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1. Introduction 

 The shortest morphemes in a language can be 
the most elusive to describe. Examples: 
Dutch  er  

 French   y    

 Japanese wa  

 Tok Pisin  i    

 Muna   o 

 Bola      ni 
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1. Introduction: Bola 
Papua New Guinea – West New Britain 

Oceanic, Meso-Melanesian – 14,000 speakers  
Grammar sketch: van den Berg and Wiebe (2019) 
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2. Bola: basic typology 

• 5 vowels, 13 consonants 

• only V and VC syllables 

• pronouns: sg, dual, paucal, plural 

• five pronominal sets: free, subj, obj, poss, oblique 

• alienable-inalienable possession: only sg 

• articles: proper e, common a; definite ra and re 

• extensive TAM marking 

• word order: transitive SVO; intransitive VS and SV 
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3. Passive ni 

 

 

Features of passive clauses: 

• The clause is headed by a transitive verb, 
passivised by means of the proclitic ni.  

• There is no subject agreement; ni is never 
preceded by a subject marker. 

• Passives are obligatorily agentless. 
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3. Passive ni 

• Passives are used when the agent is unknown or 
irrelevant; this is especially common in procedural 
discourse. 

• The modal marker gi (irrealis) is the only element that 
can come between the passive marker and the verb. 
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4. Nominalising ni- 

• A prefix directly added to the base. 

• Fully productive on all verbs and adjectives. 
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4. Nominalising ni- 

• Takes the common article a. 

 

 

 

• Possessor: usually alienable (oblique), with 
some nouns also inalienable (poss. suffix) 
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4. Nominalising ni- 

Possessor as oblique pronoun: Possessor as possessive suffix: 
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5. Complementiser ni 

 
 
 

 

• Most complementiser clauses are simply juxtaposed to the 
main clause. 

• The ni-complement clause follows a restricted set of verbs, 
including verbs of volition, verbs of ability, phasal verbs. 

• The ni-complement clause lacks a subject marker. 
• The subject of the ni-complement clause is understood to be 

the same as that of the main clause. 
• The verb following ni can be a transitive verb with an object 

suffix. 
• Modal markers are ungrammatical in a ni-complement clause. 
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5. Complementiser ni 
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5. Complementiser ni 

The complementiser ni cannot be followed by passive 
ni. The expected sequence *ni ni is disallowed, and 
instead ni gi surfaces, possibly due to dissimilation.  
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6. Qualitative ni 

 

 

A distinct type of relative clause: qualitative relative. 

Regular relative clauses have no formal marking. 
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6. Qualitative ni  

• A ni-relative clause always follows a common 
noun. 

• This relative clause is non-finite, as there is no 
subject marker (though objects and oblique 
phrases can be present). 

• These clauses are particularly common to 
describe a permanent quality or a characteristic 
feature of people or objects. 

• They often have one-word translation 
equivalents in English (‘pilot’, ‘joker’, ‘farmer’). 
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6. Qualitative ni  
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7. Diachrony 

1. Bola passive ni and nominalising ni- and -in- are 
direct reflexes of PMP *-in- , marking a) perfective 
patient voice; b) nominalisation (Ross 2002). 

Full formal and functional equivalence. 
Differences with PMP: 
• Bola passive is agentless. 
• Bola passive has low token frequency. 
• It has lost its perfective meaning. 
• It has become a proclitic. 
Its presence in Bola means that Proto-Oceanic 

retained passive ni- (see van den Berg and Boerger 2011). 
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7. Diachrony 

2. Qualitative ni: reflects the POc possessive 
preposition ni, used for non-specific 
possessors (Hooper 1985, Ross 1998, Lynch et al. 2002) 
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7. Diachrony 

Question. Did POc allow this ni to be followed by 
a (non-finite) clause? This is possible in Bola: 

 

 

 

Unclear for POc, not addressed in the literature. 
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7. Diachrony 

3. Origin of complementiser ni, two options. 

 

 

 

a) An extension of the POc possessive morpheme ni:  
POc  *N ni N / V   

 Pre-Bola  *N ni V / Clause (N ni N is ungrammatical) 

 Bola   V ni N / Clause 

Are there convincing cross-linguistic parallels?  

And why does ni not occur in regular relative clauses? 
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7. Diachrony 

b) Bola ni reflects a Proto-Oceanic subordinating 
conjunction *ni (not previously recognised). 

 A complementiser ni is found in at least three 
other Oceanic languages: Fijian, Rotuman, Lau (SI): 

• Fijian 

 

• Lau  
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Conclusion 

• Bola has four morphemes ni, structurally and 
semantically quite distinct, best analysed as 
four homophonous morphemes. 

• The diachrony of three of the ni’s is clear, but 
the origin of the complementiser ni is unclear 
at this point.  
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