader approach was adopted by 

E u r h  (1 896) and Wolff (1958). who address the loss of r within a general discussion of 

French r. Among the historical phonologists, Pope (1934). Nyrop (1 935), and especially 

Straka (1 979) have each undertaken a thorough study of the subject. 

It is generally believed that loss of r did not occur regularly in word-final and 

preconsonantal position until the Middle French period". In earlier discussions on the 

subject of Iost r. deletion of the resonant was said to have occurred primarily in the sixteenth 

and seventeenth centuries (Stork. 1 891. p.22; Vising. 1 899. p.583). More recent sources, 

however. such as Wolff (1 958)- claim that the process had already occurred in Old French. 

I70ne exception is that, in Late Latin, r tended to be lost before s, as in dorsum > dossurn > 
dos (Pope, 1934, p. 144; Nyop, 1935, p.367) 



Similarly, Straka (1 964, p.47) dates the beginnings of r > Q) in preconsonantal and in final 

positions to the twelfth and thirteenth centuries respectively, as part of w-hat he calls the last 

wave of "affaiblissement articulatoire". Pope (1 934, pp. 156, 158). however, who also 

suggests that loss of r occurred preconsonantally prior to being lost in word-final position, 

dates the process to a considerably later period than does Straka: the latter proces to the 

sixteenth century and the former to the fourteenth century. 

General consonant weakening had already manifested itself in late Latin through the 

loss of occlusion of plosives and in the form of voicing of both stops and fricatives. 

According to Straka (1964, pp.43-46), a first wave of articulatory weakening dates back to 

the third century AD., and resulted primarily in the modification of implosive velar stops 

[k.gJ. A second wave, which saw the weakening of labial and dental plosives, occurred two 

centuries later, lasting from the fifth to the seventh centuries A.D. As mentioned above, it is 

the third and final wave, beginning in the ninth and lasting until the twelfth centuries, which 

finally also affected the resonants. Thus, while obstruents underwent weakening or were 

completely deleted before the Old French period, r revealed the effects of consonant lenition 

only in later Old French and Middle French, its behaviour therefore being similar to that of 

the other resonants 11, m, n/. The vocalization of 1, for example, did not occur until the tenth 

century, while nasals did not undergo weakening as a result of the nasalization of vowels 

mtil the thirteenth or fourteenth century (Pope. 1934). Among the resonants, it is especially 

the iiquids, r and I, which have demonstrated the highest degree of stability in word-final 

position and during the reduction of consonant clusters throughout the evolution of the 

language. Furthermore, unlike all other consonants including the resonants, regular loss of r 



occurred only temporarily, since it was eventually restored in almost all cases. with the 

exception of -er and -ier endings. In contemporary French, loss of r is limited to a 

particular phonetic and social context, generally occurring in final consonant clusters and 

when the style of speech is informal. 

With respect to the exact process of r > 0, various, often conflicting explanations 

have been presented. Taking into account these differing points of view, we present a 

general overview of the process, based on concrete examples as evidence of r > 8. 

Loss of r in Old and Middle French 

IN IMPLOSIVE POSITION: 

This position. which according to Straka (1964, p.25 and 1979. p.485) is the weakest 

of the "positions faibles". was the first to manifest loss of r (Pope, 1934. p. 156; Straka, 

1964. p.47) as demonstrated by the following examples cited by: 

2.1 ) Loss o f  implosive r 

Nyrop (1935, p.367): cibre < cirbrr 
rnecredi < tmelrrecli 
tncissepuitl < m~crrsepuii7 
vcrlet or 1d1er < wrIer 
puier or pct!ler < p~ider 
C'hcrlles < ~~~~~~~les 
bcibiche < bcrrbiche 
hkberger < herberger 
fc~zrbozirg < forbozcrc'" 

Wolff ( 1 958, p.74): mzissez~s < tnorsellos 
retoner < returner 
gz&z < gmrcIez 
3et  < fierie 

"These same examples are also cited by Thurot ( 1  881 -83, pp.278-279,289) 
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maiyrie < murQrie 
sevent < sen7ent 

Although perceived as a result of general consonant lenition in weak position (Pope, 1934; 

Straka, 1979), loss of r before a consonant does not appear to have occurred to the same 

extent as did loss of word-final r, and various other phonetic explanations are also offered to 

account for the above examples. Pope (loc. cit.) suggests that r, when not lost, was 

assimilated to a folfowing 1 or s, noting that the latter occurrence (rs > ss) dates back to late 

Latin (see p.24, fn. 17). Nyrop (loc. cit.), who refers to his list of examples as "cas isoles", 

reiterates Pope's observation while attributing an example like ubre > urbre to 

dis~imilation'~. Wolff (1958, p.74), in keeping with the theory of general consonant 

lenition, declares r > 0 to be part of "the general drift of the language toward the open 

syllable", pointing out that other resonants underwent weakening at the same time, 

preconsonantal /1/ through vocalization and the nasal consonants via nasalization of the 

preceding vowel. 

Focusing specifically on syllabic context for r > 0, Fox (1958) emphasizes that loss 

of r in preconsonantal position was not limited to the tonic syllable. as in the word Icrrge, 

but also occurred in a word like Zurgesse. In particular the vowel /a/, due to a similar 

' '~0th assimilation and dissimilation are given also by Fox (1958) as explanation for the 
examples above. 



arti~ulation'~, often swallowed up the r-phoneme2'. Fox's assertion is alluded to by Straka 

( I  979, p.484), who subsequently provides the following examples for loss of s after /a/: 

Iu(rjgesse, ~(rjdeni,  cu(r)penrier, pa(r)tie. Fox (1 958), like most other linguists", bases his 

findings on commonly used examples of rhyming pairs in order to demonstrate lost r in 

preconsonantal position. both in tonic and in pretonic syllables. These examples. taken from 

later Old French and Middle French poetry. most often include pairs such as sage : Ic~vge, 

.force : Escoce, courges : rouges, sugesse : lrrge~se'~ ". 

""A et r dental ... sont articules tous les deux avec le dos de la langue place en bas de la 
bouche ..." (Fox, 1958. p.95). 

"An example supporting this claim, Oise < Isuru. may be found in Nyrop's (1 935. p.366) 
earlier discussion of French r. 

7 7  --Stork, 1891, p.17: Pope, 1934, p. 157: Nyrop. 1931. p.367: Wolff, 1958, p.75; Fox, 1958, 
p.92 : Straka, 1979. p.484. 

"According to Straka ( 1  979. p.484): "Les rimes c/m~es:rwne.s, suge:/rrge. presse:crverse, 
rozges:cozrrges, etc.. sont nombreuses dans Ies textes du XIle siecle au XVie et prouvent que I'r 
implosive se pronon~ait si faiblement qu'elle ne comptait pas dans la rime ou, plutGt, qu'elle ne se 
prortonqait pas du lout." 

'"t appears that these rhyming pairs were considered as valid evidence due to the 
increasingly popular -'riche" or '-leonine+. rhyming style characteristic of poetry at that time, as 
indicated in various studies of Old and Middle French versification. During the late Old French 
period, several restrictions on rhyme emerged, which gradually rendered the use of assonantal 
pairs unacceptable. Not only was it deemed '-improper" to use rhyming words having similar 
spelling (eg. voir : prdwir), expressing identical or opposite meaning (e.g. chritien : paien), or 
belonging to the same grammatical category (e.g. becrzitk : bontd). more emphasis was also placed 
on rhyming as many elements of the hvo words as possible (Grammont. 1966. pp.36-37). Hence 
"rime riche" which includes the consonant preceding the final tonic syllable in the rhyme (e.g. 
prcrline : orphiline, t o r h  : per& joziissunce : licence) and "rime leonine". which includes both 
the vowel and the "consonne d'appui" preceding the tonic syllable (e.g. bestiui~e : vestiuire, rimer 
: riprinrer, froma : promu). resulted in 'perfect pairs' (Tobler. 19 10, p. 134- 135. Elwert. 196 1 ,  
p.82-83). Another important characteristic of the rhyming style is that it was purely phonetic, that 
is, spelling was said to be of no importance as long as the "sound" of the two words was identical. 
Thus a pair of differing vowel tones (eg. sncrk [el : vmi [E]) or m e  with a silent and a realized 
final consonant (eg. mozmrt [a] : Ruth [t]) was deemed unacceptable (Grammont. 1966, p.40). 
Fox. who gives examples from the poetry of Villon. points out that this fifteenth-century poet 
primarily used "riche" and '-1Conine" rhyme in his works. This is corroborated by Suberville 



Nevertheless, Andersson (1 889) and Euren (1 896) were not convinced by these 

rhymes in their earlier discussions on the subject. According to the former, the poets most 

likely lacked a certain sensitivity with respect to consonants, and pairs like force : Escoce 

are merely examples of imperfect rhymes. Euren (1 896, p.3 1) simply notes that the rhyming 

pairs are only proof of a weaker pronunciation of r. but do not imply the complete loss of 

the r-sound. In general, these earlier discussions maintain the belief that preconsonantal 

loss of r was an irregular phenomenon. While both also explain r > 0 before s and 1 as 

assimilation, the loss of r before any other consonant is simply seen as an exception. 

Similarly, Cledat (1927, p.102) points out that r "ne pouvait pas tomber, en general .... dans 

l'interieur d'un mot devant la consonne qu'elle appuie". 

IN WORD-FINAL POSITION 

There appears to be no argument among linguists that r was lost in word-final 

position of polysyllabic words when followed by a consonant, as for example in expressions 

like mouchoir de poche, porteur d'erru, couppezrr de hour.se.s, chustreur (> chustreux) de 

trzries (Pope, 1934, p.158). Thus, r was lost in words ending in -er, -ier, -ezrr, -ir. -oir, -our, 

-or, -ur, and -urd. which includes most infinitives of -er. -ir. and -oir verbs and mmy nouns 

and adjectives ending in -ier and -cur. In most monosyllabic words, however, r was 

(1968, p. 12 I), who states that Villon is known for the richness of his rhymes at a time when "rime 
suffisante" (rhyming of only the final tonic vowel and consonant) was the general rule. Thus, 
taking into consideration the g ~ w i i i g  popularity of "rime riche" and "rime tionine" during the 
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. it would appear that the use of rhyming pairs such as those cited 
(i.e. sage:iurge, etc.) constitutes valid evidence for r > @ before a coiisonaat. la particular, the 
citing of poets such as Villon. who are known for the rich and "leonine" style of their rhymes. 
justifies the assumption that Middle French poetry adequately reflects the phenomenon of 
preconsonantal loss of r. 



preserved: 

cher 
cler 
jier 
hie;" 

cur 
char 
cor 
pw 
&it2- 

Early as well as later sources also mention the influence of certain vowels in the 

conservation of r, for example [E] in urnel: hiver, in2pair, kclair. [a] in richrm!, [o] in e.s.sor, 

frksor, butor, corridor. emfor, and [u] infirm-. amr. o ~ . s c z u - ~ ~ +  

In the early discussions, it is suggested that the preservation of r in monosyllabic 

words could be attributed to the inherent quality of the phoneme. described by Vising. 1899. 

p.587) as "une tendance vers la clarte, la distinction. la beaut6 msme". It is supposed that 

r's high resonance makes it such an important part of the word stem that any loss of the 

resonant would distort the form to such an extent as to render the word unintelligible (Euren. 

1 896- p. 14: Stork, 1891. p.26). Andersson ( 1 8983. however. does not consider the number 

of spllables to be a determining factor in the presewation of r. Instead. he gix-es the 

syntactic explanation that r is preserved before a pause. adding that it is by coincidence that 

a great number of lexical monosyllabic n-ords. particularly adjectives placed after the noun. 

are found before a pause. 

7i 
-- Andersson, 1 898. p. 1 55 

' " ~ o ~ e .  1933. p. 159 

z7~immers, 1977. p-58 

LSThurot. 1 88 1-83. pp. 143- 148, 164: Pope 1934. p. 1 59: Timmers. I97 7. p.58. 
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Much of the d i ~ ~ ; ' i i ~ j i m  oii the subject of lost frnal r includes descriptions and 

explanarions ofrhe exacr process leading to r =- B in this position. Loss ofthe resonant is 

attributed primarily to linguistic factors, such as articulatory aspects and phonetic contest. 

Pope f 1934. p. 158) suggests that deletion of final r originated among the uneducated, the 

tatter not having been influenced by sisceenth-century grammarians who strongi~ 

recommended the pronunciation of word-final r at the time. Mile loss of r after high 

vow& is ascribed to pkonoiogicai factors, -etrr and -air endings lost 6nal. r "due to ;he 

influence of the forms in which preconsonsantal r was effaced" Ilftc. cit.). Straka ( I  979, 

p-483) ;7';aim3 ;frzt ;he r is diFeetly :G :he as&i!atiaR Gf i- &irf :fie 

pr~nunciation of z for r represents an intermediary stage before cclmpiete loss of the 

resonant (see below- p.45). More precisely, it is the relaxation of the tongue tip that resuits 

in a [z]. while further wrzkening of the muscles in the back of the tongue results in  no 

cons&iction at dl-, and r is consequenrily lost. The link with assibilation of r had already 

been suggested earlier by Anderssan ( 1889 & 1898). who explains that since r was 

assibilated (i-e. pronounced as "rz'., an intermedian consonant between [r] and [z]) 

intemocalically within a u-or& the m e  can be espected for final r follo\ved a vo\i.el- 

initial word, Furthermore, based an the two esamplesj'cn 0)-gre~nd mu1 mr crie: 

Q< murcrp and Saint ,tlJtIuze (< Saint Mdardj'". Andersson ( 1898) concludes that r was  

dm pronounced '-iz*' in word-f%ml psitian. The fact that r \\-as assibilated in these two 

cornem naturally led. aceding ro Anderson 4 1898). to an attempt to do the same before a 



consonant. In this contest- however, assibilated r was lost because a pronunciation of "rz" 

before a consonant is not possible. Vising (1  899) supports Andersson's explanation, but 

suggests that the assibilated r was only lost after the vowels [i. e. y]. 

It is more commonly assumed. however. that the assibilation of r was not a 

necessary factor for loss of 8'. The difficult!; with Andersson's theory lies in the fact that he 

fails to clari@ under which circumstances r is assibilated as opposed to being maintained. 

Andersssm claims that both assibilation and preservation of r take place in the same 

context, namely before a pause: 

If  r is assibilated before a pause but may also be presemed in that same contest. and if. as 

according to Andersson. monosq-llabicity and the preceding vowel quality do not play a role. 

it follows that there must be another factor which determines the occurrence of either one or 

the orher process. 

Afthough loss of r is primaril! discussed n-ith a focus on the specific phonetic 

context and articulatory process. several earlier approaches consider morpho-syntactic 

aspects. that is. the type of \i-ord farm affected. Clkdat (1 927. p.82). for example. suggests 

that verb infinitives 10d final r '=par une sorts de confusion entre l'infinjtif et ie participe 

-"Pope. 183-k p.158: W'olt'f, 195% p.87: Blsch. 1927. p. 1-13: Cledat, 1927. p.85: Gauchat, 
f W7. ~ $ 7 8 -  



passk", since the former only differs from the latter by a final r. The form of the past 

participle, (i-e. ?he form wifhol.if Gnal r) prevailed over the infinitive because of the former's 

more frequent and varied use as both a verb and an adjective (the latter often requiring 

agreement with the noun). Furthermore. given the fact that language has a tendency to 

suppress rather than to add inflections, ClCdat considers it only logical that the infinitive 

form would be more susceptible to change. This confusion between infinitives and past 

pmficiples first provoked loss of final r in -er verbs and subsequently spread to verbs of the 

other two conjugations, -ir and -oir, where it was, however, later restored (see p.36). 

With respect to nouns, Cledat (ibid., pp. 102- 103) suggests that r was lost before the -s 

inflection marking plurality. since r is much more vulnerable when followed by s (see p.24, 

fn. 17). The resonant was therefore first lost in nouns most often used in the plural form, that 

is, in nouns ending in -rs, for example, e'coliers, ouvriers, messieurs, chasseurs, loisirs. 

This process was later extended to other nouns ending in r. Those nouns which were more 

frequently used in the singular, such asfer. jozrr. or, mulheur, hiver, cum-, mer, or in front of 

a pause. "naturally" escaped the r > 0 phenomenon more easily. Loss of r in adjectives is 

attributed to "we analogie avec Ies substantifs de meme dksinence", whereas the loss of 

other consonants is often linked to their position before or after the noun". Clkdat (ibid., 

p.106) ends his discussion by concluding "c'est la frkquence de 1-emploi au singulier et A la 

"'~fidat (ibid.. pp. 97-98) explains: "L-adjectif. ..place devant le nom, i l  s'unit a hi, et par 
con&q.wnr: sa censense f!na!e Qoig se vmaliser ou s - m u 3  si le nom commence par une 
consonne..,Au contraire. place ap& le nom. il se trouve a la pause, situation particulikrement 
favorable a la conservation de la consonne finale. Par consequent, un adjectif determine aura une 
tendance a perdre ou 1 conserver cette consonne. selon qu'il s'emploiera ordinairement avant ou 
ap& le nom.* 



pause qui peut expliquer le maintien de la consonne finale dans les noms et les adjectifs". 

With respect to adjectivesz Stork f 1891, p.27) 21so views the feminine form of adjectives as 

contributing to the preservation of final r, explaining that the resonant was not lost in a word 

like amer due to the influence of the form amire. 

Aside from linguistic factors playing a role in loss of r. Wollock (1 982, p.206) notes 

that the Precieuses also adopted the loss of r as a characteristic of affected speech. based on 

a 1662 quote from lames Howell. "The French women do often-times out of wantonnes 

leave it unpronounc'd at the end of words". 

IN INTERVOCALIC POSITION AND IN -'POSITION APPUYEE" 

Intervocalic position. in which most of the other French consonants underwent 

lenition, did not provide the same favourable context for weakening in the case of r. Straka 

(1 979. p.485) attributes the infrequency of intervocalically lost r to the fact that the 

invervocaiic position ranks only as third weakest among the "positions faibles". Although 

neglecting to provide examples, he notes that loss of r in this position was limited to popular 

speech. Nyrop (1 935, p.366) also attributes intervocalic loss of r. when it did occur, to a11 

"ktymologie populaire" but believes it to be restricted to certain dialects as well. Decades 

earlier, Andersson (1 889, p.6) had similarly remarked on the geographical limitation of loss 

of r in intervocalic position. citing examples like pire > pee, mire > tnee found in the 

regions of Berri Central and la Seine-Inferieure ". 

-. 
"Nyrop (1935. p.363) and Euren (1896. p.3) also provide some examples of 

intervocalically lost r from the speech of the "Incroyables", who were known for imitating creole 
speech which was characterized by the failure to pronounce r in words such as incoyuble < 
incroycrble, hozble < horrible. paole <parole, and de'liantes < de'lirurztes. 



Aside from these examples of intervocalic loss of r, Thurot offers some examples of 

lost r within a final consonant cluster (followed by [a]), which he refers to as the 

"metatonic" position: vinaigue < vinaigre, cofe < cofie, suque < sucre, aut < autre, 

quat < yuatre, not < notre, vot < votre, fenet < fenetre (1 881-83, p.278). The r > 0 

process in this particular context appears to be strictly phonetically motivated. It still occurs 

in contemporary standard and Canadian French, particularly in frequently used words such 

as quatre, notre, and autre. The loss of r in this context is directly linked to the following 

schwa, the deletion of which makes it very difficult for a speaker to properly realize the tr 

cluster. 

Restoration of r 

The fact that r is the last consonant to be affected by lenition has been attributed to a 

variety of factors. The overall effort by sixteenth-century grammarians and by the educated 

and higher classes to maintain the pronunciation of r, as well as the influence of the written 

form as a control on changing pronunciations have been cited'". The high resonating quality 

of the r-sound itself, as already mentioned above (p. 1 9 ,  has been suggested. These same 

reasons are used to explain the restoration of r. In the seventeenth century, lost r began to 

be pronounced again, primarily because grammarians condemned the failure to pronounce r 

as being socially unacceptable. Furthermore, a particular reverence for Latin, and the fact 

that loss of r never underwent codification in standard French, prevented a permanent loss 

of the consonant. In preconsonantal position, only a few words never regained their lost r, 

"~urkn, 1896, p.28: Pope, 1934, pp. 158-1 59; Straka, 1979, p.488. 



as in these commonly-cited examples: babiche, hiberger, massepain. and valet. In most 

other words, for example mercredi, arbre, Charles, marbre, etc.? r was restored. Some 

words even show a non-etymolog:ca! r in this position, arquebzae, berlue, Marseille, 

courtepointe, and are considered as examples of hypercorrection, an overzealous attempt at 

restoring lost r (Timmers, 1977, p.66). Word final r was restored in all verb infinitives and 

nouns ending in -ir and -oir Gnir, devoir. etc.), in almost all nouns and adjectives ending in 

-eur (vendeur, porteur, etc.. an exception being monsieur), and in all words ending in -our 

(e.g. toujours). In the infinitives of the first conjugation, however, that is the -er verbs, r 

remains unpronounced. as well as in the majority of nouns and adjectives ending in -er and - 

ier (dher, danger, ouvrier, premier, etc.). Thus, while the overall process of deletion of r 

was interrupted by primarily external pressures. complete lenition of r did achieve some 

level of permanence in French. particularly among the mcst common and most frequently 

used verbs like aller, purler. manger. etc.. 

Recent Loss of r 

Most occurrences of lost r which continued into the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries are limited to a specific context, already referred to by Thurot as the -'metatonicm 

position (see p. 18). According to Euren (1 896. p. 12), at the end of the last century, front r 

was often devoiced when preceded by a voiced or unvoiced consonant in the -re ending of a 

word like mitre andpotidre. This devoiced r would often not be pronounced at all in 

familiar speech when followed by a consonant-initial word or a pause. In the twentieth 

century, a similar observation is made by Laks (1977) (see p.55, fn.57 ) as well as by Straka 

(1963. p.56). who notes that in final position " r  dorso-velaire" shows a tendency "a s'ouvrir 
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et a disparaitre ...". More recently, h ~ e v  (1989, p.84) has made a similar observation in h s  

study of words ending in rfi + [a]. He notes that loss of the liquid is especially frequent in 

words like libre, prendre, chifie, sable, szge (pronounced [lib], @&id], @fl, [sab]. [sifl), 

particularly when placed at the end of a phonological group. However, not only does the 

phonetic context determine this case of r-deletion, but social context also plays a role. in 

that r is normally lost in conversational speech yet tends to be preserved in a more formal 

style of discourse. 

Conclusion 

The linguistic context favouring the lenition of r as well as the time period marking 

this process both reflect r's distinct position among the other French consonants and its 

place within the resonant group. With respect to linguistic context, plosives and fricativzs 

2.4) Tubzrlar summary of velarizution and loss qf r 



generally underwent lenition in a number of weak positions. including implosive, final and 

intervocalic positions. The resonant r, however. was only lost reguarly in word-final 

position and, to a lesser extent, in implosive position. Similar to the other resonants, 1 and 

the nasals, r was not significantly affected by consonant lenition in intervocalic position. 

Furthermore, the r-phoneme, not undergoing deletion until late Old French and throughout 

Middle French, was the last consonant to be affected by consonant weakening. once again at 

a time when other resonants also underwent modification. Finally, while r7s  overall 

resistance to weakening characterizes it as one of the resonants when compared with the 

early lenition of plosives and fricatives. its subsequent restoration sets it apart from all 

French consonants. It is only in the case of r that the process of consonant lenition was not 

only interrupted but also reversed. 

2.2 f poradic Changes Involving French r 

The involvement of r in a \vide range of variation with other French phonemes 

includes alternations that have occurred almost continuously throughout the evolution of the 

resonant, such as the fluctuation between r and 1. while others have been observed more 

infrequently. for example r-alternation with the dental voiced plosive and the dental nasal, 

or the vocalization of r. Another r-alternation that has received much discussion is the 

assibilation of French r. that is. the change from r to a voiced. most often sibilant. dental 

fricative". These changes to r have been attributed to a variety of factors. linguistic or 

' ' ~ o u ~ h t  (1961-62, p.7) deems the term "sigmatism'- as more useful for describing "the 
substitution of s for an etymoiogical r in written French". According to David Crystal's 
Dictionary of Language m d  Lcmguclges {London: Penguin Books, 1994. p.353). however, this 



other: assimilation or dissimilation, borrowing, weakened or "sloppy" articulation, 

confusion in the distinction of both the perception and realization cf the sounds, as well as 

societal pressures. Given these factors, many processes of r-variation may be viewed as 

representing a sound substitution as opposed to a sound change, although the latter is also 

suggested. We begin our discussion with the more commonly known of these processes, the 

alternation between r and 1 and the assibilation of r. 

r-alternation with l 

Not surprisingly, one of the most frequent alternations involving r occurs with the 

other Iiquid resonant, the phoneme 1, arl alternation which dates back to a n t i q ~ i t y ~ ~ .  During 

the evolution from Latin to Romance, r has been found to alternate frequently with I, 

involving both a change from r > 1 as well as the reverse process. a change from I > r: 

2.5)  Examples of r-crlternution with 1 

r > 1 : periczrlzrm > peligro 
urborem > albero 
fiugrare > fluirer 

1 > r: szrlcutn > surco 
lilium > lirio 

Some view the alternation between r and 1 specifically as a result of dissimilation (Wolff, 

term more specifically refers to the abnormal pronunciation of r known as lisping. We thus 
consider "assibifation", defined as "la transformation d'une occlusive en une sifflante" 
(Dictionnuire de lingtrisrique et des sciences cJu Iunguge, Paris: Larousse, 1994 ed., p.55), to be 
more appropriate. 

j61t is noted, for example, that in the Greek comedy The W'usps Alcibiades had a tendency 
EO pronounce I for the letter r (Wolff, 1958, p.42; Wollock, 1982, p. 196) 



1958, p.42; Eurin, 1896, p. 19). Eurin (1 896, pp. 19-23) offers examples showing the 

change from I > r in a wide range of contexts, including initial position: 

2.6) Linguistic context for r - 1 

a) 8- e.g. Rossigna < lzrsciniolzis 

e.g. lcrmbozrri < zrmhilicum 
esclczndre < scundulum 
chupitre < cclpitulzm 
ungre < ungelus 
nuvire < nuvilium 

e.g. cier < ciel 
miel- < miel 

It should be noted here that xvhere the process occurred before yod. it was the palatal 

I-variant [A] that alternated with r. Rhyming pairs have been presented by Wolff (1958, 

p.42) as further evidence for r - 1 alternation in Old French. such as nurilles : sires. which 

represents an example of intervocalic r- 1 alternation. Similarly. Straka (1964. p.54) 

suggests that the following alternate spellings. .ficrrer -$rwel and curner - cwnel, dating 

from the thirteenth century. also demonstrate a certain confusion between the two liquids 

among speakers at that time. According to Straka. the alternation of r xvith other consonants 

such as [I] and [z] in Old French as  well as Middle French. supports his claim that r went 

through a general period of weakening. which. as mentioned earlier (see p.25). coincides 

with the third general wave of "affaiblissement articulatoire". Straka points out. however, 

that the degree of weakening for the r > 1 process is considerably less when compared with 

the assibilation of r. and found only in frequently used words and popular speech (1 979, 
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p.482). In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the r - 1 alternation continued, primarily 

in intervocalic position - ensorcerer > ensorceler, materas > matelus, fiireux > .fiileux 

(Nyrop, 1935 pp.363-364). Alternation between r and 1 also occurred before and after a 

consonant, however, for example in armoire- ulmoire (Wolff. 1958, p.43),.fribustier- 

Jlibustier (Nyrop, 1935, p.365), and at the end of a word, as in yourpre- youlpe (Wolff, 

1958, p.43), alter - altel  (Nyrop, 1935, p.368). In the seventeenth century, the affected 

speech of the Pricieuses was characterized. apart from other linguistic particularities, by the 

pronunciation of I in place of r. Examples of this are seen again in R. Poisson's 1665 play 

entitled L 'Aprss -Soup6 des Auberges (ref. cited on p.3): "C'est poul vous disle donc..."" and 

in the 1670 comedy  lol lo mire hypocondre in the line "... celtes, je suis a bout pal un tel 

plocedi ..."3s (Nyrop. 1902. p.46). According to Straka (1979, p.482), the Precieuses 

adopted the pronunciation 1 in place of r "par repulsion contre l'a~sibilation".'~ Finally, 

contemporary French still exhibits occasional r - 1 alternation or traces thereof."' 

37 C'est pour vozrs dirle [sic] donc.. . 

j 9 ~ s i d e  from alternating with 1 in Old and Middle French, r was also often assimilated to a 
following 1 during this period. as in the verbpurler-puller, for example (Pope, 1934, p. 157; Fox, 
1958, p.94) and in words s ~ ~ c h  as Challes {Charles), vullet (vurlet),and malle (tnurle) (Nyrop, 
1935, p.367) The exact process by which rl  became I1 has not been determined. It is thought that 
either r became I directly, thus representing an r > 1 change, or that r was first lost and then 
replaced by 1. The above examples have therefore been included in our discussion of loss of r. 

''~uren (1896. pp.37-38) observed that the r > 1 process was found to occur 
intervocalically in various patois across France, for example: cerisir~ > celise, corridor > colidor, 
prigre > pezruikle and that in the Cotentin regictir of Normandy front r in intervocalic position often 
resembles the sound 1. According to Bloch, (1927. p.139), in the Swiss region of Valais the variant 
[I-] resembles an 1. Tayior ( 1952, p.224) found ihai in the French Creole diafect spoken on 
Martinique, apical r of English, Spanish and native Indian loan words is not equated with French r 
and subsequently not pronounced as the Creole fricative, but is instead replaced by I. Furthermore, 
Straka and Nauton (1945, p.2 16) mention in their study of French r-variants in the Haute-Loire 



It is commonly accepted that r's alternation with 1 indicates that the r-resonant was 

pronounced in the front of the mouth since 1 is also a dental consonant. Pope (1 934. p. 153), 

however. reminds us that the sound system of Latin also included palatalized and velarized 

1's. the latter most often found in preconsonantal position and vocalized to u. These 

I-variants were carried into Old French and survived until the middle of the twelfth century. 

Based on this observatioc. Wolrf (1 958. p.62) claims that when Old French r alternated in 

preconsonantal position with [+] (when this velarized 1 was not vocalized to [u]) r was also 

articulated in the back of the mouth. In other words, r was uvular in the following Old 

French words: corpable- colpcible, coi-per- colper, corpe- colpe, carculer- ccrlcziler. 

Consequently, similar to its lateral counterpart 1. the r-sound also appears to have 

been affected by the process of vocalization. given a number of examples demonstrating an 

alternation from r to u (see below). Like Wolff. many interpret the vocalization of r as an 

indication that the resonant involved in this process was realized in the back of the mouth, 

that is. pronounced R.4' As noted above, vocalization of r to u in Old and Middle French 

occurred in the same context as the vocalization of 1. namely in preconsonantal position: 

cri-he- cizrhre, arn7e- uzmw, herbergie- ciubt.rgie(i;i, crrnwire- riumoire, n?cu-bw- nzrrzh-e 

that certain traces of the 
I > r process still exist. The older generation of speakers in the western part of the region still 
makes a small distinction between r derived from 1 and etymological r. the former characterized 
by a slightly more posterior realization. In contemporary Parisian French. r and I still alternate in 
the words cdchimie - cwcl~inzie and ccdcrrler - cczrcurer (Wolff, 1958, p.43). 

"~ lb r i ch  ( 1  878, pp.543-544). for example. also claims that it is very likely for r to have 
been guttural because it alternated with the frequently vocalized 1-phoneme. (..."AIlein gerade der 
Umstand, dass r mit einern Consonanten vertauscht wird. welcher fortwahrend der Vocalisirung zu 
u unterliegt, ist geeignet den Glauben an linguales r zu erschiittern; denn was hat u mit der 
Vorderzunge zu thun, welciie jenes r biIdet? ...) 



(Euren, 1896, p.46; Wolff, 1958, p.64). Euren (1 896, p.46) speculates that vocalization of R 

may have begun with a change from R > 1 due to dissimilation, whereafter the 1 may 

subsequently have been vocalized to u. as attested to by the form of the word ulbre. While 

the r > u process has left some traces in Modern French, as in the conlmonly cited place 

name Auvergne < Arvernia for example. in most cases it only occurred temporarily. 

Given the similarities between r and I, it is understandable that these two sounds 

should alternate so frequently. ,4s resonant consonants, the additional distinction as 

"liquids" sets these two phonemes apart from the nasals and approximants. On an 

articulatory level this distinction is characterized by the tongue's particular involvement in 

the realization of r and 1. From a phonetic perspective, the change from r to 1 is usually 

considered to be a result of weakening in the articulation of the former sound. Nyrop (1 902, 

p.46) explains that r often passes to 1 due to an "articulation nonchalante du r apical qui 

cesse de vibrer ou ne vibre que mollement" and that speakers who are unfamiliar with one or 

the other sound, are most likely to confuse them. Straka (1979) explains more precisely 

that: 

... la faiblesse articulatoire se porte plus spicialement sur les ailes de la 
langue qui se dktachent ainsi des bords latiraux de la voiite. tandis que la 
pointe, 2yant perdu son ClasticitC et cherchant un point d'appui, s'applique 
aux alvioles a l'endroit meme oh. auparavant, elle produisait des 
battements(l979, p.482) 

in terms of acoustics. the high degree of vocalic resonance characterizing both liquids 

further illustrates why r and 1 are easily confused with each other. In order to distinguish 

between these two sounds on a spectrogram a third formant is needed, which for 1 remains 

straight but for r swerves down to the second formant. (Wolff, 1958, p.45. Posner, 1961, 



In conclusion- we may say that alternation between the liquids r and 1 reveals itself 

as one of the most common among the r-processc;. This is demonstrated not only by the 

frequency of its occurrence but by an overall "flexibility" between the two phonemes in 

alternation. in that it has taken place in all positions and most often in\-olved a change in 

both directions. from r > 1 and from I > r. 

Assibilation of French r 

Although French r ~vas  not regularly lost in intervocalic position as Ivere most of the 

other consonants in the Iarsguzgs. the r-phoneme did. nevertheless. undergo t xiation of 

another kind in this "position faible'-, an alternation that has received much discussion to 

date: the assibilation of front r. During the later period of Old French and especiall>- in 

Middle French, inten-ocalic r was often found to be written as "s'. or '-z.', interpreted as 

representing any sound ranging from a non-trilled r to a sibilant ur intsrdenral fricative and 

which we will henceforth refer to as Z4'. The fact that this change involved alternation ivith 

a dental consonant suggests that r was still primarily articulated apically in the alveolar 

region of the mouth at the time this process took place. Most linguists date the assibitation 

of r to a period including the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries and ending in the first half of 

the seventeenth century."' According to Fousht ( 196 1 -62. p. 10 and Euren ( 1 896, p.13). the 

" ~ e  use the symbol Z here to represent an assibilated r because the various. often \-ague. 
phonetic descriptions ofthis scrund seem to inciude any sound resembiing or ranging bet\\een 1. 
and z either dental or interdental. sibitant or non-sibilant. including [a]. 

"~rautrnann. 1880, p.213: Andersson. 1889, p.6: Stork. 1891. p.23: Eurkn. 1896. p.43: 
Mitlet, 1926. p.10: Pope, 1931, p.155; Nyrop. 1935, p-364: Haden. 1955, p.506: \k'olK 1958. p.60: 
Lozachmeur. 1976. p.3 16: Straka 1979. p.48 1 . 



first reliable examples of r > z date back to the middle of the thirteen& centuq, indicating 

&a? the pbneric process was already wctlnine .- in O!d French. 

The assibiiation o f r  c#rcu~ed prirnariiy in inten.ocafic posizion (he~rz~lr-t- < fieztrezrs. 

muzj < muri, Pazi < Furi~k- although a number of examples also shoxr; r pronounced as Z in 

final position (pelt < pear]";= ktbre  a consonant ~dozmil- < dornlil: gcn~dasme < 

gendcrrrne), as well as after a consonant (p.~unteni < pmmc.n~. cozrnesfezr& < co~umitrrrit) 

(Rosset, 191 1, pp-295-294~ ,&sibilation of r is most commonl? explained as a XI-ealiening 

in the articulation of the liquidi< and, as noted above (see p.3 1 1, is viewed by Stralia ( 1964) 

as part of the final stage ofgeneral consonant Isnition. Since most other French consonants 

sustained considerable tveakening in his "psition faible--, it is generally assumed that some 

type of modification, if not complete loss, would also affect inten-ocalic r, Most often. loss 

of trilling is considered as the principal characteristic of weakened r (Pope. 1933, p. 157: 

Nvrop, 1935, p.364: Straka, t 965, p.473 1. Straka (loc. cit.) more precisely explains that. in a 

weakened articulation of r the contact area is smaller due to a lower elevation of the tongue. 

Because the tongue tip is not r a i d  as high, it touches the alveolar ridge at a slightly lower 

p i n t  and hence, also a little frsrtkr fonvard. Consequently. the slightly advanced 

articulation of r c a w s  it to resembfr a French [z]. Fought ( 1961 -62. p.9). who similarly 

anributes assibiIation of r ta its place ~virhin a ~ o r d .  also suggests that an adjacent high 

" ~ c m r d i n ~  to Pope- assibilation of r in ii'inal position occurred mainly in the southern and 
centrai regions of Fmce Q p. 1 59)- 

"StolrJi, t 891. p-25: Pqx-  f 934, p. 157: Nyop- 1935. p.364: Straka f 965- p.469 
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vowel may have made the t d h g  of r 

According to Straka { i 979- pp.47 i -48 i j the transition from r to tz] would have 

occurred in two ways, either via an interdental fricative [a]. or via what he refers to as a 

predorsal trill [rLJs7, In the case of the first variant, r lost its trill and resembled an 1- or 

d-sound. which, with further relaxation of the articulatory muscles, became an interdental 

fricative: 

t e  coloriage4' dii p a h s  ou de la langue r h d e  que I'appui se produit 
uniquement par les bords de la langue anterieure qui ne font qu'eflleurer les 
premolaires. les canines et les petites incisives sup6rieux-es- tandis que la 
pointe. detachke de son lieu d'articulation primitif. avance IegPrement au- 

- . *  

dessous des pmks ma;ves. L'impssion aubitive est a s e z  proche de 
ceile du !h anglais sonore. (1  979, p.475) 

If. at this stage. the tip of the tongus is lowered further. the contact with the alveolar ridge is 

made slightly farther back behind the tongue tip and a [z] is pronounced. With respect to the 

second possible transition from r to [z]. the weakened tip of the tongue is bent under 

totvards the lower incisors, the constriction thus occurring with the top of the tongue. 

"Fought. basing his theon on the fact that r very frequentl!. appeared after [i, y. el 
according to the ALF. snsgests that r \\as first assibilated hen it \\as preceded b> a high front 
.rmel and that this fricati~e pronunciation later passed to other contexts by analog!. He esplains. 
--[ajpisaf r is a retrofles articulation. in nhich the tip of the tongue, held in nearly vertical position. 
is caused to vibrate bq an epressile air stream. In the articulation of a high front vo\\el. the jaws 
are relative13 closed. and the vibratins portion ofthe tongue is necessaril shortened. compared 
E\ ith its length afier, sa) [a]. This ine\ itably raises the frequency at ~vhich the tip vibrates. At some 
critical juncture of-these three factors: the rate of \ ibration. degree of muscular control. and care of 
articulation. the regular trifling of the tip against the palate \ \ i l l  tend to change into friction-.. 

"T'nese n.ro variants have been encountered by Straka i i 479. pp.47-l-477) in the 
departments of Haute Loire, Loire and Puy de D6me. 

"on a palatogram (a photograph taken of the roof of the mouth after a powder- which has 
k e n  applied to an inserted artificial palate, is rubbed off during the articulation of a sound due to 
tongue cantact with the palate - a technique used in palatography. the instrumental study of 
articulatian). 



directly behind the apex, that is, pre-dorsally. Consequently, the tongue beats against the 

alveolar ridge, producing a light trill. If the tongue ceases to "vibrate". the sound becomes a 

fricative and assumes the realization of [z]. Straka notes that. in both cases, it is only the 

apex of the tongue which is weakened. In the case of the pre-dorsal trill. however. the 

muscles in the rest of the tongue compensate for the loss of activity in the tip by raising the 

body towards the palate. and. therefore, the overall energy expenditure of an articulated pre- 

dorsal trill is the same as that of an apico-alveolar trilled r. Since the reverse transition z > r 

is also said to have occurred at that time (see below) Straka suggests that the assibilation of 

r was most likely effected via the interdental fricative which can be more easily reversed 

than the r > [rb] > [z] process. He notes that a regression is physically more difficult if the 

tongue is in a bent position. as in the case of pre-dorsal z. Straka however. does not exclude 

the occurrence of a z > r transition of the second type, noting that: 

[...] elle demande une elevation assez considerable du corps de la langue, 
mais la tendance a I'assibilation est contemporaine de la tendance 
palatalisante [...j: ia combinaison de ces deux mouvements n'etait donc pas 
contraire aux possibilites articulatoires de I'epoque. (Straka. 1979, p.48 1)  

In his earlier discussion of French r. Euren (1 896, p.44) had suggested that. given the 

fact that the reverse process. z > r. occurred at the same time as the assibilation of r. the 

alternation between the two phonemes was produced by an intermediary sound resembling 

both r and z. The r > z process took place more frequently than the reverse, because the 

resonant requires a greater output of articulatory energy and. according to Euren. is therefore 

more susceptible to a general trend of weakening than z. 

with respect to the geographical contest of r-assibilation, the fricative pronunciation 

of r is said to have origimted in popular speech (Thurot, 1 88 1 -83. p.273; Giauque. 1 975, 
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0.410) in the southern regions of France. and then moved north across central France until 

finally reaching Paris in the sixteenth century. Some have argued. however. that the 

confusion between front r and [z] was purely a dialectal phenomenon (Cledat. 1927. p.85) 

limited to the Gard and Herault departments of the Languedoc region (Meyer. 1875. p. 194). 

Martinet ( I  962. pp.200-201) suggests that the assibilation of front r caused no confusion for 

Parisian speakers in the sixteenth century. He claims that the words mes. f i i r e . ~  and nzes 

ji~lise.s were not l~omonyms. explaining that "soit que la sifflante n'ait pas ete la m h e  dam 

les deux mots. soit qu'en face de la 1-oyelle simple du premier mot le second ait encore 

present6 une diphtongue-'. In various patois. hou-ever. assibilated and interdental variants of 

r have been found still to exist today '? This leads us to believe that assibilation of r could 

""A significant number of examples demonstrating assibilation of r in contemporary 
French have been found in various regions across France. wliere a front trilled r is still pronounced 
today. While Millet (1926) examined the interdental fricative realization for r found specifically 
in the region of Haut-Ben-5.. Bloch ( 1937) provided an extensive oveneiew of assibilated 
inten.ocalic and word-final r-l-ariants observed in various patois throughout France at the end of 
the nineteenth centuq.. In central France. Blocit found the articulation of [b] in words like 
I~~hozmr and chmdi6re and [z] in the \vord crbtiirrill&e (ibid., pp.95-96). In the Orleanais region 
and the department of Nievre. [z] \vas found in \vords such aspcrrer.)tre and nitre. while [a], 
rhough not as common as [z]. could be found in ~neszrrer (ibid., pp. 104- 106). An intermediary 
assibilated variant. r,]. ivas heard in the verbs dire and lire (ibid., p. 107). The departments of 
Rh6ne. Ain. and the Savoie represented the highest occurrence of r as [a] in all of France. 
Furthermore- Bloch mentioned the realization of an interdental r in neighbouring Isere. as well as 
in the Pu>.-de-D6rne region. which \\.e equate \\-it11 the predorsai trilled variant described b). Straka 
( 1979. p.477) also found in a part of Puy-de-Dhe (see p.46. 11.47). In this same region. Bloch 
( !927. p. 130) also came across -'me interdentale en voie d-amui'ssement". which we interpret as a 
very weak, almost breathy interdental fricative. In Provence. jz] was pronounced in place of r in 
the word Irrtrrier (ibid.. p.138). Finally. Bloch pointed out an interdental pronunciation of r in 
words found on the islands of Jersey and Guernse>-. as in nmri~~ge. ~~o~rri i - , f~rire .  mroi1.s. piezirer 
( ibid.- pp. 12 1 - 122). More recently- Spence ( 19571 also examined the process of assibilation on the 
Island of Jersey. According to his obsen-ations. assibilation affects intervocalic front r in txvo 
stages, - the first ending - in the realization of an interdental fricative and the second resulting - in [z]. 
In the north-west region of the island. r is pronounced as Ed], while the less common variant [z] is 
primarily heard in the south-eastern part of Jersey. In the central and north-eastern parts of the 
island r is predominantly maintained as a weak voiced alveolar trill which undergoes devoicing in 
t%al pusirion and when in conxact with a consonant. Outside France, Vinay ( 1950. p.395) 



very well have been a more wide-spread phenomenon than originally thought. The only 

words found in standard French today as a trace of assibilated r include chaise- chaire < 

cathedra, beside- bericle < *beryllus, and nasille- narille < nariculu (Eurkn, 1896, p.40). 

RESTORATION OF R 

The pronunciation of front r for [z], which also occurred mainly in intervocalic 

position at the same time as r-assibilationjO, is generally not considered to be a physiological 

regression5' of assibilated r (Straka, 1979, p.48 1) but rather a result of external factors. 

Most view the process as part of the overall confusion between the two consonants, brought 

about by the assibilation process and the frequent cases of hyper-correction by those 

strongly opposed to the fricative realization of r. Some examples of this "false regre~sion"~' 

include Jeru Masia < Jesu Maria, eglire < kglise, rairon < raison. The confusion between 

r and Z finally ended when the resonant was restored to its place, primarily due to the 

influence of grammarians and the written language, both of which seemed to have had a 

observed an assibilated variant of r in initial and final position in the dialects of Acadian French, 
spoken in the Canadian provinces of New Brunswick and Nova Scotia. 

5 0 ~ I t 1 ~ o ~ g h  a certain number of Old French words also show preconsonantal s written as r, 
especially before 1 as in !nude - musle < n~usculum, merler - nlesZer < ntisculure, vurlet - vmlet 
< vrrssalent (Eurin, 1896, p.29; Nyrop, 1935, p.436), this alternation is explained as part of the 
tendency of dental consonants to alternate in preconsonantal position (see p.50). 

' ' ~ o ~ e  (1934, p.68) notes that the term regression refers to "the restoration of moribund 
:adi:ionaf sounds or ferns", b=d on Dae+zt's definition of the tern: ''h restitutinn dans une 
skrie fonetique sous I~nfluence d7un parIer directeur ou de forces conservatrices (grammairiens, 
oimgsfe, etc.), 4'313 wzi qt !e ge:: nom.ai des !=is fonktiques wait  transform& ot! i!irninC." 

52defined by Pope (1934, p.68) as "the replacemen? of a traditional sound under a 
misapprehension...". 



stabilizing effect. Another commonly cited factor, iinguistic in this case, is the guttural 

pronunciation of r. which was rapidly gaining popularity at that time. It is this new 

articulation of the resonant which is considered to have been a major cause for ending the 

confusion of r and Z. 

The above examination of assibilated r demonstrates that. aside from extensive 

alternation with the dental lateral, r also shows considerable alternation with the dental 

fricatives during the evolution of the language. It is consequently not surprising to find r in 

alternation with other dental phonemes, namely the voiced plosive and nasal dental. which 

leads us to a discussion of the following two r-processes: r-alternation with d and n. 

Voiced Dental Plosive - r 

The various processes involving a voiced dental plosive and the r-phoneme occurred 

primarily in late Latin and Old French. The sound [dl (either etymological d, or t which 

through voicing was ~veakened to d) often changed to r before the sounds n and yod, as in 

the Old French words borne <*bocf(ilnu or *hotfi)na and mire < medicus. estzrire < studitim 

(Euren, 1896. pp.32-33; Straka. 1964, p.47). Euren explains the d > r process in the first 

context as another example of alternating dental consonants ([r-d.z]) before n. since the 

same word also occuned as home and bodne. Straka more specifically observes that in this 

p=ticular context (before n). weakening of the dentals occurred either via the sibilant 

fricative s ([z]), or ended in r. With respect to the second context, the process d > r before 

tjf has received various expianations by Tobler. Paris, and Havet (as discussed in Euren, 

1896, pp.33-35). According to Tobler, r simply replaces a lost d. Paris claims that d first 

became i mouillk fa before changing to r, based on the frequent alternation between r and 
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[A] in Old French words like concilium > concire, evangelium > kvangire, and also 

demonstrated by the different name forms Gide, Gilfl)es, and Gire (< Aegidius). Havet 

maintains that, as usual, [dl weakened to [a] but then, instead of being lost, changed to r due 

to its contact with yod. He considers this d > r process to be the most plausible since [a] so 

closely resembles [z], the latter also having frequently alternated with r. Eurin offers a 

combination of these slightly contradictory theories by concluding that an intermediary 

sound was indeed present in the transition from d to r; a sound very much resembling either 

[a], [Q, or a weakly trilled r, which was finally codified as r (1  896, p.35). 

With respect to the type of process in which r replaced d, it appears that in all cases, 

d > r occurred via a voiced fricative, either an interdental [a] or a sibilant [z]. Based on 

these observations. it seems more accurate to assume that r never replaced d directly but 

instead always by way of an intermediary sound. 

Although an alternation from r > d has been recorded on two occasions, this process 

has only been observed in a few patois, notably in southern France around the turn of this 

cent~ry'~. Nevertheless. the occurrence of a change from apical r to d does not appear 

unlikely given r's alternation with the dental fricative [a] in the same context. 

"Meyer ( 1  875, p.194) observed a change from assibilated intervocalic r to a dental plosive 
in the Rouergat patois, where the wordspaire, nlaire, and Peire @$re, mere, Pierre) were 
pronounced p i &  m d e .  aid Peide. The sec~nd observa~on wzs made by Bkxh ( 1  927, p. 149, 
pp. 155-1 56). who noted that this intervocalic change from r to d was found in the regions of  
~Crauii. Gard, Hague, Val de Sake aid Seine-hf&rieare in words tike msriage. pirzau, 
chrnidi&-e, curt? and nuire, and, according to him. demonstrated the fact that "la diftficulte 
d'articuler la vibrante persiste apres son rktablissement". 



Another dental sound occasionally replaced by front r in the course of the evolution 

of French is the nasal consonant n, a process which is most often interpreted as a result of 

dissimilation or borrowing. The change usually occurred in intervocalic position. as in the 

example verinlvrin < venenum. When loss of a vowel brought n into contact with a 

consonant the process also occurred preconsonantally, particularly before [m, b, r]. and in 

postconsonantal position, primarily after [p. f. d. kJ, e.g. Londres < Londinum orpanzpre < 

prcmpintim (Euren. 1 896. pp.24-28: Nyrop. 1 935. p.337). 

A much earlier example of the n > r change is discussed by F. Falc'hun (1 972. 

pp. 109-1 12). who suggests the process already occurred in the pre-Romance period, citing 

examples of place names as evidence. For example, the gallic or Old Breton" word tnou 

(meaning "valley") is found today as Trcio. Treus. and Pun in French. the Gnal n in the last 

name being considered to be a remnant of nasality left by the former n now replaced by r. 

Another example is the celtic root cnac (signieing --height" or '-mountain*'). which became 

hech  in MiddIe Breton: in P;.kdem Breton It is fou::d in names such as Ci-ec'h. CrPuc'h, and 

Kergrec'h. Falc'hun also points out that the process of n > r is continued throughout the 

evolution from Latin to French. in words such as cficrconum > dic~cre and ordinenz > ordre. 

examples also cited by EurPn (see above) in his own discussion of preconsonantal 

r-alternation with n. 

''~alc'hun's justification for basing his theory on Breton names is due to his belief that 
Modem Breion is a mixture of insular Celtic and Amorican Gaiiic. He explains. Xet te  faqon de 
voik tr6s dkfendable par des arguments historiques. justifie certains rapprochements entre 
gnpnyrnes franqais d'origine gauioise et toponymes bretons assez diffirenciis par rapport a ieurs 
kquivalents insulaifes. I f  n'est done pas interdit de rechercher si certaines ivolutions phonetiques 
qui ant pu passer pour bretonnes ne seraient pas les temoins d'evolutions plus largement repandues 
dam toute I"ancienne Gaule- (p.110). 



Velar / Laryngal Fricative > R 

While most cases of r-alternation involve the front variant. the back variant has not 

escaped modification. Aside fiom the already-mentioned vocalization of R (see p.42)' the 

resonant has been found to alternate with fricatives which are characterized by a similar 

place of articulation. An example of such an alternation. which specifically involves the 

uvuIar r-variant and a voiceless guttural fricative, has also been examined by Falc'hun 

(1972, pp.112-115). His findings on the evolution of the Celtic fricatives chj5 or h into 

French back r are again based on examples of place names. Falc'hun suggests that the r 

found in many place names across France "continue une ancienne spirante velaire celtique 

issue de c", and that this r was therefore posterior in articulation to begin with. The Celtic 

root cnec, meaning "elevation", is found as nec, neh, ner, or nP in names like Pen-Nec 'h 

(Breton) and Pennzre (French) and in the name Ne'e~iller~ also written as Nehwiller, while 

the name of the town Ners is often pronounced with the velar fricative as  EX]. The change 

from h to R is also demonstrated by the Middle Breton word knech. which Falc'hun shows to 

be represented today as Qzre'nurd and Quinurd (among other forms). While C'rmec'h is 

represented as Cuner, the name Ccmuc'h is found as Cunurd in the department C6tes-du- 

Nord, Fdc'hun admits that these examples do not necessarily prove to a certainty that an 

ft > r change occurred in the evolution from Gallic to Romance. He does note, however, 

that -'appuyPs sur des toponymes bretons apparemment identiques, ou cette 6volution h > r 

''we assume here that the velar fricative in question is voiceless, even though this is not 
specificaiiy indicated by Falc'hiin. Gur as~iiiiiptioi; is based on the fact that we are concerned with 
alternations between the velar fricative and the equally voiceless laryngal fricative h. Noreover, 
the provided transcription [ R E ~  (Falc'hun. 1972, p.113) leads us to believe that we are dealing 
with the vaiceless variant- 



ne peut 6tre mise en doute, [ces exemples] foment ur, faisceau de faits convergents de 

nature B jr~stifier une conclusion proche de la certitude" (ibid., p.114). At the very least, the 

examples indicate that a guttural pronunciation of r already existed prior to the beginnings 

of the French language. Today, alternation between R and h is still found in certain dialects 

2.7) Tubular summary of'r-alternation 

n > r  
r - d - z l  - n (r > z) 

in France5%hile the reverse process of r > h occurs when R is lost. often in word-final 

'"eon (1967. p.140) points out that the speakers of the Cotentin area pronounce a variant 
of r that is aspirated and at the same time realize an h that is very consonantal in character. The 
result is a tendency to confuse r with the sound h. This confusion occurs in initial and in medial 
position of a word, (k never appears in final position) in the pair h i e  - ruie. and in very frequently 
~lsed words iike hureng. hornard haras. Ofien the rand h opposition is neutralised with an 
inierrnediay sound which Leon describes as an "r aspire probablement constriction pharyngale 
et avec vibration uvulaire entrainee par I'energie du soume expiratoire ...[ l]e son est rauque et 
mime si les cordes vocales continuent de vibrer .... il parait souvent sourd, a cause 
vraisemblablement de son intensitg'. Euren (1 896, p.36) also mentions the pronunciation of 



position, leaving as a trace only a breathy sound similar to an h-sound5'. 

According to the data presented in 2.7) and 2.4) (see p.37), front r-variation occurred in 

almost all contexts, whereas back r only alternated in preconsonantal and final position with 

another sound (except where the alternation takes place between two r-variants). 

Furthermore, the only processes to occur in every context involve the liquids [I] and [tr]. 

The most frequent and varied occurrence of alternation (or sporadic modification) took place 

in preconsonantal position, and primarily in Old French. Alternation of r was less common 

in intervocalic and postconsonantal position during this time period, fcllowed by even fewer 

instances in final position. Very limited change occurred in initial position. The global 

sound changes involving r, as well as the assibilation of r and the continued 

r-alternation with I, did not occur until the Middle French period, again primarily in 

preconsonantal position and to a lesser extent in final and intervocalic position. When 

compared with Straka's (1964, p.25; 1979, p.485) ranking of syllable positions (from 

weakest to strongest), regarded as a significant factor in the description of phonetic change, 

our data shows a similar grcluping of positions: 

2.8) Straka 's (1964) ranking of syllable positions favouring sound change 

1) implosive position 
2)  word-$nu1 position 
3) intervocalic position 
4 )  postconsonantal (and initial) position 

uvular r as an aspirated h in the same region, giving as examples raricots - haricots, r2e - haie, 
and ram2 - hamem. 

"1n his 1977 study of the loss o f  r in the Parisian dialect, Laks (1977, p. 1 16) observed 
various degrees of constriction present in the articulation of  the variants [K], [XI, [K,], [ah], and 
[@I. Whereas [go] stilt manifests some constriction, [ah]  does not, but only indicates a trace of  r 
with a breathy sound similar to that of [h]. 



This indicates that phonetic variation of r appears to follow the general trend of historical 

sound change, at least with respect to the influence of linguistic context on r-processes. It 

should be noted, however, that in a "position faible" r was not automatically involved in a 

process of lenition. The only certain influence of a 'weaker' phonetic context is that it made 

the occurrence of an alternation between r and another sound more likely, regardless of 

whether this involved lenition or a process of another kind. 

2.3 Global Versus Sporadic Sound Changes 

A comparison between the processes that represent global modification and those 

that represent mere sporadic examples of r-variation. clearly illustrates a certain 

inconsistency in the behaviour of the sound. While showing restraint where general 

consonant weakening is concerned, French r has, simultaneously, not only undergone 

continuous and repeated phonetic variation, but has done so with a great variety of other 

sounds. Thus, when considered within the French consonantal system, the phoneme r may 

be defined as a consonant of relative stability, but at the same time, also as a consonant 

whose behaviour is rather "unstable". Ir, part, it should be recognized that the velarization 

of front r to back r and the subsequent co-existence of these two variants contribute to the 

wide range of r-alternation. However, in order to clarify this paradoxical characterization of 

r. we recall that it has also been demonstrated that the wide range of "accidental" variation 

aEecting the resonant occurred only temporarily, or occurs today within a limited 

geopphical or social context. Thus, it is more accurate to state that. while restraint is 

accompanied by relative freedom. this freedom is characterized by a certain degree of 

moderation. The behaviour of r is therefore not as "unstable" as it might first appear to be. 
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3. Within the Framework of DP 

Given the paradoxical behaviour of French r, we have chosen to focus on the 

particular nature of the sound to propose an explanation for its unique history. While other 

linguistic and external factors are not to be dismissed, we believe that an examination of the 

inherent phonetic characteristics of r provides an appropriate starting point. 

In this chapter we examine the processes of r-variation within the framework of 

dependency phonology (DP). The first half of Chapter 3 provides the reader with a brief 

introduction to the study of non-linear phonology and presents an outline of the main 

theoretical and notational components of DP as well as the arguments for this model. We 

will concentrate specifically on the ranking of sounds within hierarchies of phonatory 

strength as well as ways of expressing the complexity of segments and processes. An 

examination of the segments' internal structure by means of the DP model of representation 

should provide some understanding of the apparently contradictory nature of r. 

3.1 Non-linear Phonology 

An increased interest in and subsequent preoccupation with non-linear phonology 

among linguists began in the early 1970's'. partly as a result of various deficiencies 

'Charles Hockett had already alluded to the need for a less linear approach in his 1947articIe 
entitled "Componential analysis of Sierra Popoluca" as quoted in Goldsmith ( 1  990, p.8): "With the 
development of modem linguistics and the explicit formulation of the phonemic principle. this long- 
standing habit of visual representation has taken the shape of an unstated Iineuriy ussumption: the 
distinctive sound-units or phonemes o fa  larigtiage are buitbing-bioeks which occiir in a row, never 
one on top of another or overlapping. This assumption has been lifted in certain patent cases: 
fearures of stress or rone, for exampie, which normally siretch over more than a singte vowel or 
consonant, have been called non-linear or suprasegmental in contrast to the linear or segmental 
vowels and consonants ... The point of view here assumed is, essentially, simply that of removing the 
linearity assumption from among our working principles." 



attributed to the theory of generative phonology outlined by Chomsky and Halle (1 968) 

in The Sound Pullern ofEnglish (SPE). A renewed emphasis was placed on recognizing the 

syllable as a structural unit and using syllabic segmentation in the representation of 

phonological structure. In the framework of traditional generative phonology. phonological 

representations are displayed as minimal segments (comprised of unordered sets of binary 

distinctive features) which are grouped together to form a phonological word or phrase. 

This method of notation thus foregoes the use of syllables as phondogical segments in the 

representation (Anderson & Durand. 1986. p. 1 ). Anderson and Ewen ( 1980. p. I 6) remind 

us, however, that "the syllable is the domain ... for the expression of the basic phonotactic 

constraints governing the distribution of seuments", and, as pointed out by Durand ( 1990, 

p. 1991, "specification of the phonotactics of a language can be extraordinarily complex 

without recourse to the syllable". Another motivation for a non-linear representation was 

that in the SPE model the notation of stress or tone features was rather awkward and did not 

easily !end itself to a representiiiion of suprasegmental stricture, such as that of tone 

languages. for example. In generative phonology. where the syllable does not piay a role, 

tone features are attributed directly to the vowel and interpreted as pitch. This manner of 

specification became problematic in the case of tone languages with contour tones and 

shifting tones. 

Consequently, non-linear models of phonological representation allowing for a more 

adequate characterization of suprase_ementd features were dexreloped in the fratffewdcs of 

au$osegxnen$a! phendogy. metricat phoiio1og-y- and dependeficy ~h~i?o!ogj .  aiiioiig 0iher3. 

The term mn-linear is used in opposition to standard generative phonology. the latter 



involving a h e w  representation of sound-segments governed by rules which operate on this 

s?ring-like arrangement (Dumd. 1990. p. 1 ). According to Goldsmith ( 1990. p.2). non- 

linear phonology ha5 its background in classical generative phonology and is simply a 

continuation thereof. The newer models of autosegmental and metrical phonology. 

however- atloit- for less abstract underlying phonological representations as w-ell as a 

decrease in language-specific mle-ordering (Gnldsmith, 1 990, p.2). 

Since these two models of non-hear representation lie outside the scope of our 

discussion we will limit ourselves to only a brief look at autosegmentat and metrical 

phonoSogy. %'e 'Mieve that & 1s k~sf ie is i  fix tihe reader to h ~ i  e aii idea of some of the 

other non-linear models before k i n g  introduced to dependency p,tonology. In t h ~ s  way. the 

r d e r  is provided with an o~-itn.ie\s- of the fieid and given a p i n t  of departure within the 

context of non-linear phonology. A more detailed presentation af  autosegmental phonology 

is found in Liekr  f t 987~. ofmetncd phonolog in tIogg and McCully f 1987). and both are 

discussed by Goldsmith (1  9901. Durand 11 990). and van der Nulst and Smith ( 1982). 

Both autosegmental and metrical phanology isere developed to deal specifically with 

suprasegmental phenomena that is, the featme of tone and the distribution of stress 

respectively. The model of autosegmental phonoiogy iw later extended to account for 

phenomena of non-tuna1 languages- This iifirst model proposes that the standard linear 

'"...the autmgmental and metrical models of phonological representation ma> best be 
viewed as a amntinuaticm afthe generative &mies of the SPE perid. ?'his is not k a m e  they 
sustain the conchsicrns, or even k a w  the? maintain ihe questions. of the halcyon d a ~ s  of SPE 
phonology; for they do not. In is m k r  that the ariginat justifications for the theoretical changes in 
the made1 of phonology that led to autasepental phonology and metrical phonolop aere based on 
arguments a b t  made. a d  still make. perkt  sense nithin the vep theoretical heart of generative 
pfK,mt=.- 



representation be divided into several azirosegmentd tiers. each of which is comprised of a 

h e a r  arrangement of segments. The segments in the different tiers are connected vertically 

by association Iines to indicate how they are articulated simultaneously in time'  an der 

Hulst & Smith. 1982. p.3: Goldsmith. 1990. p. 10). This representation of tiers may be 

compared to the score of a song, with the tonal tier being the melody and the segmental tier 

representing the text. Hence the name rruto.l-egmenrcil. because the theory interprets tones as 

being autonomous segments within a phonological representation and not merely a feature 

of a particular sound-segment (van der Hulst & Smith. 1982, p.8). Metrical phono1og~- is 

concerned with the phonoiogicai hierarchy. i.e. the organization of segments into syllables. 

syllables into feet. and feet into phonological words. Withili the frameu-ork of metrical 

phonology. stress is viewed as a binar). relation between two constituents and is expressed in 

the notation by specific labels: the constituents are represented by t\so nodes. one labelled s. 

meaning stronger or cfornimm, and the other labelled IS*. meaning weukcr or c/epei~ckut. 

Lines connecting the hvo nodes branch out to the various prosodic levels in the form of what 

is referred to as a metrical tree- Most often only the prominence relation is indicated since 

the prosodic constituents. such as feet or s\-llables. are implied in the representation 

f Durand, 1 990. p.225 1. 

3.2 Dependency Phtl.not<.tgy 

MoTr~xTlor\; FOR THE DP MODEL 

Although primarily considered to be a "notational proposal'- by its formulators. DP 



presents a new approach to phonological categorization and representation of segments and 

phonological processes in w k h  hie natural behaviour of phondogical struciure is reflected. 

The notion of 'dependency" refers to the relationship between the features characterizing a 

particular segment. In DP, it is this dependency relation which is regarded as the principal 

variable in a phonological representation (see p.65). According to Anderson and Ewen 

(1 980. pp. 10- 1 1): dependency phonology does not represent an alternative to phonological 

theories such as generative phondogy but rather to other models of phonological 

representation like those of distinctive feature phonology, for example (as well as 

autosegmental and metrical phhonolgyy). 

The primary motivation behind DP is the conviction that there is a need for greater 

componentiality in phonological theory, which may be achieved by recognizing that 

phonological segments have an internal structure which should be reflected in their 

representation. In other words. a notational system must not only adequately represent the 

recurrence of phonological classes. but also show the phonetic basis for these natural classes 

(Anderson & Ewen. 1980, p. 13). Frequently occurring segments and processes should be 

represented by a simpler notation than those which are irregular and occur only sporadically, 

i.e. ones which do not manifest natural recurrence (Durand & Anderson. 1986, p.7; 

Anderson & Ewen. 1987, p.9). The notion of greater componentiality is based on the 

assumption that a) Wasses of phonological seugnents are not random" and b) "phonological 

classes a d  the reguIarities into which they enter have a phonetic basis" (Anderson & Ewen, 

1987, p.81. 

Thus, d i k e  autosegmental and metrical phonology. which were initially developed 



to deal with suprasegmental structure, dependency phonology provides for an even more 

"richly articuiated" representation oI', in particular, the internal structure of segments. 

Indeed. we may consider the autosegmental and metrical models as forerunners of 

dependency p h o n o l o ~  in the sense that the idea of gestures or tiers was already established 

in the first two frameworks, yet only in DP were these concepts shown to have a 

phonological basis as well as being supported by phonetic evidence. In order to achieve 

greater cornponentiality. i.s. a 'more richly articulated representation'. Anderson and Ewen 

( 1  980, p. 1 1 )  propose "two different kinds of increase in the complexity tvhich should be 

a~ributed to the intema! csmcture of segments". 

The first kind of increase constitutes a matrix of features, characterizing a particular 

segment. which is divided into subsets (or gestures). The term gesture is already found in 

the work of Lass ( 1976. p. 153)- M-ho. on the subject of phonological description. notes that 

*-there are two articulatory configurations. one iaqngeaf and the other supralaryngeal". 

Based on this point of view. he suggests that all segments may be represented by tuo 

gestures one holding relevant infotbr-lation about the 'phonation' or 'categor).' and the other 

about the 'location' (i-e, articulatory characteristics) of the sound. Chomsky and Walle 

f 1968) had previously also alluded to the idea of sub-groupings with their informal use of 

a.srms such as 'major class features'. It is only within the framework of DP. however. that 

the notion of subgroupings or gestures has k e n  formatised and is considered as --basic to 

[the] concept of secmen~ mcture" t-Anderson & Ewen, 1987. p.35). Support for a formal 

incorparation of gestures in the phonological framework is in part based on phonetic 



evidence of the various aspects of speech-sounds as discussed in the works of Ladefoged4 

and Catford', who each propose a set of components or processes involved in the production 

of speech. Anderson and Ewen (1 987. p. 150) thus present a matrix comprised of two 

phonological gestures, the Categorial Gesture and the Articulatory Gesture. The first of 

these includes features relating to phonation and initiation, that is, the presence or absence 

of vocal cord vibration and the movement of the glottis (e.g. voice. continuancy. sonorance, 

glottal stricture. etc.). The second includes features referring to locational aspects of 

articulation. such as place, height. rounding. backness. and nasality. Further justification for 

a formal incorporation of gestures into the phonological framework finds support in the fact 

that *'specific sub-groupings of features are involved in phonological processes" (Anderson 

& Ewen, 1987. p.36). A commoniy cited example by DP formulators. as well as by Lass 

(1  976. p.153), is a process of lenition involving the reduction of a voiceless fricative [s]: 

3.1 ) Gaitire represenfatian qfthe process [sf > [h] > [a] 

r - I  I t  + 
$ +-ant 0 

1 i 1 tcor I j 
j h o n t  j 
1 +strid 1 j . h e 3 i  

( Durand & Anderson. 1986, pp.22-23 ) 

bdefoged. P.. f 197 1 ), Pre1imimii.s to liirpistic p/zonelic-r, Chicago: Chicago University 
Press, pp.2-3. (cited in Anderson & Ewen. 1987. p.303). 

F -Catfard, J-C-. ( t 977h FundamentalprohIem.~ in phonefics. Edinburgh: Edinburgh 
University Press, pp, 15-1 6. (cited in Anderson & Ewen, 1987, p.299). 



With the use of gestures. the process [s] + [h] [a], representeci in 3. I), shows an 

unspecified articulatory gesture for the segment [h], while complete loss of the fricative is 

represented as having both gestures unspecified. 

The second type of increase in complexity operates on a deeper level in the fornl of a 

specification of the relation between these features. or components. as they are referred to in 

DP. In the following brief definition of the dependency components specifying the 

segments within each of the gestures. we limit our discussion to the categorial gesture, 

because it not only deals specifically with the notion of phonatory xveakness and strength of 

segment-types but also addresses the aspect of phonological complexity (discussed in detail 

in Sections 3.3 and 3.4 belo\v). As we shall see. it therefore lends itself to an analysis of 

r-variation as processes of lenition or strengthening as well as to an analysis of the 

complexity of the various sound-segments discussed in Chapter 2 above". 

Rejecting the use of binary features- as well as a multi-\-alued or scalar systemx. the 

'lt should be noted that the initiator? features lie outside our domain as they pertain to 
languages u ith a three-\\a? opposirion in phonation and aspects such as crzaky ioice. breathy voice, 
etc.. Furthermore. a proper examination of the articulato~ gesture is not feasible at this point for 
various reasons. The representation of segmenrs ts ithin the articulatoq gesture entails a relatively 
large number of components. unlike the catsgorial gesture. and. therefore. requires a much more 
detailed introduction to the method of notation. Given our limitations 15 ith respect to space and the 
range of the subject matter fiere. oniy a brief presentation of the main articulatory aspects \\auld be 
possible at this point, tthich certainly ~ o u l d  not do justice to this very significant aspect of r- 
variation. Moreover. it shauld be noted that \\here the articulatoq gesture is concerned. 
developments within dependenc~ phonolog have been made especially in the definition of the 
vowel space 15 hereas the representation of consonants is still under much discussion. We recognize 
that an examination of rhe arricu!story features of r as nell as of the other sounds discussed here 
constitutes a signitkant aspect of the various r-processes. We, therefore. propose that our study of r 
fin terms of categorial components) represents only the beginsing of an examination of r-variation 
1% ithin rhe framework of DP. 

'~urand and Anderson ( 1986, p.23) describe the two values + and - as simply being *-two 
facets af a single characteristic- of a feature and consider binzrity as restrictive in the representation 
of prosodic features and as pllrticulari_v inappropriate in the expression of natural classes (a natural 



fornulators of the dependency model have opted for features of a single or unary value. 

ConsequentIy, by eliminating the possibility of variation in the feature, the relaiiun between 

the features themselves remains as the ody variable (Anderson & Ewen, 1987, p.28). In the 

categorial gesture the two components V and C are used to represent the aspects of 

consonantality. voice, continuance, and sonorance. The component V is defined as 

"relatively periodic" while C is considered to be a component of "periodic energy 

reduction". and although both components are related to the phonetic features [vocalic] and 

[consonantal], it is important to note that they are not binary. Having only one value, V or C 

may appear alone or in a dependency relation with each other (Durand & Anderson, 1 986, 

p.34; Anderson & Ewen, 1987. p. 15 1 ; Durand, 1990, p.298). The vowel [u], for example, is 

represented by a single V, while a voiceless plosive like [t] is represented by a single C. A 

voiceless fricative such as [s]. which is stronger than [u] yet weaker than [t] in terms of 

articulatory strength, is represented by both V and C. indicating a relation between the 

degree of "vocalicness" and "consonanticity". One could also interpret [s] as being 

acoustically weaker than [u] and acoustically stronger than [t]. Thus, the components V and 

C alone represent two end points of a continuum that ranges from ultimate 'consonantal' or 

articulatory strength to ultimate 'vocafit" or acoustic strength, and on which various types of 

class is defined as a p u p  of fratwe-sharing segments which are more conveniently specified as a 
elm than as individual segments). 

%E mu!&vdd or d a r  system of representation, proposed as a remedy to some of the 
probfms encountered with binary features, is also deemed unsatisfactory because the number of 
%-em r b n g  the =!a a_& E!E labelling o f h e  steps is arbitrary. Added to this is the fact that a scalar 
representation does ncN replace the binary feature representation but is only there to complement it. 
(For a brief summary of phonological xales and scalar features please refer to Anderson & Ewen, 
1987. pp. 19-27). 



component combinations are placed. Thus, [uf is placed at the V-end, [t] at the C-end, and 

[sj, represented bj the 170hii0-i V:C, ai the mid-poini on the continuum, the colon indicating 

a relation of equal dependency between the two components. 

For the purpose of this examination of French r a comprehensive understanding of 

the notational system of DP is not necessary. We therefore make use of only the V and C 

components in our notation and adopt the idea of C-ness and V-ness as referring to 

increasing articulatory and acoustic strength respectively. The sound-segments discussed in 

Chapter 2 are thus represented by the following categorial gesture components as presented 

within the DP framework 

The relation between the components is indicated by either a colon (:) or an arrow (+), the 

former indicating a relation of mutual dependency. the latter expressing a relation in which 

one component dominates the other. The categorial gesture of the voiced stop [dl. for 

example. is represented by a C-compofient governing an additional V-component. where C 

indicates that the segment is a piosive. and V characterizes the slightly more vocalic nature 



of [dl as opposed to [t] by demonstrating that the former is voiced3. The symbol t+. which 

is used in the representation for [z]. marks this segment as a sibilant fricative as opposed to a 

non-sibilant fricative". The two-way arrow places C in a mutually dependent relation with 

V and thus indicates that [z] is more 'vocalic' than [a] and [HI. Within the DP model. the bi- 

directional m o w  is seen as reflecting a higher degree of complexity than the unilateral 

arrow. Although ++ denotes symmetrical instead of asymmetrical dependency and is 

therefore equivalent to the colon (which also characterizes mutually dependent components), 

it appears to be used only in cases where the colon is already representing a relation of 

mutual dependency between two components and a further distinction between two 

segments is necessary, thus calling for greater complexity in the representation". 

The sonorant consonants, considered to be intermediary sounds between vowels and 

wi th in  the categorial gesture the symbol V represents voicing, the phonatory component 
common to all vowels and shared by certain consonants. (Vowels, whose categorial gesture is 
repesented in every case by a single v. are differentiated only in the representation of the urtictrlutory 
geslzrre. 

"Sibilants are said to ditier slightly in increased noise intensity from non-sibilant fricatives, 
hence the denomination of sibifant for z and s. This distinction between sibilant and non-sibilant 
obstruents is considered by Anderson and Ewen f 1987. p. 165) to be of enough significance to require 
a refined representatioz for the former within the categorial gesture: "...Phonetically, sibilants display 
a spectrum with virtually no damping. while the non-sibilants show considerably greater energy 
reduction, realised as zeros. Sibilants. then, are optimally 'strident' ...[ and] although they are 
obstments. they display the lowest possible preponderance of consonantal feature ... that is, they are 
most vowel-like fricatives ... Hence we can view the sibilants. rather than the fricatives in general, as 
represating the simplest possible combination of the I Vl and IC 1 components in this area ... . 

'i~ncierson and Ewen ( 1987. p.160), for example. use the symbol to distinguish the fricative 
trii'r from ik Iateml liquid &id dx voiced *katI-+es. i.e. V:C-*V h i  [6]. V:C++V for [?I-]. and 
V+V:C for [I]. expIaining that "the inherent complexity of a system utilising [the symbol t*] is 
brought out by the need to invoke b i h  syiiimefiic aid asymmetric bepiideiicy is; relation to :he 
complex node. thus giving a three-way hierarchical opposition involving a V node and a V:C node, 
and two occurrences of symmetric dependency ...- both within the complex V:C node, and between it 
and the V node"". 



consonants, are also represented by a combination of the V- and C-components. In this 

case, the governing position of V over C accurately reflects the fact that sonorant consonants 

have "a clearly marked formant structure'' (Anderson & Ewen, 1987, p. 152). While nasals 

are represented with the V-component immediately governing the C-component, for the 

slightly more vocalic liquids the V-component governs an additional V'? A further 

distinction is made between lateral and non-lateral liquids, marked by an additional 

C-component in the representation of 1, the latter considered to be slightly more consonantal 

than r". The opposition of voiced versus voiceless segments is indicated with an additional 

V component in thc representation of the voiced segment, as for example in the case of the 

voiced fricatives [z, b, tl] (Andersoli & Ewen, 1987, pp. 155- 157). The notion of a V-C 

continuum then, not only gives a sense of gradual opposition between increasing V-ness and 

decreasing C-ness or vice versa. but at the same time reflects the different kinds of 

oppositions that exist behveen the individual segment-types. 

The specific focus on phonological strength and complexity within dependency 

phonology provides an appropriate framework for our examination of French r. primarily 

because the model is able to more adequately handle the phenomenon of lenition, which is 

not necessarily always adequately represented by a binary feature system (Anderson & 

"~nderson and Ewen ( 1  987. p. 162) note that --o Dochartaigh [( 1978)l observes that there is 
phonological evidence from Gaelic to suggest that A/ is more vocalic than fnl ...". 

"~nderson and Ewen (1 987. p. 162) deem non-lateral liquids like [r] and [R] to be more 
vocaIic in nature, based on the evidence that in Scottish Gaelic dialects r seems to invoke vowel 
lengthening while I does not. Findings of this kind were also made by 0 Dochartaigh [(1 W8)] in his 
study of the "Phonology of the Gaelic Liquids" (cited in Anderson & Ewen. 1987. p.304). 0 
Dochartaigh found that "only the non-lateral liquid could be associated with lengthening of the 
vowel7', leading him to suggest %at /rl has a higher 'relative vocalicness' than /I/ and /iT (Anderson 
& Ewen. 1987. p.162). 



Ewen, 1980, p. 17). The various processes French r has undergone, including those of 

r-alternation, may very well be interpreted as processes of weakening or strengthening. In 

his article entitled "A dependency approach to some well-known feattlres of historical 

English phonology", C. Jones1' notes that dependency phonology was partly developed out 

of the need for a more satisfactory way of describing and explaining historical phonological 

change. We thus hope that an application of the DP model to an examination of r-variation 

processes in French will shed new light, not only on the behaviour of the sound during its 

evolution but also on the nature of French r in generalI5. 

3.3 Phonological Hierarchisation of Segments 

As noted above, the idea of a hierarchisation of segments in terms of categorial 

features is of particular significance to our examination of the processes affecting French r. 

Evidence for these hierarchies is based on the historical behaviour of segments undergoing a 

sound change (Anderson & Ewen, 1987, p. 171), such as the lenition processes affecting 

obstruents, for example. Lass and Anderson (1 975, p. 150) had already noted in an earlier 

work that "[t]here are certain sequences of change that tend to repeat themselves again and 

again in the histories of Ianguages", and had demonstrated how processes of lenition, in 

particular. offer a basis for the hierarchisation of sound-segments according to their 

'"cited in Durand & Anderson, 1986. p.257 

"Although the DP model also offers an adequate representation of  supia-segmental 
structure, we will not be concerned with this aspect. again given the topic of  our study. For an 
overview of the representation of suprasegmental structure within the DP framework we suggest 
Anderson and Durand (1986, pp.3-19) or Durand (1990, ch. 8), while a more detailed discussion may 
be f m d  in Anderson and €wen (1 987, chs. 2-3, pp.4 1-1 25). 



articulatory resistance. A number of other studied6 have also presented various 

phonological processes as evidence for such hierarchies. 

The notion of ranking segment-types in terms ofphonetic strength has received, 

among other models and points of view", considerable attention in dependency phonology. 

Anderson and Ewen view a formal incorporation of strength hierarchies within the DP 

model as essential to the recognition of the natural recurrence of phonological processes, 

that is, as support for the phonetic basis of the DP system of representation. specifically with 

respect to the V-C continuum. In other words, the notion of phonological hierarchies is 

explored in an effort to demonstrate the "naturalness" of a particular process (for a detailed 

disussion of naturrrlness in DP see 3.4.2 below). The type of hierarchy we are concerned 

with here imposes a ranking of the various segment-types according to the articulatory 

strength of a sound. 

Straka (1 964, pp. 19-20), although not concerned directly with the issue of 

phonological hierarchies. suggests a "classement" of consonants according to the degree of 

closure of the vocal tract. which is determined by the amount of articulatory energy 

expended. He establishes a ranking of the various categories of phonatory and articulatory 

aspects of consonants presented in 3.3) below. With respect to fricatives and liquids, Straka 

claims that it is difficult to identify the varying degrees of expended energy in these two 

categories, making it therefore impossible to rank these sound-segments in terms of 

'%ee Andeson & Ewes ( ! 987* p. 172) for references of studies by Taylor, Ztvicky, and 
Hankamer & Aissen. 

"See Anderson & Ewen ( 1  987. pp. 171-1 73) for references o f  Vennemann, Ladefoged & 
Vennemann, Ladefoged. Hooper, Escure, Foley. Williamson, Drachman, and Kiparsky. 



articulatory strength. As for the difference between vowels and consonants, however, he 

claims that the output of articulatory energy for vowels is certainly inferior to that of the 

consonants, the latter involving the use of the stronger "muscles elkvateurs" as opposed to 

the weaker "abaisseurs", which are used in the realization of vowels. 

3.3) Phonatory ranking proposed by Straka (1964) 

strong 
plosives voiceless 
affricates voiced 
fricatives nasals 

dentals 
velars 
labials 

weak 

Lass and Anderson (1 975, pp. 150- 159 ) propose a hierarchy of phonological ranking 

based on sequences of sound change found to be common in the evolution of languages: 

3 -4) Hierarchy ofphonoIogica1 ranking proposed by Lass and Anderson (1 97.5) 

I. a) (intervocalic) voiceless stop 11. a) (word-initial) voiceless stop 
b) voiceless stop + voiced b) voiceless stop + aspirated stoplaffricate 
c) voiced stop + voiced fricative c) aspiratelaffricate -+ voiceless fricative 
d) voiced fricative + approximant d) voiceless fricative + h 
e) approximant -+ vowel e) h + 0  
f) vowel + 0 

Lass and Anderson (1 975, pp. 153- 154) point out that this hierarchisation, which represents a 

schematization of "certain sequences of change", is not based on the assumption that all 

sound change is gradual: 

We do not claim a m c e s s q  stepvhse progression iki~fo~& a series like [3 -411 
for any segment in any language (though it is of course possible). What we 
are doing is setting up the degrees of the weakening scaie, without ciaiming 
that any particular lenition must pass through all the phases. 



Although similar to Straka's (1 964) criteria for ranking sound-segments, Lass and 

Anderson (1 975) define phonetic strength from a different perspective, namely by 

considering the result of the realization (as opposed to the production of the articulatory 

movement, proposed by Straka (see p.70)). The notion of strength in this case is equated 

with "resistance to airflow through the vocal tract", i.e. "the more the airstream is impeded 

in the production of a segment. the greater its strength" (Lass & Anderson. 1975, p. I 5 1 ). 

Apart from the openness of stricture. the degree of sonority (or lack thereof) is also a 

measure of strength, in the sense that voicing of a segment means a\-eakening. as is 

demonstrated in the first sequence of 3.4). It can therefore be said that a lower resistance to 

airflow translates into an increased output of acoustic energy. 

Another w-ay of interpreting the notion of strength is as a resistance to lenition, 

whereby a stronger segment like a plosive is more likely to resist lenition than a fricative. 

for example. This, in turn, calls for the consideration of linguistic context. that is. lvhich 

type of linguistic environment acts as a kind of protection for a \veaker segment more 

susceptible to lenition. Lass and Anderson (1 975. p. 162) suggest that. while the inten ocalic 

position is the "preferred lenition enviromxnt". a neighbouring consonantal segment 

(ie. any s e p e n t  ranked above a vowd) will offer the '-endmgered" segment protection 

against further or maximal weakening. The fact that lenition is more likely to occur 

intervocalically is explained as an assimilator). response, ~vhereby the features of the 

affected segmenr assimil~%t.e to these ef ?he swoundlng CI vmve!~. i-e. [-v~icef and [+coat]". 

"'That is. any less than maximally weak segment in a weakening environment will have a 
tendency to alter the type ofweakening. i-e. to prevent descent down either the opening or 
sonorimtion scale from going as far as it tvould go under 'ideal' conditions. And this suggests that 



These two features are thus seen as characterizing weakening in obstruents. 

The hierarchy of phonological ranking proposed by Lass and Anderson (1  975). 

presented above in 3-41, is placed into the context of dependency phonology as a 

combination of the two Sequences of sound change (Anderson & Ewen. 1987. p.174): 

voicelesr 

ur>iccd 

spirantisad 

liquid 

approxirnant 

vowel 

deleted 

spirantised 

voiced 

Bath types of lenition are presented by Anderson and Ewen. The hst, which involves 

sorrorization It > d 3 z...), is linked with the second. which involves opening Ct s z...). 

Bnliy step d) of the second sequence in 3.4). that is. the weakening of a voiceless fricative to 

h, is omitted'". This hierarchy, d i n g  fiam ;.siceless stops as the strongest segment-type 

to vcrwefs as the iowest (before deletion), can be viewed as parallel to the continuum 

between the phonator);; components C and V in the categorial gesture of the DP model. A 

hierarchy of slirength using the p m p d  system of DP notation is represented as folfo~-s 



(Anderson & Ewen, 1987, p. 174): 

v V+V:C V-+C V:C-*V V:C C 
c+v 

[vowel) (liquid) {nasal) [voiced (voiceless fricative) (voiceless 
fricative) (voiced plosive) plosive) 

Thus. within the framework of dependency phonology. lenition is simply an increase in 

V-ness and a decrease in C-ness or. as stated by Ewen ( 1  977, p.320) *-a change in the 

direction of V". 

As pointed out b!- the fbrmulators of dependency phonolog>-, the notion of 

phonological hierarchisation in terms of a se_ment's articuiatov strength has been explored 

in DP in order to reflect the phonetic basis for this particular system of representation. In 

the examination of French r the DP model provides another perspective on the resonant's 

historical -khaviour and a new approach to the interpretation of this behaviour. 

33.1 Processes of r+aria tion Within Strength Hierarchies 

W e n  considering the various processes of r-variation in terns of phonological 

bt~treng~k hierarchies it k a m e s  evident that French r has not simply undergone lenition. as 

in the case of Iost r. but that certain processes, particularly r-s altemaxion \t-ith other sounds 

ikii the Imguage, ieprewst ~tsi~gtts-iiiiig Oi ~?ziiki of ihe iiw, i h  is, f i ~  increase in 

C-ness nor V-ness. As a p i n t  of departwe te {his approach on r-processes, we haw 

&ire sound-sqmenas imalved onto the V-C continuum, using both phonetic symbols 



as well as the DP notation presented in 3.2) above (see p.66): 

3 -7) r-processes on the V-C cantinuurn 

<----- hi~ io??  

The representation in 3.7) provides an oveniew of the place of each sound-segment in 

relation to the others on the V-2 continuum. Thus, in terms of articulatory strength, the 

dental plosive [dl is considered as the strongest segment and the vowel [u] as the weakest. 

conception as to the 'vocalic' or konsonantaf- nature of each sound-segment, again 

specifically in relation to a neighbowing serrrment on the continuum. The tw-o liquid 

r-variants, for example, are represented by two V components and one C whereas the 

voicefess fricatives are chamcter2zeb bz two C components and one V, 'ivhich can be simply 

interpreted as meaning that [r-R] are more V-like (or less C-like) than [xh]. When 

cansidaing two segment-types adjacent to each other. the relation between the components 

needs to be taken into account. The fact that [n] is more V-like lie. closer to the V-end of 

the continuum) than [zf is represented by the arrow indicating that V governs C .  that is. 

V-ness dominates over C-ness. For [z]. the relation between V and C is one of equal 

dependency indicated by the colon (he second V component only playing a role in the 

sibilant's opposition to the ncm-sibilant fricatives [a-ir]). In terns of linguistic change. the 

representation in 3.7) demonstrates how a change which involves a move towards V or an 



alternation with a more "t.ocalicT segment-type is a process of lenition, while a move in the 

opposite direction (tourards C) or an alternation with a more 'consonantal' segment-type is a 

process of strengthening. Tfre various r-processes. summarized in the tables 2.4) and 2.7) of 

Chapter 2, can be assigned to four categories according to the type of movement on the V-C 

continuum representing the change: 1 )  a process of lenition. 2) a process of strengthening. 

3) a process consecutively involving ienition c~nd strengthening f not necessarily in that 

order), 4) a process involving no overall shift. 

r > a  

Beginning with the r > R processc;. it is !he ,fi?u,rt.f? categeq- =11?0ve kvhicb needs to be 

considered first. The change from front r to back r is the only process involt.ing t7it itver~dl 

.~hiJi on the V-C continuum in the categorial gesture, the only moditification constituting a 

change in the place of articulatio~ from apical to uvular trill. The fact that neither 

wakening nor strengthening rook place is significant. given that this process also represents 

the only permanent change for r during its evoiution. As noted in 2.3. I ,  among the many 

diverging accounts of how and why front r kcarne back r. only t\\o statements can be made 

mrequivwaffy: first. that change did occur. very likely beginning in Old French and reaching 

fklt momentum in late Middle French and early Modern French: second. in the 11%-entieth 

centuq she fricative variant [trfi is gaining ground over the trilled variant [R] in many 

F~mrophone regions around the xvorld. 

At the m e  time it Is intsrcr~ing to note that almost all explanations for the r 3 R 

process presented In 2.1. I (whether it be a direct change from r > R or a process involving 

an intermediary assibilated r) imply a degree of weakening in the replacement of the front 
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r-variant with uvular r. The strength hierarchy and the V-C continuum show this to be an 

incorrect assumption, hourever- If an intermediary [z] or [a] were involved in the process- it 

could only be interpreted as a process of strengthening, the continuum in 3.7) clearly 

showing the interdental and sibilant fricatives in closer proximity to the C-end than r. Only 

the most recent r-variant [crf demonstrates with certainty a strengthened articulation of r. 

that is, a more consonantal realization which indicates a process of strengthening (not 

lenition). Therefore, the odj: type of 'weakening' characterizing the realization of r in 

contemporary French is a reduction in the level of acoustic energy. since less vocalicness is 

equal to an increase in consonanticity. 

E m s  afr 

The loss of r constitutes. without question, a process of lenition, which is marked by 

a loss of articulatory ~tren~gth in the alternation between two sounds. However. as in the 

case of r > R, the interpretadon of assibilated r as an intermediarq. ~rwkened stage of the 

resonant in the process from r to 0 is false. Such a process (r > Z > 0). when mapped onto 

the continuum. clearly shows an initial strengthening. that is, a move towards C before a 

shift is made in the opposite direction towards V. If assibilation did play an intermediary 

role in the overall process of r > 8. loss of r iwuld fall into the third category. a process 

involving consecutive strenG&ening and lenition- 

r-akernatiun 

Y ~ ~ ~ X E S  processes inwlving the alternation of r with another phoneme fall into 

the fim thee of the categories: 



All of the alternations in 3.8). with the exception of the last one. involve a change fiom 

either a lateral or non-liquid to r. Since these sound-segments are situated closer to the 

C-end on the continuum in relation to r. each change represents a weakening. In the case of 

the process from R to u, this change begins with r itself and moves even closer to the V-end 

since [u]- as a vowel, is characterized as weaker in terms of articulatory strength than the 

iesonaiix r. On the 01h.e~ hand. vocaiizaiion of P as weil as the orher processes of 3.8 ) all 

represent strengthening where acoustic energy is concerned. 

This type of change is a reversal of the process of lenition in that it is marked by an increcm 

in articulatory strength from one sound to the nest. that is. the result is a more consonantal 

segment. In all cases of 3.9) the process involves a change-fPom r to something other than a 

liquid trill. A consideration of the processes presented in both categories of 3.8) and 3.9) 

makes it clear that alternations of the type r > [...I may represent either lenition or 

s~engthening. In other words, r is either weakened or strengthened to another sound. 

atthough more frequently srrengthensd since the \-ocalization of r presents the only example 

'?he process r > C )  is discussed on p.98 below. 
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of r weakening to another sound. Thus, r pronounced as [z] or the recent fricativization of 

uvular r represent strengthening because in both cases the change involves a move in the 

direction of the C-end of the continuum towards a sound-segment of greater articulatory 

strength. The vocalization of r involves weakening, representing a move towards the V-end 

to a sound of lesser articulatory strength. In the case of an alternation such as [...I > r only 

strengthening, i.e. a shift towards C. occurs. 

In assigning the r-processes of 3.9) to the category of processes of strengthening (in 

accordance with the DP definition of phonological strength) it becomes apparent that the DP 

interpretation of these r-changes conflicts with the more traditional accounts presented in 

Chapter 2. As already pointed out above in the case of loss of r. the process r > 2, when 

mapped onto the DP continuum, demonstrates that a change from a liquid to a voiced 

fricative constitutes a move towards increased consonantality or a stronger articulation, and 

therefore represents a process of strengthening. According to traditional interpretations, 

however, the assibilation of r is a process of lenition? a point of view held by, among others, 

Straka (see p.43), who also regards the change from r to 1 as articulatory weakening. This 

traditional view appears to be b e d  partly on the idea that producing a trill is physically 

more strenuous than realizing a fricative or a lateral. It is true that acousticully a trill is 

'stronger' than [z], [a], or even 133, its formant pattern indicating a higher lex~el of 

vwalicness. However, as dready noted (see p.72 above), this ucousiic strengih translates 

into a reduced resistance to  ow. that is. a lower output of articulatory energy. The 

definition of "physically strenuous" thus requires clarification. A factor which further 

complicates the issue is that assibilation occurred primarily in intervocalic position. which 



is, as said before, the preferred environment for weakening according to the lenition 

hierarchy proposed by Lass and Arderson (1  975) (see 3.4). We return to this issue later on 

in our discussion (see 3.4). 

The third category, processes involving lenition and strengthening, includes two 

processes already seen in the two previous categories respectively. namely vocalization and 

assibilation of r. Both of these processes are also shown to have occurred via an 

intermediary sound: 

3. I 0) Processes involving lenition and strengthening 

R,. f ,u  r > 3 > z  

On the continuum we might represent these ht-o processes in the following manner: 

En the case of vocalization. the overall process is one of lenition. The change begins, 

havever. with an initial stage of strengthening from back r to the velar lateral. which is 

subsequently followed by weakening. This second stage is characterized by a reversal of 

direction in the process, involving a move backwards past its starting point (r) before ending 

in the hack vowel u. The asibilatkn of r is represented by the same sequence of --- --- 

movements, first strenC&ening followed by lenition. In the latter case. however, the net 



result is one of strengthening relative to the originial sound (r), although the final stage is 

one of weakening. A more simple explanation may be offered with the help of the arrows in 

3. I I), whereby the long mow is seen as always representing the net result of the process. 

Despite a posited intermediary sound in these processes, it is not certain that the 

changes actually occurred in such a way. Eurkn. for example, suggests that r was vocalized 

via an intermediary 1-sound, based the observation that the word arbre existed not only as 

aubre but also as albre (see p.411, thus allowing for the following sequence of arbre > ulbre 

> uubre. The form albre, however, may simply be a result of r-alternation with velarized 1, 

a process which occurred at the same time. according to Wolff (see p.41 above). This 

woufd mean that the liquids in the forms arbre and albre underwent vocalization separately, 

both of which involve a process of lenition. 

fn the case of assibilated r. the positing of an intermediary interdental fricative 

appears to be based on the seemingly logical supposition that when the trilling action is 

removed from the realization of trilled front r the result is a sound resembling fa]. This 

hypothesis is supported by the fact that the fricative was found to replace r in certain 

dialects. as observed in studies done in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The issue of 

complexity. discussed below in 3-4. offers a reasonable explanation as to why the 

assibilation of r was interpreted this way. For the moment. we simply note that it seems 

more likely that r alternated directly with [z] or [a] (or a sound closely resembling these two 

saund-segment@ andim Eirat the two fihiives ihsmsdvss afiemied with eich other. 

One process we have not yet dealt with is the alternation of back r with the sound h. 

Ladefoged (1 975. p.62) simply describes b] as "the voiceless counterpart of the following 



sound" (usually a vowel) while Catford (1988, p.43) views the realization of [h] as 

"unarridated voiceless initiation", that is, the result after l:emov&i~ phonation and 

articulation from a voiced fricative. Lass and Anderson (1 975, p. 152) more precisely 

assume that [h] "represents the minimal 'unarticulated' fricative, i.e. the step between a 

fricative with full supraglottal articulation and zero". Lass (1 984, p. 179) observes that in 

many languages today the sound can be traced back to the lenition of other obstruents. for 

example, Latin /hf comes from earlier Igf, Germanic /h/ from Id which stems from fndo- 

European /k/. Although Catford alludes to the aspect of initiation as being separate from 

phonation in his description of [h]. Anderson and Ewen ( 1  987. pp.! 45-146) consider 

components of both phonation and initiation as belonging to the categorial gesture, the 

presence or absence of voice (or vocal cord vibration) being part of the phonatory subgesture 

and the degree of voicing (or of glottal stricture) part of the initiatory subgesture. Given its 

status as a voiceless fricative, our DP representation V:C+C of [h] remains valid since we 

are only concerned with the phonatol-y components in the categorial gesture. 

What complicates matters is the fact that in the articulaton gesture. [h]. as the so- 

called 'minimal' fricative, is characterized by zero components. \vhile r. as well as every 

other sound involved in r-alternation, is characterized by features in both gestures. as shown 

in 3.12) belo#. Therefore. can a liquid. represented as having articulatory components, 

still be considered as 'weaker' than the minimal fricative [h] when strength is defined as 

zirticu1a~m-y resistance? 

"This does not include [@I. which holds zero features in both the articulatory and categorial 
qesture. 
6 



3.1 2) Gesture representution of r and h 

An important point to remember here is that. in dependency phonology, the notion of 

hierarchies is presented within the cutegoriul gesture and does not involve any hierarchical 

ranking in terms of place of articulation. esen though the presence of articulatory 

components in the characterization of a segment certainly implies a higher degree of 

resistance to airflow than does a lack of all articulatory components. At least in the case of 

consonants. the possibility of defining a place of constriction for a particular segment 

indicates that there is at least some closure in the vocal tract. For the sound [h] there is no 

constriction, however. 

According to the processes of lenition proposed by Lass and Anderson in 3.41, [h] 

only occurs in the process involving opening ( e g  t > s >...h). which. incidentally. only 

exlends down to the rank of fricarives (since liquids, approximants. and vowels "do not have 

any distinct closure and release" (Lass & Anderson, 1975, p. 157)). As we saw above. 

Anderson and Ewen (1987. p.175). by condensing the two processes of 3.4) into one single 

i.fzpresentatim in 3.5). omitted &his pxticu!zlf smge of !eritim whereby a voiceless fricative 

undergoes weakening of closure and remits in LnnJ, Tie reason for this is that the siep does 

not involve a change within the categorial gesture but rather the deletion of the articulatory 



gesture. 

Since the sequence of change in 3.5) represents the two basic processes of 

weakening observed in the history of languages, we suggest that in the case of r-alternation 

with h, a voiceless fricative was involved as an intermediary sound linking r and h to what 

appears to be an alternation between the two. We have established that the r-variant in 

question is a back r. which has also been found to alternate with the voiceless velar fricative 

[x] (see p.5 1. fn.57). ?Vith respect to Falc'hun's (1972) suggestion that h changed to r. it is 

our assumption that the initial segment was in fact a voiceless velar fricative which 

weakened either via sonorizatim to R or via de-articulation (or defricativization) to [h]. In 

conternpo~ary French. Laks (1977) observed that ~ ~ h i l e  certain Parisian r-variants resembled 

[h]. a realization of [XI was also among the variants (see p.52. fn.58). Furthermore. 

according to Leon's (1 967) obsenaions. the confusion between back r and h in the 

Cotentin dialect often results in an inter media^ fricative (see p.5 1. fn.57). The process 

h > r thus constitutes another process of weakening. 

The above examination of r-processes in terms of phonological strength hierarchies 

has demonstrated how the resonant has been involved in a variety of different processes, 

involving either lenition andPor strengthening. or no shift at all on the continuum. As an 

overview of when lenition or strengthening of r took place during the evolution of the 

phoneme. the tables 2.4) and 2.7) of Chapter 3 are combined into the table below ( 13-31), 

this rime with each process r q h c e b  bl- a sy ih l  indicating ei~her a pm-ocess of ienirion or a 

process of strengthening: 



3.1 3) Tabular summary of lenition and strengthening processes 

- -- - 

0 - process of lenition (a shifi towards V) 
- process of strengthening (a shift towards C )  

0 - bi-directional r-alternation with another sound (i-e. both lenition & strengthening) 
( j - a firs occurrence o f  rhat process 

Most of the lenition processes of the type f,..] > r. such as n > r. I > r. z > r fur example, as 

well as the loss of r are represented by an empty circle, 0. Assibilation of r and other 

processes of strengthening. such as r > 1 and r > d are represented by a full circle, 0. while 

the symbol O represents cases such as concurrent 1 > r and r > I or Z > r and r > z. The 

permarrent change from front r to back r has no1 been included in this representation since it 

constitutes no shift on the V-C continuum. in other words, neither lenition nor 

strengthening. 



From the above representation we can see a considerable degree of both weakening 

and strengthening - in r-alternation in both Old and Middle French. During the Old French 

period a shift towards V clearly predominates, in Middle French the distribution of lenition 

and strengthening is relatively equal. and in Modem French r appears to be predominantly 

involved in processes of strengthening, with the exception of those cases where r has been 

seen to disappear in final position. 

3.4 The Issue of Phonoiogieal Complexity 

The above-mentioned conflict that exists between traditional accounts of 

r-alternation and the interpretation of these processes within the framework of dependency 

phonology still needs to be examined. We therefore ask ourselves why certain r-processes. 

which have traditionally been interpreted as lenition, clearly indicate strengthening 

according to the criteria outlined in DP for measuring phona to~  strength. 

Those linguists suggesting that a change involving r represents x~eakening often 

seem to equate 'strength' with the notion of 'difficulty'. Liquids are generally accepted as 

being dificult to distinguish from one another. and front trilled r especially. is frequently 

described as having a problematic realization. Jakobson (1 968. p.57) points out that many 

languages only contain one liquid and he supports Benveniste's" claim that in children, the 

production of a second liquid, usually the non-lateral. constitutes a 'late or rare phonological 

xqiiisiiioil". Smdies iii Spziiish. Poi&igriess. arid Italiaz. where the q i c d  i d  is si21 the 

-7 
--( 1939). Travozcr dzt Cucle Lingaisrique de Prague. VIII. 34 (cited in Jakobson. 1968. 

p.57). 



predominant variant- have s h o ~ n  that children often encounter great difficulty in Seaming to 

properly 'trill* their r's. Consequently, man>- linguists examining the change from r to son~e  

other sound such as I or z describe the process as a "n-eakened' or 'relaxed* pronunciation 

due to the speakers' inability to produce the trilling of the aprx against the alveolar ridge. 

Nyrop ( 1  902)- for example- speaks of --une ariiculation nonchalante" for the alternation 

between r and I (see p.42). 

Straka ( 1  9641. howeser. clearly does address the notion of 'articulatory strength' in 

noting that more articulatory energy is expended in the contracting of the articulator?; 

muscles during the realization of consonants than during the production of xxnveis. He 

explains that for the former. Aes muscles tXt-ateurs*' are contracted to bring about the 

L'~O.SNW of the buccal cal-ity. while fbr the latter. - k s  muscles abaisseurs" are instrumental in 

the c~petzing movement of the mouth. Although Straka was unable to establish a ranking of 

strength for the sonorant p o u p  (see p.71 j the idea of "resistance to airflowv-- is certainly 

. - 
zpparefit in his esa;;-r;ixition. 

Nevertheless. despite the fact that Straka's detailed descriptions of the processes are 

based on variants obserwd in several French dialects. his account of the various stages of 

mot-ement as constituting a particular sound chan%e merely seem to reflect the most 

probable sequence the articulatoq- organs might follow in order to link the realization of one 

variant to that of the other variant.. It should be noted here that tve are not claiming Straka's 

explanation to be false. We are only suggesting that, in so met_iculo~s!>- descrihino, - not nnly 

rhe manner and degree .=f ~ m s ~ ~ i c t i m  bii? &O :he place of contact.. Siiaka also fails inio the 

trap of not properly distinguishing between strength and complexif_\-. It is necessary. 



hawever. to discriminate between the degree of closure characterizing a sound and the 

manner in which the articulatory organs are placed and manoeuvred during its realization. 

The fact that for r the tongue tip needs to be slightly curved up and tensed 'just right" in 

order to achieve the trill while the realization of [z] allows for a more liberal (or less precise) 

movement of the tongue. is not a factor in the measuring of articulatory strength. Instead of 

interpreting the change from a more 'complex' manner of articulation as weukening, we 

might more accurately refer to the process as the simplificution of a complex segment';. 

In order to better understand the issue of phonological conpfesity we examine 

briefly the notions of markedness and natsralness. which are often linked to the idea of 

complexity of segments and classes of segments. 

3.4.1 Markedness and Naturalness 

The term rnurkedness was first used by Trubetskoy (1 958) in the Prague School of 

Phonology with reference to the neutralization of the opposition between two phonemes. 

More specifically it was used to explain that --when two phonemes are neutralized in a given 

position. it is the 'unmarked' member of the opposition which is found phonetically" 

(Wyman, 1975. p. 143). The 'marked' member was the phoneme iess likely to be found in a 

position of neutralization. In Prague School terms, this notion of marking was seen as being 

language-specific: in other words, the criteria for determining whether a member was 

marked or unmarked differed from one language to another. The concept of markedness was 

Eater extended and applied cross-linguistically in order to describe rmiversal tendencies, 

E...alrhough simplification may not necessarily occur in the alternation of r and 1 or r and z. 
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according to the following main criteria (Hyman. 1975. pp. 145- f 46): 

I J the udditirin of a feature le-g. id] is voiced and therefore marked as opposed to 
[t]. which is unvoiced and unmarked) 

2) the frcquencgr of occurrence of a member of an opposition (ths less frequeatiy 
appearing member is considered to be marked) 

3) the nezrtrctIi[i.+of a phoneme (e.g. [a] is considered to be the neutral vowel in 
French and is therefore unmarked) 

4) the reguiuriryofa karure (e.g final stress is unmarked in French because 
stress regularly f a k  on the final syllable). 

!n generative phm&gy;-. the notion of markedfiess is considered riot only to be part 

of a universal phonological theon. but also as having a phonetic basis. In other words, 

values of markedness express the naturalness of a segment or a class. According to 

generative phonologists: 

Unmarked sounds are said to be generally acquired earlier than marked 
sounds by children. They are also generally required in the inventory of 
sounds of a language before marked sounds can be added. In linguistic 
change. sounds are seen as changing from marked to unmarked. (Hyman. 
1975. p. 147) 

As pointed out in our introduction of dependency phonology. the degree of 

'naturalness' of a class or process is expressed more clearly in a theory offering greater 

componentiality (see p.61). Chomsky and Halle (1 968, p.402) admit that their theory 

outlined in SPE fails to accurately express "the naturalness of a class". They attempt to 

remedy this "fundamental theoretical inadequacy" by proposing a "theory of 'markedness"' 

in order to -'accommodate the effects of the intrinsic content of features, to distinguish 

expected or natural cases of rules and symbol configurations from others which are 
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unexpected and unnaturalt. Hence, features of segments are assigned the values 'u' or 'm'. 

designating them as 'unmarked' or 'marked ' respectively. When determining the 

'markedness' or 'complexity " of a segment only the marked features are considered. Thus the 

segment containing the greater number of marked features is the more complex one. The 

values 'unmarked' and 'marked' are interpreted by a set of universal rules which 

"systematically replace the symbols 'u' and 'm' by the symbols +- and -" . and since these 

rules are merely conventions for interpreting the grammar, they do not add to its complexity 

(Chomsky & Halle, 1968. p.403). The naturalness of processes is expressed by "linking" the 

marking conventions to the output of phonological rules (see Chomsky & Halle. 1968. 

According to Anderson and Ewen (1987), however. the marking and linking 

conventions proposed in SPE only make this an "elaborated minimally componential theory". 

They support Lass' (1975) criticism of the theory by noting that: 

[Chornsky and Hatle] have not provided an account of the composition of 
features or of anything else that could reasonably be described as imrinsic. 
Rather. they have devised a system for relabelling and. on the basis of this, 
costing feature-values in such a way that phonological representation ceases in 
various cases to be at odds with the ... componentiality assumption. But the 
relabellings are carried out specifically to conform with the recurrences they 
are intended to explain; they have no independent motivation. The markedness 
apparatus does not represent any increased insight into the nature of 
phonological structure. but is added on ad hoc to a conception of phonological 
structure based on binary features; its role is simply to repair flaws of this 
conception (p. 16). 

Lass ( I  980, pp.43-44) goes so far as to say that "markedness theory in its formal dress is 

simply an alternative (actually pseudo-mathematical) representation" of "the blinding 

tautology that nature tends toward the natural". 

As was established earlier, the expression of 'natural' or 'recur;-ent' classes and 



processes is a primary issue in dependency phonology. With respect to our historical analysis 

of French r, an analysis of the resonant according to the degree of complexity attributed to it 

as a segment-type offers some interesting and significant insights into possible expianations 

for the alternations of French r. It is for this reason that we examine in some more detail how 

the notions of naturafness and phonological complexity are characterized specifically in the 

DP model of representation. 

3.4.2 Naturalness and Phonological Complexity in DP 

Although a substantial part of the developments of the notational system in 

dependency phonology appears to support the work of Lass. the formufators of DP reject his 

rather severe theoreticaI argument that the notion of markedness need no? at all be present in  

the characterization of phonological segments. Lass ( 1984. p.279) believes that 

--[o]verall ... it's a good idea for cd2 markedness considerations to be excluded from 

phonological characterizations: there is no reason for a particular language to code in its own 

segment specifications tvhat are in essence facts about language-in-general". However. 

Anderson and Ewen ( 1  987. pp. 167-t 68) mainrain that this view is '-untenable" nith the 

following argument: 

-..[t]he 'structural laws- of Jakobson f 1968). on \\ hich ultimately the notion of 
complexity is based. owe their origin to parallelism bet\\-een various aspects of 
phonological behasiour - language acquisition. aphasia- and phonological 
inventories - which allow the setting up of impIicationa1 universals with 
respect to phonological systems ...[\rcl e take it that the cross-linguistic existence 
of such generaiisations must have a phonetic basis .... On the grounds of 
phonetic naturalness. then. it seems reasonable to demand of our system of 
representation that it can in principle provide some analogue of these 
properties; this analogue must be internal to the system, not externally imposed 
as in the case of markedness theory. Only by doing this can we also 
characterize the complexity of particular systems as opposed to others ... And 



this, we maintain? is necessary even though Jakobson's struciural la\vs have 
k e n  shown to be ideafised, and even though what appear to ize cross-linguistic 
universal tendencies are violated quite spectacularly in individual language 
families or are as..., 

G i ~ e n  the represesbtion of segments in the catsgorial gesture outlined above. ir 

becomes evident how easily and conveniently the issue of complexit)- is dealt \t.ith in 

dependency phonotoa-. Untike the gencrztive model, where this notion had to be indicated 

with another feature. in the DP frarne\vork St is the representation itself I\ hich accuratel_\ 

reflects the inherent degree of complexity of a particular segment. In other \sords. a segment 

of a 'complex' internal structure is characterized by an equally 'complex- representation of the 

V and C components. The degree of complexity can thus be defined by the number of 

components used to represent a se-ment. For example. tne representation of the voiced 

piosive /d/ in the categorial gesture holds more components than that of the voiceless 

counterpart M, the former being characterized by the additional feature of voicing: 

Anderson and Ewen ( 1  987, p. 169) present a hierarchy of complexity (see 3.17) below) 

involving the dependency representations used within the DP system that parallels the 

hierarchy of basic phonatoq spen t - types  suggested by Jakobson ( i 968)" (see 3.1 6 j 

Mow),  The hierarchical structure of 3.17) she\\-s three levels of comptesity. each of which is 

characterized by a corresponding number of components in its representations. Each row of 

"cW ~ a n g u a ~ e  Apfimia and Phonological fiiversals, Paris: Mouton. 
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representations is **implicationally dependent" an the segment-types at the Jew1 belo\\ 

increasing 
complexity 

liquids 
4' 

With respect to natural classes. the notion of markedness functions just as adequately 

in DP, The more general the class is. the less complex the representation need be. The class 

of liquids, V+V:C. for example- requires a representation \\-ith three components \vhile the 

more general class of  sonorant consonants. V-K. requires only tn-o components. In the case 

of the latter a dependency relation of  V governing C is representative o f  the resonants. 

Homever. in order to distinguish the class of liquids from the class of nasals within the more 

=enera1 class of resonants, a rhird component. namely V. is added to represent f and r. The a 



nasals are left with a more simple representation as they are more numerous in most lang~tages 

and are acquired earlier than the liquids. 

In the interpretatiorz of a sound chanse on the V-C continuum, we can deem such a 

process as "more natural- if the segment-types involved in the change find themselves in closer 

proximity to each other on the V-C continuum (Ewen. 1977. p.320). In other uords- a change 

between two segments involving only the deletion of a component is considered to be more 

'natural' than a process invofving not only deletion but also a change in the degree of 

dependency between two components. For example. r-alternation with 1. which simply entails 

the addition or deletion of another C component is more natural than a change from 

r 2 6. which requires not only the deietion of one V component but aiso a reversal in the 

dependency relation between the remaining ZISO components: 

3.1 8) DP representufion ofr  - I and r > d 

Simplicity. or degree of complexity. is once again linked to the expression of phonological 

naturalness. With respeet to linguistic context, Hyman ( 1975. p. 16 1 ) notes that there is even 

--evidence for the relative naturalness of one syllable structure over another7^. explaining that 

certain syllable types are seen as being either created or avoided through various kinds of 

phonological processes. 

3-43 Phono1ogi:ital Complexity of French r 

With respect to French r. what role does phonological complexity play in the 



alternation between the resonant and other sounds during the evolution from Latin to Modern 

French? According to Anderson and EN ,n's hier~rchy of increasing complesit_v as presented 

in 3.l7). the liquids and voiced fricatiwes are ranked at the top, ~vhich means [r, R, H. 1. A, f] 

and [z, i53 are more complex than the nasal [n]. the voiceless fricati\.es [sih], and the vsiced 

plosive [dl, all ranked in second place. and these in turn are more complex thar, the \;o\\el [u] 

at the bottom of the hierarchy: 

Given the above ranking of phonological complexity and the obsenation that sounds 

tend to change from a more complex (Isss natural) segment to a simpler (more natural) one. it 

is understandable that a process of phonaton strengthening. such as r 2 Z ,  is also a change 

totyards increased phonological naturalness or 'simplicity*. The idea of t\so. at times 

competing forces working together during a sound change. one force ofphoncrrorr. s~re~jg /h  

and another force ofpl~mcrlc~gic'c~l cornpfe-rig.. ma! explain \\ h\ French r alternated it ith such 

a great variety of other sounds in the language. If \\e consider. for example. a certain time 

pericrd during the evolution from Latin to French \\here the. gcnerai trend for consonants \\as 

 he emp& brackets. on the same level of complesity as the vo\\-eI [u]. would generally 
hold a voiceless plosive. Since r did not alternate with such a segment-type, however. we have 
chosen to leave it blank here. 



weakening. but at which stage French r was involved in processes of strengthening, this 

unexpected behaviour may be attributed to the level of complexit_s- characterizing the nature of 

the resonant. A change towaris a phonologically less complex bur phonetically stronger, 

segment predominated. 

As already mentioned. these two forces or trends towards either a phonetically weaker 

or a phonologically simpler segment may be found to compete svith each other. For example. 

the assibilation of r and its frequent and long-standing alternation uith laterals may be 

considered as only logical given that r, z, and 1 are equally complex segments. The trend 

towards general consonant lenition is therefore countered by the maintenance of complexity, 

as in the case of r-alternation with 1 and Z. One step further would entail not simply 

maintenance of complexity but a move toivards a lower level of compiexity, or increased 

naturalness. This might be the case for the change from r to d, for example. which involves 

several stages of strengthening but also a decrease in phonological complexity. Thus. while 

rhe process represents a move to\\-ards greater C-ness or phonetic nrength. a simultaneous 

move occurs towards decreased complexity: 

3 20) Cbmparrson of strength and complexity hierarchies 

HIERrtRCWY OF STRf%GTH HIERARCHY O F  COMP1,EXITY 



On the other hand. the two forces may- also be found to work together instead of 

against each other. as in the case of lost r. where the process r > 0 is a manifestation of both 

lenition and phonological simplification. itforeover. the notions of articulatory strength and 

phonological complexitj- might explain why r was the last among the consonants to undergo 

complete lenition. First, with respect to strength, considering where r is situated on the 

hierarchy as compared to the other consonants affected by weakening, it would zppear that 

its rank in the middle makes it less susceptible to lenition than the plosives and fricatives, 

which are phonetically stronger. This seems to be supported by Straka's ( 1964. pp.77-78) 

--classement diachronique des changements articulatoires". which shows the loss of plosives 

to have occurred before the loss of [z] and places loss of r at an even later date. Second. 

although the complete lenition of a segment is a move tow-ards increased simpiicity. perhaps 

it is precisely the complex nature of r. placed at the top of the complexity scale, that may 

also have worked against a hastened or less recent weakening to 101. 

It is. in fact. the re\.erse process 0 > r tvhich remains relatively unexplained. A 

move towards the preferred or more natural syllable structure of a language is obtained 

through certain pkonological processes. The restoration of final r. however. is certainly not 

a process resulting in or maintaining the preferred syllable structure (CV) of French - the 

lriss of r is. According to one explanation. the restoration of lost final r may be attributed to 

two competing sound changes (Timmers. 1977). as opposed to competing aspects 

characterizing the nature of the segment r. The restoration of r has also been partly 

attributed to seventeenth-century societal pressures. based on the number of examples 

demonstrating hypercorrection, as \;-el1 as on the resonant quality of the sound r. The latter 



suggestion leads us to another point, namely the fact that a segment weak in terms of 

phonatory strength is at the same time considered strong in terms of acoustic periodic 

energy. This inverse relation behveen articulatory and acoustic energy/strength is 

significant especiajly in the case of r, due, once again. to its position on the phonatory 

strength hierarchy. The fact that r is ranked in the middle of the lenition hierarchy of 3.5) 

and is adjacent to the vowel segment-types in the strength hierarchy of 3.6) clearly reflects 

its ambivalent nature. As far as distinctive features are concerned. the French liquid r (along 

with I) is the only one marked as both vocalic and consonuntcrl (Bibeau, 1975. p.39). This 

'split-personality' of the sound may be considered as part of the reason why lost r was 

restored in nearly every case. 

Finally, the change from r to R, the only process no[ involving a shift on the 

continuum consequently also represents no change in terms of phonological complexity. 

The only modification that has occurred in a permanent manner affects the urticdurory 

Jeu f twes. 

3.5 The Nature of Sounds in Alternation With French r 

We have discussed the types of processes French r has undergone, which leaves us 

to examine briefly the nature of the sound-segments r has alternated with throughout its 

evolution. In other words, why has r alternated with, and in certain cases still does alternate 

with. specifically the sounds presented above? First. it is important to note that the 

alternation between r and other sound-segments has been 'complementary', in the sense that 

those sounds alternating with front r never did so with Sack r, and vice versa. The various 



sounds may. therefore. be divided into the following two groups: 

In the first group exrep sound-segment alternating 1~1th front r is stronger in terms of 

articulatory energy and at the same time acoustically tveaker than r. In other ~vords. fiont r 

alternation did not in\-olte an>- vowels or approximants. As for the level of cornp!esity, 

although the range represented bj. these six segments is relativel:. \vide in terms of 

phonological change. - the leap bettveen r and the dental t~oiced plosi1.e or the nasal still only 

entails one stage on the complexity scale of 3. I ? ) .  Thus. only [dl and [rt] are found on a 

low-er level of compleuit_v. lvhile the remaining segments all share the same level as r. LVith 

respect to articulator). features, it is not surprising that the four rkon-liquids are all dental and 

realized apically or pre-dorsally. that is. each segment in alternation tt-ith r shares more than 

one feature with the resonant. 

In the second group, three of the four sound-segments are phonetically stronger than 

r, leaving the back vo\$-el [u] as the only segment n-hich is weaker than r in terms of 

articulatory energy. In contrast to the first group (of front variants), these back 1:ariants 

represent a11 three levels of the complexity scale. Vdhilr the liquids share the same degree of 

phonological complexity tvith r. the voiceless fricatives represent the middle level and the 

vowel ju] the lowest. tVith respect to the piace of articulation, those sounds in alternation 

tvith uvular r all have at least two features in common tvith the [R]. all being characterized 



as both 'back' and 'high- (with the exception of [h], which, as the minimal fricative, is 

characterized by zero number of articulatory features). 

In summary, although the sound-segments found in alternation witl- ; do not 

constitute a natural class by themselves. they all share some features with either the apical or 

the uvular resonant, whether it be in terms of phonatory components. as shown in 3.22) 

below, 

3.22) Commonulity between French sound- segment.^ in terms ofphonutory conrponents 

andlor phonological complexity, and/or articulatory features. The uniqueness of French r :c; 

certainly demonstrated in part by its alternation with such a large variety of different sound- 

segments. 

4. Conef usion 

The study of the processes characterizing the evolution of r from Latin to modern 

French reveals a sound of an almost paradoxical. and certainly unique. nature. French r has 

been involved in three different types of sound changes. from the isolative change of global 

ueIarization as well as ge~cral consonant lenition to an extensive number of sporadic 

dternations entailing a wide range of different sounds. The resonant's relatively late 
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consonant lenition as well as its subsequent restoration. coupled with a constant series of 

alternations with other French munds (which include the resonants [I. A. -t. nj. both yoiced 

and voiceless fricatives [z- 3- 8. s h ] ,  the voxel [u] and the voiced plosive [dl). demonstrate 

both restraint and great flexibility with respect to phonetic variation in comparison to other 

consonants in the language. The fact that the change from a front trilled r to a back trilled r 

constitutes the phoneme's on]:- permanent change reflects a substantial amount of stability 

in the overall behaviour of r- hcmei-er. 

An examination of the r-processes within the framework of dependency phonology 

in terms of articulatoq- strength and phonological complexity brings to light some of the 

inherent characteristics of r which may explain the resonant's behaviour during its 

evolution. By  obsen-ing the difference between articulatory strength and phonological 

complexity in our analysis of French r within the framework of DP. we have arrived at a 

more accurate interpretation of the articulation of r. It becomes clear that the "difficulty" 

nigh pmnouncing r is not one of phpica! st,re.n.gtt.h hut r~ther the arr icnfato~ complexity of 

the realization (i-e. correct psitioning of the articulatory organs and continuous and 

adequate airflow throughout the duration of the sound). With respect to its phonatory 

strength, French r is ranked near the weaker end of the V-C continuum. in relation to stops 

and fricatives. ConverseIy. this means &at the phoneme is acoustically strong. The 

implications of a weaker phonataq ranking are that alternations such as r [z]- r > [a]. r > 

if]- iufd r > [dl represent a process of strengthening. itof werrkening as has been suggested in 

man; earlier dexrigticrns of historical r-sariation- In this respect the DP mode! has aiinwed 

for a scientific cfariiieation sf some previous assumptions. either by examining the 



plausibility of a particular hypothesis or by providing some insight to the nature of r not 

pnz==ic~tusfy explored. 

As to the reasons for strengthening. as well as r's long rzsistance to lenition in 

preconsonantal and final positions. all within a period of general consonant weakening. it is 

the level of phonological complexity which offers some plausible explanations. By taking 

into consideration the fact that r is characterized as one of the most phonologically complex 

segment-types, an r-process of strengthening may often be interpreted as a process of 

simplification. since language tends towards the less complex / more natural (although the 

wo are not always rnu~dally iinclui~ef as expressed by the criterion of linguistic economy. 

The most frequent and commonly known examples of r-variation. such as assibilation. the 

bi-directional alternation behieen r and 1. and velarization, have all occurred on the same 

level of phonological complexity. due to the fact that the liquids and voiced fricatives are all 

ranked at the top of the complexity scale. Furthermore, with respect to loss of r, another 

significant process characterizing the resonant's evolution, the manner and time-frame in 

which r was lost may certainly in part be explained by the high level of complexity the 

phoneme represents. First. r's rank in the middle of the strength hierarchy may make it less 

susceptible to lenition than the higher ranked obstruents. Second, the high level of 

complexity also acts as a protection against early and permanent loss of r. Thus, the 

behaviour and inherent nature of French r can be interpreted in terms of two notions, 

aticulatory strength and phonological complexity. which may or may not work together in 

&e various processes characterizing the historical variation of the resonant. 

An overview of the evolution of r in terms of these two notions reflects a number of 



trends. With respect to r-processes. lenition usually involves a change to r ([ ...I > r) while 

strengthening, in ail cases. i-epresents a changekom r ( r  > [...I). The most distinctive 

general trend, beginning in Indo-European and continuing into the twentieth-century French, 

is that r has become consistently stronger in terms of articulatory strength (and acoustically 

weaker) while the level of phonological complexity has remained the same, at least until 

very recently. As noted in 1.2. Indo-European r functioned both as a vowel and as a 

consonant, along with the other resonants. implying a degree of acoustic strength very close 

to that of approximants. In Latin. r had lost this dual function and continued its evolution 

in?o French as a consonant in the fom of an apical trill. Although the velarization of front r 

at the end of the Middle French period did not involve a change in its phonatory 

components, it did set the stage for the strengthening that is occurring in the present century, 

namely the fricativization of [R] to [B]. observed in many parts of the French-speaking 

world. The "new" r-variant [g]. which resembles the German Ach-hut and is usually found 

in final position, has been o b s e ~ e d  in various studies of geogrzphical r-variation". Thus, 

until recently, the only permanent change to have affected French r has occurred within the 

articulatory gesture without affecting the compcnents of the categorial gesture, since the 

change from apical trill to uvular trill did not involve any modification of the resonant's 

mode of articulation. Another recent. also regional, phenomenon which supports the trend 

of r-strengthening is found on the Channel island of Sark where speakers tend to replace 

 o or el-~aisonn~ ( 1  942); Straka & Nauton ( 1  945); Vinay (1950); Haudricourt (1  952); 
Taylor (1952); Leon (1 967); Santerre (1 979); Chafcouloff ( 1  985). 



postconsonantal r (resulting from the loss of [a]) by the affricates [tJj or [d3I2' (Liddicoat, 

1991, p.121). It remains to be seen whether the most recent trend of strengthening will 

involve the first permanent change of French r within the categorial gesture, that is, a 

change of segment-type Gom liquid to fricative. While this change fiom a uvular voiced 

trill to a uvular voiced fricative does not represent a change in the level of complexity for r, 

the devoicing of the fricative r-variant does. 

The above observations lead us to conclude that French r is indeed an extremely 

stable cansonant and far fiom disappearing or being weakened to another phoneme. 

Throughout its history the resonant has shown great stability, nct only through its resistance 

to an early as well as permanent lenition but also by the fact that its only lasting change 

merely involved a modification of its articulatory components. The flexibility, which front r 

especially has demonstrated in the form of alternations with other sounds in the language, 

also expresses this sense of stability. The tendency to alternate with other sounds is 

continued by the uvular trill today. In a recent study of Montreal French, Santerre (1 979) 

observed twenty different pronunciations for r, nine of which constituted allophones for the 

uvular trill. Despite the well-established dominance of uvular r over apical r. however, the 

latter variant is still very much present alongside the back variant. For example, in Quebec 

and Acadian French the apical trill is generally preferred in a stressed syllable and the 

acoustic strength of this variant generally makes it the favoured pronunciation on stage. 

Furthermore, many of the alternations with front r still occur today, such as assibilation and 

r - 1 alternation, while other front r-variants like the apical flap and retroflex have also been 

 or example: je couperai > [(3) koptje], maquereau > [maktje], ilfera > [iqa]. 
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observed in contemporary French. The flexibility of r, demonstrated by the co-existence of 

the apical and uvular variants as well as by the various alternations of r and R ~ i t h  other 

sounds, is perhaps best embodied in the double articulation of r. defined as a voiced uvular 

trilling which ends in a voiced flap (also recently observed by Santerre (1982) in the French 

Montreal dialect). The resonant's relative articulatory strength and significant acoustic 

strength, as well as its highly complex nature allow for such an extensive 'family' of 

r-sounds. As was noted by Lindau (1  980. p. 1 18j on the subject of r-sounds in general, 

"...each member of the class of r-sounds resembles some other member with respect to some 

property, but not with respect to the same property across all r-sounds". It is this variety of 

character which makes r a phoneme of. what we might call-Jexible stability. 

As a last note. we return to the issue of semantics with respect to the use of the term 

-' instability". As demonstrated in our introduction (see pp. 1 -2), this term has two meanings, 

one referring to "a precarious existence" (as interpreted by Fieisch ( 1946). Borel-Maisonny 

( 19421, and Charbonnea~; and Mai-ehal(1979)). the other implying "fluctuation" or 

--variationv (as interpreted by Hock (1 986) and ourself). The first of these definitions we 

have shown to incorrectly describe r's present tendency toward strengthening. With regard 

to the second, considering the term's two-fold meaning, the confusion caused by the use of 

the term only further supports our characterization of r as being "flexible" rather than 

"unstable". 
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