Dogon nasalized sonorants and Nasalization-Spreading
Phonemic nasalized sonorants

Several northern Dogon languages (Jamsay, Tabi-Sarinyere, Beni, Walo, Nanga) have a set of nasalized sonorants {wⁿ yⁿ rⁿ} that are phonemically distinct from oral counterparts {w y r} in the sense that consonants from either series may occur in intervocalic position in the absence of any other nasal or nasalized consonant, i.e. in environments like Tv_v where T is a nonnasal consonant. Nasalized semivowels {wⁿ yⁿ} also occur word-finally after a vowel, i.e. in environments like Tv_. Taps /r/ and /rⁿ/ generally do not occur syllable-finally (/rⁿ/ usually becomes /n/ when the following vowel is syncopated/apocopated). In most languages, nasalized sonorants do not occur word- or stem-initially.

In Nanga and Walo, {yⁿ rⁿ} are well-established phonemes, but /wⁿ/ is quite marginal. These languages have intervocalic /m/ in many stems whose cognates in other languages (Jamsay, Beni, Tabi-Sarinyere) have /wⁿ/.


In Tabi-Sarinyere, there are phonological alternations between intervocalic /wⁿ/ and preconsonantal /m/. Other stems have /m/ in both positions, suggesting that the phonemic distinction is between underlying /wⁿ/ (alternating with /m) and underlying /m/. This language also has a few alternations of /l/ with /n/, and of /g/ with /N/ (velar nasal).

In Najamba, nasalized sonorants {wⁿ yⁿ rⁿ} are not well-established phonemes. /yⁿ/ occurs in a few expressive adverbials and in two normal lexical items: 'fart (verb)' (but not in the cognate noun) and 'fast; hot'; /wⁿ/ occurs in one expressive adverbial; and /rⁿ/ is absent.
(Forward) Nasalization-Spreading


The nasalized sonorants also occur as allophones of their oral counterparts in contexts where nasalization has (arguably) spread rightward from a preceding nasal or nasalized consonant (with no intervening oral consonant), or from an immediately preceding nasalized vowel. In these languages the environments Nv_v (N a nasal) and ...vⁿ_v requires conversion of {w y r} to {wⁿ yⁿ rⁿ} by Nasalization-Spreading. Word-final and (less automatically) word-internal syllable-final {w y} also nasalize in the environments Nv_ and ...vⁿ_.


The most transparent cases of this spreading are those where a suffix-initial oral {w y r} is nasalized to {wⁿ yⁿ rⁿ}. Within stems with shapes like Nvwⁿv, on the other hand, we cannot determine whether the medial sonorant is underlyingly oral or nasalized, so we cannot demonstrative that Nasalization-Spreading has occurred.
Backward Nasalization (Tabi-Sarinyere)

Nasalization-Spreading works from left to right (i.e. forward) in most of the languages, so for example underlying Nvwv ( Nvwⁿv (preceding nasal forces a sonorant to nasalize). The fact that word-initial nasalized {wⁿ yⁿ rⁿ} are not allowed in most of the languages suggests that right to left (i.e. backward) spreading is not observed; for example, a sequence like wvNv does not become #wⁿvNv even though the initial sonorant is equally close to the nasal consonant.

However, Backward Nasalization does occur in Tabi-Sarinyere. Such a process arguably occurs passively within stems that begin with {wⁿ yⁿ} and have a following nasal consonant, as in yⁿaaNa 'night'. (There are no word- or stem-initial tap /r/'s.) In verbal inflectional morphology, there are combinations where a semivowel-initial yv- or wv- stem is followed by a suffix beginning in a nasal or nasalized consonant, and here the semivowel nasalized, as in wO 'see' (H-toned), Imperfective Negative wⁿO-rⁿO (LH-toned). 

Backward Nasalization also converts /l/ to /n/ under the same conditions, as in lo 'go in', Imperfective Negative  nu-rⁿo.


Backward Nasalization does not apply in cases where Syncope and r-Deletion have secondarily produced a similar environment, as we see in Imperfective Negative /yeri-no/ > ye-no 'does not come', where the /y/ remains oral.
