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French liaison is one of the more well discussed phenomena in linguistics. It is the peculiar distribution and 
behavior of liaison which have led to numerous attempts to characterize and account for it in discourse. 
Traditionally, liaison was accounted for category by category, and even word by word in some cases. Various factors 
such as historical influence, phonetics, pragmatics, and syntax played a role in predicting the distribution of liaison 
in this approach (see DeLattre 1947, 1955, 1956, 1966). This typological approach has been abandoned in the past 
few decades in exchange for proposals consistent with current thought on the prosodic hierarchy and a shift towards 
more generalized theories. These types of proposals account for liaison in a less holistic way than proposals along 
the lines of DeLattre, appealing primarily, though not exclusively, to syntax based arguments. Selkirk (1972, 
1974) presents a comprehensive proposal of the distribution of liaison based on X-Bar theory, thus rejecting for the 
most part the notion of the categorically (with respect to grammar) and lexically governed distribution of liaison. 
However, while the syntactic based account of liaison presented by Selkirk is an attractive proposal in that it is 
seemingly simple, it fails to accurately account for the distribution of liaison in spoken colloquial French. The 
traditional approach has a lot more to offer with respect to accounting for the distribution of liaison, in that the 
traditional approach looks to more than syntax for an explanation, but it too falls short of accurately accounting for 
the phonological distribution in natural discourse. A major reason why both of these approaches fall short has to do 
with the very basic assumptions these proposals make with respect to the distribution of liaison. 

Essentially, all accounts of liaison begin by making the following two assumptions. First, there are three distinct 
styles of speech in French - casual, careful, and poetic - and these three styles are marked by their liaison 

distribution.1 Liaison distribution falls out from the second assumption, namely that there are three distinct liaison 
categories - obligatory, prohibited, and optional. Casual speech is marked by a restricted liaison inventory, while 
careful speech may optionally include more liaison environments, and finally, formal or poetic speech has virtually 
no restrictions on where a liaison may occur. Herein lies the problem. 

Since casual and formal speech are marked by optional increase in liaison use, it is, in fact, conceivable that what 
appears to be a restricted casual use of liaison, may in fact, be a case of careful speech where option to liaise is not 
taken. If this is true, then we must necessarily question the validity of style defined by the distribution of liaison. 
In turn we must question the status of the various liaison categories, since they rely crucially on style. 
Furthermore, since these models do rely crucially on the notion of style, we are forced to question the adequacy of 
these models at the very base level. Without the notion of style playing a key.role in characterizing liaison, the 
optional liaison category becomes more of an escape-hatch for instances of liaison or lack of liaison which the 
current theory or model is unable to explain. Furthermore, even if we did accept the theoretically weak assumptions 
that these proposals base themselves on, they still fail to make accurate predi<;:tions concerning the distribution of 
liaison in the corpus of data under investigation in this study. 

Our task must be to find a way to flush out the category of optional liaison as best we can by finding alternative 
explanations for the seemingly unpredictable behavior of liaison. In doing so we must look beyond the grammatical 
component. The immediate goal in this study is to arrive at an observationally adequate account of liaison. This 
we achieve by an inductive analysis of the distribution of liaison in a corpus of natural discourse. Crucial to this 
study and others like this is the corpus of natural discourse. It is only by looking at natural discourse that we can 
begin to see where current proposals fall short and new approaches are in order. An inductive approach here will 
allow us to capture generalizations in the data that simpler more popular models may miss. It is only by 
inductively approaching a corpus of natural data that we may begin to understand what role such phonological 
phenomenon, such as French liaison, play in prosodic phrasing. 

1Some approaches may assume as many as four distinct styles-casual, careful or elevated, formal, and poetic. 
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