What Is a Liquid Consonant?

Definition

 Liquid consonants in the English language, such as "R" and "L," are spoken or articulated without friction in roughly the same manner as a vowel. "Liquids" can be prolonged, as in the word "ball," or shortened, as in the word "ladder."   Liquid consonants /l/ /r/ are sounds where the airstream is obstructed, but not so much as to either stop it or create friction. Pronounce all or are very slowly and hear the difference between the vowel and the liquid consonants. Some languages trill r's, of course. In American English the /r/ is considered a retroflex because of how the tongue flexes back toward the alveolar ridge (in most dialects). /l/ is considered a lateral liquid because it is made by putting the tip of the tongue against the alveolar ridge, then letting the airstream flow around the sides of the tongue - laterally.
Approximants

  "Approximant" is a term for consonants that do not use a friction-based contact with speech organs and only come into an approximate or limited contact with them. Liquid consonants fall into the approximants family because, when voiced, the tongue only slightly touches any portion of the mouth's interior, as in the words "rare" or "alley." 

Trills

  Liquid consonants are quite versatile, depending on tongue placement and the closing or opening of the vocal tract. A trill is generated by vibrating one "R" sound after another, as in the rolling "R" heard in Spanish and Italian. 

Placement

  The formation of liquid consonants varies depending on their location in a word. In a word such as "tall," the "L" is post-vocalic, meaning it occurs after the vowel. The word "lasso," on the other hand, contains an "L" that is pre-vocalic--the "L" occurs before the vowel.
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As stated above, / r / and / l / are called liquids because of their nonfrictional and vowel like condition. In fact, these sounds have the characteristics of both vowels and consonants. That is, they have the resonance of vowels and are produced with the obstruction needed for the production of consonants.  For this reason, they form the class of sounds specified as +consonantal and + vocalic. 

/ l / is an alveolar sound since it is articulated by raising the tip of the tongue so that it touches the alveolar ridge. It is also called a lateral because the sides of the tongue are free permitting the breath to flow over the sides of the tongue. It is a voiced sound (though it becomes partially devoiced after a voiceless sound: play, class). 

Sometimes /l/ does not need a vowel to produce a syllable. Speakers of English pronounce the word final with no vowel between the /n/ and the / l /. In this word, / l / is syllabic. /l/ is syllabic whenever it occurs in an unstressed syllable preceded by /t/, /d/, or /n/ and it is represented by the symbol / l /. 
Other examples are: little, saddle, tunnel, petal, pedal. 

The letter l is silent in the following words: half, calf, almond, could, would, should, chalk, walk, talk, palm, salmon, Lincoln. 

/r/ is also an alveolar voiced sound. It is known as retroflex because it is performed by curling the tip of the tongue back behind the alveolar ridge without touching it. 

Syllabic /  l  / can also occur after /p/, /b/, /k/, /g/, /s/, /z/, /m/, /v/, and /f/, as in simple, able, miracle, jungle, muscle, frazzle, animal, devil, rifle
