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Recent work by Krämer and Zec (2020) proposes two types of nasal consonants: low and high 
sonority nasals, which are distinguished featurally from one another as [-continuant] and 
[+continuant] or [0continuant], respectively. Languages differ in whether only one or both types 
of nasals are attested, and if both are attested, whether they are in complementary or contrastive 
distribution. In this talk, we provide evidence of the nasal sonority contrast in Seenku, a Mande 
language spoken in Burkina Faso. Seenku displays both types of nasals, but in complementary 
distribution. Low sonority nasals are found in onset position and show a five-way place contrast 
(/m, n, ɲ, ŋ, ŋm/); high sonority nasals are found in coda position, and place is non-contrastive 
(/N/). Evidence that onset nasals are low sonority (lower than liquids) include the fact that 
content lexical items can have a nasal onset but not a liquid onset, and that sesquisyllables 
(which may be analyzed as complex onsets) show nasal + liquid sequences (e.g. [məlɛ́], the 
human relative pronoun) but not liquid + nasal (*[ləmɛ]). High sonority nasals, on the other 
hand, are more sonorous than liquids, and thus it is no surprise that Seenku allows the nasal coda 
but no liquid codas.  

The realization of the high sonority nasal coda is variable and dependent upon a number 
of factors, including the following segment, prosodic structure, and speaker; in any given 
environment, we also often see free variation. Phrase-finally, the nasal coda is usually realized as 
a nasal glide (Trigo 1988), i.e. velum lowering + weak lingual articulation (place dependent upon 
the preceding vowel), though the amount of lingual articulation is unclear without instrumental 
measurements, and nasal glides are best identified acoustically as late nasalization of the 
preceding vowel (1a); some speakers also appear to fully delete the nasal in this position (shown 
in parentheses in 1a). This late nasalization contrasts with phonemically oral and nasal vowels. 
Before a plosive, the nasal coda is realized as a homorganic nasal stop (1b). The coda nasal is 
absorbed into a following onset nasal (1c).  
 
(1) a. /kâN/  [kâə̯̃]    ‘granary’  (~ [kâ]) 
 b. /kâN tȅ/ [kân tȅ]   ‘granary (GEN)’ 
 c.  /kâN nɛ̏/ [kâ nɛ̏]    ‘granary (OBL)’ 
 
Before an approximant, we see a range of possibilities: deletion of the nasal coda (2a), its 
realization as a nasal glide with no nasalization of the following approximant (2b), realization as 
a nasal glide plus nasalization of the sonorant ([l]̃, [w̃], 2c), full nasalization of the following 
sonorant to its corresponding low sonority nasal stop ([n], [m]) with concurrent absorption of the 
coda nasal (2d), and in few cases, realization of the nasal coda as a homorganic nasal stop (2e).  
 
(2) a. /jȍN wɛ̏-V…/  [jò wɛ̀-V]  (Subject + Verb)  ‘slave is…’ 
 b. /dôN wɛ̏/  [dóẁ̃ wɛ̀]  (Noun + Postposition)  ‘with child’ 
 c. /dôN wɛ̏/  [dóẁ̃ w̃ɛ̀]  (Noun + Postposition)  ‘with child’ 
 d. /jȍN wɛ̏/  [jò mɛ̀]   (Noun + Postposition)  ‘with slave’ 
 e. /dôN lɛ̋/  [dôn lɛ̋]  (Noun + Postposition)  ‘child PST’ 
 
While the variation in (2) is to some extent free (e.g. the two realizations of ‘with child’), the 
relative rates of the five realizations differ depending on phonological phrasing, speaker, and the 



place of articulation of the approximant. Tables 1 and 2 summarize the results of a targeted 
elicitation session with two speakers, one female (GET) and one male (SCT).  
 

Table 1: Realizations of nasal coda + approximants for GET 
Environment /N/ 

deleted 
ə̯̃+ no 
nasalization 

ə̯̃ + 
nasalization 

[n] + no 
nasalization 

Full 
nasalization 

Total 

Noun lɛ̋ (PP) 0 0 0 2 24 26 
Noun wɛ̏ (PP) 0 3 5 0 42 50 
Subject wɛ̏-V 8 2 15 0 22 47 

Table 2: Realizations of nasal coda + approximants for SCT 
Environment /N/ 

deleted 
ə̯̃+ no 
nasalization 

ə̯̃ + 
nasalization 

[n] + no 
nasalization 

Full 
nasalization 

Total 

Noun lɛ̋ (PP) 0 5 3 10 13 31 
Noun wɛ̏ (PP) 0 0 23 0 11 34 
Subject wɛ̏-V 0 0 0 0 24 24 

 
Both speakers prefer either fully nasalizing /l/ to [n] or realizing the nasal coda as a nasal stop in 
this environment, a realization that is not seen before /w/. The postposition /wɛ̏/ ‘with’ has 
become incorporated into some verbs, and we see different behavior of the nasal coda on a noun 
before a true postposition and on a subject before this /wɛ̏-V/ complex. GET prefers full 
nasalization in the PP context, with more variable realization across the subject+verb boundary; 
SCT, on the other hand, prefers full nasalization at the subject+verb boundary, and varies in the 
degree of nasalization in the PP context.  
  We model these results using maximum entropy harmonic grammar. The basic variation 
is the result of competing pressures from NONASALGLIDE, IDENT(nasal), IDENT(cont), and 
MAX(C); the differences between /l/ and /w/ arise from a constraint on lateral nasals. We capture 
the difference between the postposition and the /wɛ̏-V/ complex verbs with a markedness 
constraint against initial glides (nasal and non-nasal); the postposition, as a clitic, forms a 
prosodic word with the preceding noun, while the [w] in /wɛ̏-V/ constructions is word-initial. 
Counteracting this markedness constraint is positional faithfulness (Beckman 1998), with 
faithfulness constraints indexed to the word-initial segments. In GET’s grammar, word-initial 
faithfulness has a higher weight than in SCT’s grammar, where a highly weighted 
NOINITIALGLIDE constraint pushes the nasal coda to fully nasalize the word-initial /w/. 
  In short, the distributional facts in Seenku provide a clear case of Krämer and Zec’s 
distinction between high and low sonority nasals. Their variable realization is best accounted for 
in a weighted constraint model, with interspeaker differences providing evidence for individual 
grammars (Bennett and Braver 2020) with different constraint weights.      
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