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Unmarked Transitive Verbs in Melanesian Pidgin 

John Lynch 
 

ABSTRACT 
 

Although all four major varieties of Melanesian Pidgin mark transitivity by a verbal suffix 
of the form <-Vm>, there is a small group of verbs in each of them which are unmarked 
when used transitively—more in Bislama and Broken than in Tok Pisin and Pijin. I will 
show that there are different kinds of explanations for different cases of zero-marking 
involving the origin, function, or form of the verb. 

 
1 Introduction 

 
The term Melanesian Pidgin is normally understood as including Tok Pisin, Pijin, 
and Bislama, the officially designated or de facto national languages of Papua 
New Guinea, Solomon Islands, and Vanuatu respectively. There is, however, a 
strong case on the grounds of lexical and grammatical similarity, as well as 
history, for including Broken, the creole spoken in the islands of the Torres 
Strait, under this umbrella (see, for example, Keesing 1988:8, Shnukal 1988:3, 
and Lee 1998). The degree of mutual intelligibility between any of the first three 
mentioned above is such that it is difficult to determine whether we are dealing 
with one or several languages; if they are distinct languages, they are very 
closely related and exhibit very similar structural patterns. Indeed, Terry 
Crowley (pers. comm.) felt that the real difficulty in “counting” languages here 
is not so much based on problems of mutual intelligibility, but on the fact that 
three distinct standard varieties, each with their own names, have emerged. 
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Broken, however, would appear to be more different from the other three, but 
nevertheless closely related.1 

One area of similarity between all four varieties is the marking of transitivity 
by a verbal suffix. However, there is a small group of verbs in each variety 
which do not take this suffix, but are unmarked when used transitively. The 
number of such verbs is significantly higher in Bislama and Broken than in Tok 
Pisin and Pijin. In this paper, I focus heavily on Bislama, partly because I am 
more familiar with it and partly because there are more published data available 
on Bislama than on Broken. I will first look briefly at the history of transitive 
marking in Melanesian Pidgin, and then deal with the morphologically 
unmarked transitives in Bislama and, to a lesser extent, the other three 
languages. I will show that there are different kinds of explanations for different 
cases of zero-marking, involving the origin, function, or form of the verbs so 
marked. 
 

2 Morphologically marked transitives 
 
The standard strategy in modern Melanesian Pidgin for transitivising 
intransitive, stative, or nominal roots is to add the suffix {-em}. The two Bislama 
examples in (1) and (2) illustrate this:2  
 
(1) Trak   ia   i  no  save stat. 
  vehicle  DEM PRED NEG HAB start 
  ‘This car won’t start.’ 
 
(2) Mi  no  save  stat-em  trak  ia. 
  I  NEG HAB  start-TR  vehicle DEM 
  ‘I can’t start this car.’ 
 

That this process is fully productive can be seen from its use with verbs fairly 
recently borrowed from English and not always phonologically fully integrated 
into the language, such as Bislama oganaes-em ‘organize’, faks-em ‘fax’, diskraeb-
em ‘describe’, and so on. It also occurs in nonce-forms—English verbs used in 
Bislama discourse by English-educated Ni-Vanuatu, like initiate-em, regulate-em, 
or redirect-em (where I have spelled the verbs according to English orthography 
to show their “nonce-ness”). 

The systematic marking of transitivity by this suffix, however, is a relatively 
late development in the history of Melanesian Pidgin. Crowley was earlier 
(1990: 286–297) of the view that, in Early Melanesian Pidgin, there was no 
                                                      
 1I am pleased to be able to offer this paper in honor of Karl Franklin, whose work over many years on the languages of 
Papua New Guinea—including Tok Pisin—has been most influential. I am grateful to Robert Early, Jane Kanas, Jeff 
Siegel, Anna Shnukal, and the late Terry Crowley for comments on an earlier version of this paper. 
 2The suffix {-em} is probably the base form in all modern varieties except Tok Pisin, where it is {-im}; its allomorphs 
are described later in this section. The form was, however, probably originally -im (Crowley 1990:298). Data are drawn 
largely from Mihalic (1971) and Mühlhäusler (1985) for Tok Pisin, Simons and Young (1978) and Jourdan (2002) for 
Pijin, Camden (1996) and Crowley (1990, 1995, 2003, 2004, nd) for Bislama, and Shnukal (1988) and Lee (1998) for 
Broken. Abbreviations follow the Leipzig Glossing Rules except that HAB marks habitual and PRED the predicate marker. 
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transitive suffix, though more recently (n.d.) he argues, on the basis of some 
kind of continuity between early Bislama and New South Wales Pidgin, that 
there was probably at least some transitive marking at the beginning, albeit 
unsystematic and fairly infrequent. A transitive verb root was originally 
normally followed directly by the nominal or pronominal object. The 3SG 
(object) pronoun was im or em, but this was a free morpheme. Because of the 
frequency of occurrence of 3SG pronoun objects, the structure VERB + im/em was 
a very common one, and gradually the im/em became attracted to the verb root 
as a marker of transitivity. However, “for much of the period between the 1870s 
and the turn of the [twentieth] century, written sources point to a considerable 
amount of freedom as to whether a transitive verb with a following object would 
carry the transitive suffix or not” (Crowley 1990:287). His examination of 
written sources from this period shows dramatically increasing use of the suffix 
in Bislama, as illustrated in table 1, and we can probably assume a similar 
situation for the other languages. (See also Crowley n.d. for a detailed discussion 
of these developments, albeit with a slight difference of interpretation, as 
mentioned above.) 
 

Table 1: Transitive marking on Bislama verbs 
 -Ø (%) {-em} (%)

1840-1870 
1870-1885 
1885-1900 
1900-1918 

97
73 
41 
23

3
27 
59 
77

 
In modern Melanesian Pidgin, the vast majority of transitive verbs are now 

marked as transitive by the suffix {-em}, which has a number of phonologically 
conditioned allomorphs, though the allomorphs, and the conditioning, vary 
slightly from one variety to another. When a verb ends in a consonant,  
 

1. in Tok Pisin, the suffix is universally -im; 
2. in Pijin, the suffix is -im when the vowel of the preceding syllable is high 

and -em when it is not; 
3. in Bislama, the suffix is -im when the vowel of the preceding syllable is i, 

-um when the vowel of the preceding syllable is u, and -em elsewhere;3 
and 

4. in Broken, the underlying form of the transitive suffix is -em, though in 
the western dialect it is -im if the vowel of the preceding syllable is high; 
thus western Broken has the same vowel harmony rule as Pijin, while 
eastern Broken behaves like Tok Pisin in having only a single allomorph 
of this suffix. However, the most common surface form deletes the m: -e 
in the east, -e or -i in the west. Ernest Lee (1998) says that “Shnukal does 

                                                      
 3A single exception in Bislama is luk-im ‘see’ (for expected luk-um), which alternates with the more frequent zero-
marked transitive form luk. Despite suggestions that it is a fairly recent loan from Tok Pisin or Pijin, Crowley (1990:291) 
says that “lukim has an unbroken history in Bislama going back to the late nineteenth century”. 
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not (as best I can determine) distinguish between the use of the normal 
reduced form and the full form, but it appears from the many examples 
in her dictionary that the full form is somewhat regularly [sic] used 
when there is no overt object following the verb”, and my reading of the 
data in Anna Shnukal (1988) would confirm this. Thus the data in (3) 
and (4): 

 
(3) Kese    diswan ya! 
  catch:TR  this  here 
  ‘Take hold of this one!’ 
 

but 
 
(4) Kesem   pas! 
  catch:TR  first 
  ‘Hold this for a moment!’ 
 
  Wanem  yu    kesem? 
  what   you.SG  catch:TR 
  ‘What did you catch?’ 
 

Crowley (2004:79) notes that -e also appears as an allomorph in Bislama, and 
makes the following comment: “In very fast colloquial speech, especially among 
younger speakers of Bislama, the transitive suffix in many contexts optionally 
loses its final m.” We thus encounter variations such as taetem and taete ‘tighten’, 
or boelem and boele ‘boil’. 

When the verb ends in a vowel, there is more variability. Sometimes, the 
suffix is simply -m, especially if the verb-final vowel is the same as a vowel in 
one of the allomorphs of the suffix. After a, there is often an intrusive r between 
the a and the suffix, though this is less frequent and more optional in Tok Pisin 
and Pijin than in Bislama.4 In Broken, the suffix appears as -wem after o, and in 
Bislama -im is used after u. 

The examples in table 2 show an intransitive, stative, or nominal root plus the 
transitive suffix; blanks indicate no cognate form. 
 

                                                      
 4Jeff Siegel (pers. comm.) points out that the etymological sources of a-final verbs end in underlying r in English, 
which surfaces in prevocalic position even in British English (‘hammer it’); and thus the explanation for the allomorph  
-rem/-rim may have something to do with this r. There appears to be no a-final verb in Bislama which does not have an 
English origin; the closest may be kolta ‘bitumen’, koltarem ‘seal (a road)’, whose English source (coal tar) is never used 
verbally (Crowley, pers. comm.). 
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Table 2: Comparison of roots plus the transitive suffix 
Tok Pisin Pijin Bislama Broken
stil-im stil-im stil-im stil-e(m) ‘steal’ 
kuk-im kuk-im kuk-um kuk-e(m) ‘cook’ 
stret-im stret-em stret-em stret-e(m) ‘straighten’ 
kot-im kot-em kot-em ‘take to court’ 
stat-im stat-em stat-em stat-e(m) ‘start’ 
rere-im rere-m rere-m ‘prepare’ 
hama-(r)im hama-(r)em hama-rem ama-re(m) ‘hammer’ 

 
In addition, there are a number of inherently transitive verbs which 

incorporate the same suffix with the same allomorphic variation, even though 
there is no intransitive equivalent. In these examples in table 3, and also those in 
table 4, the hyphen indicates an etymological rather than a synchronic 
morpheme break. 
 

Table 3: Inherently transitive verbs plus the transitive suffix 
Tok Pisin Pijin Bislama Broken  
giv-im giv-im giv-im gib-e(m) *giv/*gib ‘give’ 
put-im put-im put-um put-e(m) *put ‘put’ 
mek-im mek-em mek-em mek-e(m) *mek ‘make’ 
hol-im hol-em hol-em *hol ‘hold’ 
kat-im kat-em kat-em kat-e(m) *kat ‘cut’* 

*Kat occurs in Broken with the stative/passive meaning ‘be cut’, but 
not in the other three languages. 

 
There are also some verbs in each variety in which the transitive suffix is 

followed by morphemes such as -ap ‘up’, -daon ‘out’, or -aot ‘out’, and which 
presumably originated as compounds, though they are now treated as involving 
affixation. Tok Pisin and Broken often then add a second transitive suffix after 
these suffixes; in Broken, the first suffix is -m, the second -e(m). Note the 
examples in table 4: 
 

Table 4: Verbs with transitive suffix plus directional morphemes 
Tok Pisin Pijin Bislama Broken  
pul-im-ap-im fil-im-ap  ful-um-ap pul-m-ap-e(m) ‘fill’ 
lipt-im-ap-im lift-im-ap left-em-ap lek-m-ap-e(m) ‘lift’ 
pain-im-aut-im faend-em-aot faen-em-aot ‘find out’* 

sa-m-ap-im so-em-ap so-m-ap so-m-ap-e(m) ‘sew’ 
*Broken painaut has no suffix. 
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3 Syntactic transitive marking 
 
Crowley (1990) and Bill Camden (1996) have drawn attention to a pseudo-
transitive construction in Bislama in which the verb is unsuffixed and the object 
is marked by the general oblique preposition long. Discussing these structures, 
Crowley says: 
 

long is also very widely used as a pseudo-transitivizer in Bislama, allowing a noun phrase 
to be introduced into the pragmatically salient position immediately after the verb, 
although the verb remains formally intransitive. For instance, the intransitive verb oda 
‘put an order’ can take an ‘object’ which is introduced by the preposition long. Thus: 
  Yu oda finis?    ‘Have you ordered?’ 
  Mi oda long jikinjips.  ‘I have ordered a chicken and chips.’ 
Some verbs have the option of taking an object introduced by long, or by forming a 
genuinely transitive verb by adding the transitive suffix -em. … However, there are other 
intransitive verbs which do not have this option, and can only be ‘transitivized’ by means 
of this prepositional construction …. (1990:295-296) 

 
Thus, alongside the suffixed transitive verbs in (5) we have the unsuffixed verbs 
+ long in (6); examples are from Camden (1996:343): 
 
(5) Hem i   wantem  mared-em  wan woman  Pama. 
  he  PRED  want:TR  marry-TR  one woman  Paama 
  ‘He wanted to marry a woman from Paama.’ 
 
  Hem i   kis-im  woman ia. 
  he  PRED  kiss-TR  woman DEM 
  ‘He kissed the woman.’ 
 
  Ol  kwaea  oli  welkam-em  mifala  daon  long  sanbij. 
  PL  choir   PRED welcome-TR  us:EXCL  down OBL  each 
  ‘The choirs welcomed us down on the beach.’ 
 
(6) Hem i  wantem  mared  long wan  woman  Pama. 
  he  PRED want:TR  marry  OBL one  woman  Paama 
  ‘He wanted to marry a woman from Paama.’ 
 

Hem i   kis  long  woman  ia. 
  he  PRED  kiss  OBL  woman  DEM 
  ‘He kissed the woman.’ 
 
  Ol  kwaea oli   welkam  long mifala  daon  long  sanbij. 
  PL  choir  PRED  welcome OBL us:EXCL  down OBL  beach 
  ‘The choirs welcomed us down on the beach.’ 
 

I would agree with Camden and Crowley here that transitivity is still 
marked—syntactically rather than morphologically. Similar structures are 
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reported for the other varieties (Mihalic 1971:24, Simons and Young 1978:100, 
Shnukal 1988), but they are much less frequent than in Bislama.5  
 

4 True zero marking in Bislama 
 
There are, however, a number of verbs in each variety which can be used 
transitively without a transitive suffix and without marking the object NP with 
long. The Bislama examples in (7) and (8) illustrate what I am talking about 
here: 
 
(7) Mi  no  save! 
  I  NEG know 
  ‘I don’t know!’ 
 
  Pikinini  blong  mi  i   no  kakae. 
  child   POSS   I  PRED  NEG eat  
  ‘My child didn’t eat.’ 
 
(8) Mi  no  save   nem  blong hem. 
  I  NEG know  name POSS  him/her 
  ‘I don’t know his/her name.’ 
 

Pikinini  blong mi  i   no  kakae  mit. 
  child   POSS  I  PRED  NEG eat   meat 
  ‘My child didn’t eat (the/any) meat.’ 
 
In these examples, the verbs save ‘know’ and kakae ‘eat’ are unchanged, whether 
used intransitively as in (7) or transitively as in (8). Such verbs form the subject 
matter of this paper. 

Some of these verbs may take transitive marking. The Bislama verb singaot 
‘call, invite’, for example, can occur transitively as singaot, singaot-em, and 
singaot long. The examples in (9) are from Camden (1996:340–341): 
 
(9) Hem  i   singaot man  ia … 
  s/he  PRED  call  man  DEM 
  ‘S/he called to the man …’ 
 

Hem  i   singaot-em man  ia  … 
  s/he  PRED  call-TR   man  DEM 
  ‘S/he called to the man …’, ‘S/he invited the man …’ 
 
                                                      
 5Crowley (1990:297) suggests that the widespread use of VERB + long as an alternative to VERB + {-em} in Bislama 
may be due to substrate influence. There is a similar structure in many Vanuatu languages, and the “widespread 
distribution [of this structure] in the languages of Vanuatu at least gave Bislama a second option for the promotion of 
noun phrases into pragmatic salience”. 
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Hem  i   singaot  long  man  ia  … 
  s/he  PRED  call   OBL  man  DEM 
  ‘S/he called to the man …’, ‘S/he invited the man …’ 
 

Verbs which behave like singaot will be included in this category of zero-
marked transitives, since they may occur with zero marking. They differ from 
verbs like mared, kis, and welkam illustrated in (5) and (6) above, which take 
either the suffix {-em} or the construction with long, but which may not occur 
with strict zero-marking: 
 
(10)  *Hem i   wantem  mared  wan woman  Pama. 
    he  PRED  want:TR  marry  one woman  Paama 
 
  *Hem i  kis woman ia. 
    he  PRED kiss woman DEM 
 
  *Ol  kwaea  oli   welkam  mifala … 
    PL  choir   PRED  welcome us:EXCLUSIVE 
   

Bislama verbs which must (like save) or may (like singaot) take zero marking 
fall into a number of different categories. I will describe these here, and make 
comparisons with other varieties of Melanesian Pidgin in the next section. 
 
4.1 Verbs with cognate objects 
 
Probably the largest category of zero-marked verbs in Bislama consists of those 
with “cognate objects”. In using this term to describe a category of verbs in 
Bislama, Crowley says: 
 

Verbs with cognate objects … are structurally midway between transitives and intransitives. 
Formally, these verbs are intransitive in that there is never any formal marking of 
transitivity and the verb can be used on its own with no following object. However, these 
verbs do allow a following noun phrase of a strictly defined type (but never a pronominal 
object) to occur after the verb. This following noun phrase can never be fronted to the head 
of the clause for focus as is possible with a genuine object. Thus, for example, toktok ‘speak’ 
cannot ordinarily take an object, except where there is a following noun phrase expressing 
the name of a particular language. (1995:20) 

 
And he gives the example Hem i save toktok Franis ‘He can speak French’. 

These verbs in fact can be divided into two groups: those which are used 
transitively only in this construction, and those which take zero-marking with 
certain types of objects but {-em} with other types of objects, or with somewhat 
different meanings, or both. 

The verbs in table 5 can only be used with zero marking when used 
transitively, and can be followed by only certain kinds of objects (given here in 
parentheses after the gloss): 
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Table 5: Bislama transitive verbs with zero marking and restricted objects 
se  ‘say (direct quote, or ‘what?’)’ Hem i se wanem?

‘What did he say?’
toktok ‘speak (a language)’ Hem i save toktok Franis. 

‘He can speak French.’ 
spik ‘speak (a language)’ Hem i save spik Bislama.  

‘She can speak Bislama.’ 
skul ‘be educated (in a language)’ Hem i skul Ingglis.

‘She was educated in English.’ 
pispis ‘urinate (abnormal discharge)’ Hem i pispis blad.

‘He is urinating blood.’ 
sitsit ‘defecate (abnormal discharge)’ Hem i sitsit wota.

‘She has diarrhea.’
danis ‘dance (a certain kind of 

dance)’
Oli danis kastom.
‘They did a traditional dance.’ 

 
The set of verbs in table 6 can be used with (a) zero marking with certain 

objects, but (b) take {-em} with other objects: 
 

Table 6: Bislama verbs with object sensitive zero marking and {-em} 
blo ‘blow (on), 

(musical 
instrument)’

(a) Hem i blo pupu ‘He blew a conch shell.’ 
(b) Hem i bloem das ‘He blew the dust (away).’ 

plei ‘play (game, 
instrument)’

(a) Hem i plei ragbi ‘He played rugby.’
(b) Hem i plem kaset ‘She played a cassette.’ 

dro ‘draw (an 
object)’ 

(a) Hem i dro pijin ‘She drew a bird.’
(b) Mi droem pija ‘I drew a picture.’

kaon ‘borrow 
(money)’ 

(a) Mi save kaon 1000 vatu? ‘Can I borrow 1000 vatu?’
(b) Mi kaonem baskel ia ‘I bought the bike on credit.’ 

spet ‘spit (abnormal 
discharge)’

(a) Hem i spet blad ‘He was spitting blood.’ 
(b) Hem i spetemaot loli ‘She spat out the lolly.’ 

pul ‘row (a canoe)’ (a) Hem i pul kenu ‘She rowed the canoe.’  
(b) Hem i pulum rop ‘He pulled (on) the rope.’ 

 
Cognate object constructions differ from ordinary transitive constructions in 

that the NP cannot be fronted; thus while Mi no save kakae raes ‘I don’t eat rice’ 
has the object-fronted option Raes mi no save kakae ‘Rice, I don’t eat it’. Mi no 
save toktok Franis ‘I don’t speak French’ cannot undergo object-fronting to 
produce *Franis mi no save toktok. 

There may well be a substrate explanation for this. Oceanic languages generally 
overtly mark transitivity with a suffix, as in the example in (11) from Gela, a 
Solomon Islands language (Crowley 2002:532): 
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(11) U  inu-vi-a   na  beti. 
  1SG drink-TR-it  ART water 
  ‘I will drink the water.’ 
 
However, they also have a structure involving a generic object, which is 
incorporated into the verb phrase; the transitive suffix is not used, and the article, 
if the language has articles, as Gela does, is also deleted. Thus the example in 
(12): 
 
(12) U  inu  beti. 
  1SG drink  water 
  ‘I will drink water.’ 
 

While the Melanesian Pidgin cognate object construction is not exactly the 
same as the Oceanic generic object construction, they are similar; and they are 
also similar in that object-fronting is prohibited in both cases. This may partly 
explain why these verbs are zero-marked when used transitively. Crowley (pers. 
comm.) also feels that there are likely to be similar cognate object patterns in 
Vanuatu languages which could be taken as the basis for such patterns; e.g., 
Paamese Inau na-selu:s Franis ‘I speak French’, where selu:s ‘speak’ is an 
intransitive verb that is followed by a non-frontable “object” NP. Whatever the 
explanation, it appears that verbs which take cognate objects are zero-marked in 
Bislama. 

There is another set of verbs where the zero-marked construction, though 
syntactically formally transitive, has passive or stative semantics, while the 
morphologically marked verb has active semantics (13): 
 
(13) fulap  ‘filled, full’  Dram i fulap oel     ‘The drum is full of oil.’ 
          cf. Hem i fulumap dram   ‘He filled the drum.’ 
  saen  ‘be signed’  Mesej i saen daerekta   ‘The message is signed by  
                       the director.’ 
          cf. Hem i saenem mesej ia  ‘She signed the message.’ 
  smel  ‘smell of’  Hem i smel fis      ‘He smells of fish.’ 
          cf.  Hem i smelem fis    ‘She smelled the fish.’ 
 
Note in this connection faen ‘to be fined’ (Mi faen 1000 vatu ‘I was fined 1000 
vatu’), though there is no corresponding transitive form faenem.6 
 
4.2 Vowel-final verbs from languages other than English 
 
Although there are quite a large number of nouns in Bislama which are derived 
from languages other than English, there are only a very small number of verbs in 
this category. Many of these take no suffix, though some may, or must, be used in 
the long-construction. All Bislama verbs of non-English origin which can be used 
                                                      
 6There is an unrelated homophone faenem ‘to find’. 
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transitively are listed in table 7, which also shows how transitivity is marked, and 
the immediate source of the word.7 
 

Table 7: Verbs of non-English origin in Bislama 
Non-transitive form Transitive form Source

Morphologically unmarked transitives
avans ‘salary advance, loan’ avans long ‘borrow’ French avance
 debi long ‘charge goods to account’ French débit
kale ‘wedge, chock’ kale (long) ‘to wedge, chock’ French caler
kakae ‘eat’ kakae ‘eat’ Polynesian 

kaikai8 
kalipet ‘trip, somersault’ kalipet long ‘trip (someone)’ French galipette
kano ‘direct hit, good shot’ kano long ‘push out of the way’ French canon
 profite long ‘take advantage of, 

exploit’
French profiter

rato ‘a rake’ rato long ‘to rake’ French râteau
sude ‘patch for tyre’ sude long ‘weld, pour molten 

metal’
French souder

Morphologically marked transitives
busong ‘cork, stopper, plug’ busongem ‘plug up’ French bouchon
glis ‘slip, slide, skid’ glisim ‘catch side on’ French glisser
kao ‘knocked out’ kawem ‘knock unconscious’ French K.O.
skoj ‘sticky tape’ skojem ‘tape with sticky tape’ French scotch
sude ‘patch for tyre’ sudarem ‘solder’ French souder
 tusum ‘touch’ French toucher
 tapem ‘type’ French taper
 

It is possible that the verb save ‘know’ also belongs to the above list. However, 
although it ultimately comes from Portuguese sabir, it seems to derive more 
immediately from an early Pidgin/English savvy, so in that sense is probably no 
more “foreign” than other English-derived lexical items. 

It seems clear from an examination of table 7 that, in general, vowel-final verbs 
of non-English origin do not take the transitive suffix, whereas consonant-final 
verbs do. This, however, is not a general phonological/morphophonemic feature 
of Bislama verbs. Vowel-final verbs of English origin generally do take the 
transitive suffix; note the examples in table 8. 
 
                                                      
 7Although kao ‘knocked out’ and skoj ‘sticky tape’ are ultimately of English origin, they have come into Bislama via 
French. Tapem ‘type’ may be a pronunciation variant of the English-derived homonym taepem, or may derive from French 
taper.  
 8In discussing the cognate Tok Pisin verb kaikai, Ross (1992:366) suggests Tuamotuan or New Zealand Māori as 
possible sources, but notes also that “since speakers of a number of Polynesian languages were involved in the early 
history of Pacific Pidgin, it is quite possible that this item has multiple sources”. 
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Table 8: Bislama verbs of English origin lacking the transitive suffix 
intransitive transitive
dro droem ‘draw’
plei plem ‘play’

boroem ‘borrow’
alao alaoem ‘allow’
jiki jikim ‘cheek’
pe pem ‘buy’
skru skruim ‘screw’
hama  hamarem ‘hammer’

 
Why should vowel-final verbs of non-English origin have a propensity towards 

zero-marking? Perhaps a more interesting question is, “Why should speakers of 
Bislama ‘know’ (or ‘have known’) which verbs are of English origin and which are 
not, and discriminate between them in the matter of overt transitive-marking?” 
One possible answer may have to do with the fact that the suffix itself has an 
English origin, deriving ultimately from him via an intermediate earlier 3SG object 
pronoun im (Crowley 1990:286). Both 3SG and 3PL pronouns reduce 
phonologically to Vm in colloquial English (usually written as ‘im and ‘em), and 
English-speakers would frequently have uttered such phrases as kill ‘im, wash ‘em, 
etc. On the other hand, these collocations are less likely with non-English verbs, 
which may be a partial explanation. 
 
4.3 Historically bimorphemic verbs 
 
Many verbs which are historically bimorphemic either never take the transitive 
suffix or do so optionally. In the first category we find lego ‘leave, release’, tingbaot 
‘think about, remember’, tekewe ‘remove’, tingse ‘express an opinion’, and tokbaot 
‘discuss’; while in the second we find belaot ‘bail (a canoe)’, lukaot ‘look after, look 
for’, selaot ‘remove (copra from coconut shell)’, seraot ‘share distribute’, and 
singaot ‘call’. 

Although I showed in table 4 above that some verbs with “adverbial” suffixes 
(like -ap and -daon) do take transitive suffixes between the root and the suffix, 
there are others which do not, or sometimes do not, and still others which do take 
the transitive suffix after the adverbial. It appears that, with some verbs of this 
type, there are a number of options, and thus potential confusion as to where the 
suffix should go, if it occurs at all. Further, different languages behave differently 
with respect to the “same” verbs. Compare the examples in (14): 
 
(14) Bislama  ful-um-ap   Tok Pisin  pul-im-ap-im  ‘fill’ 
  Bislama  bel-aot(-em)  Pijin    bel-em-aot   ‘bail’ 
 

There is another set of zero-marked bimorphemic verbs which is worth 
mentioning here (15). Crowley (1990:289) lists the following (I have added 
hyphens to indicate an etymological morpheme break): 
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(15) giv-han long   ‘help’ 
  sek-han long   ‘shake hands’ 
  tek-pat long   ‘participate in’ 
  mek-ful long   ‘ridicule’ 
  mek-save long  ‘teach (someone) a lesson’ 
  mek-rere long  ‘prepare’ 
 

The first element in each case is a transitive verb which, when it occurs alone, 
must take the suffix (thus givim ‘give’, sekem ‘shake’, tekem ‘take’, and mekem 
‘make’). In most of the examples above, the second element is a noun; however, in 
meksave and mekrere the second element is a verb, and in the latter the normal 
transitive form of rere ‘(be) ready’ is rerem ‘prepare’. Again, we find a tendency for 
{-em} to be lost in a compound verb. 
 
4.4 Other verbs 
 
The three categories discussed above cover most zero-marked verbs in Bislama. 
The residue consists of the examples in (16): 
 
(16) brum, also brumum    ‘sweep’ 
  dring, also dringim    ‘drink’ 
  gat         ‘have’ 
  klaem, also klaemem   ‘climb’ 
  klem, also klemem    ‘claim’ 
  luk, also lukim     ‘see’ 
 

It may not be coincidental that three of these six verbs end in m, and that the 
transitive suffix is disfavoured as a result of dissimilation: i.e., there was a 
tendency for verbs of the type brum ‘sweep’ to remain brum and to resist adding 
the suffix. Some confirmation of this may come from the behaviour of 
prepositions in Bislama. When a noun phrase which is part of a prepositional 
phrase is fronted, an anaphoric pronoun is left behind following the preposition as 
exemplified by the data in boldface in (17): 
 
(17) Trak  blong  yu  nao  mi  mestem  ki  blong hem. 
  car  POSS   you TOPIC  I  misplace key POSS  it 
  ‘It is your car that I have misplaced the key of.’ 
 
  Yad blong mi  nao  bae mi  wokem fanis  raon  long hem. 
  yard POSS  me TOPIC  FUT I  make  fence  round OBL it 
  ‘As for my yard, I’ll make a fence around it.’ 
 

With regard to the m-final prepositions from ‘cause’ and wetem 
‘accompaniment, instrument’, however, the pronominal trace occurs if the 
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reference is animate but not if it is inanimate. Compare the boldface data in the 
examples in (18): 
 
(18) Man ia  nao  mi  kam  from  hem. 
  man DEM TOPIC  I  come  CAUSE him 
  ‘That’s the person I have come for.’ 
 
  Samting  ia  nao  mi  kam  from. 
  thing   DEM TOPIC  I  come  CAUSE 
  ‘That’s what I have come for.’ 
 

There may well have been a tendency for m-final verbs and prepositions not to 
be followed by either the transitive suffix or the near-homophonous 3SG pronoun. 
On the other hand, there are again exceptions: m-final verbs which do regularly 
take the suffix, like sem-em ‘shame, embarrass’, ram-em ‘pack down’, kom-em 
‘comb’, and the like. 

The remaining verbs in (16)—dring, gat, and luk—do not admit of any 
phonological explanation that I am aware of, and note that dring and luk at least 
do occasionally occur with the suffix. 
 

5 The other languages 
 
In this section, I look rather more briefly at zero-marking of transitive verbs in the 
other Melanesian Pidgin varieties. 
 
5.1 Tok Pisin and Pijin 
 
As far as I can ascertain, Tok Pisin and Pijin show much less zero-marking than 
does Bislama. Most of the verbs cited above for Bislama have cognates in these 
two languages (apart, obviously, from the French-derived ones), but most of these 
seem to take the transitive suffix when used transitively. In table 9 I list probably 
all verbs which never or only sometimes take the transitive suffix; a question mark 
indicates that no information is available on the transitive use of that verb in the 
sources I consulted. 
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Table 9: Tok Pisin and Pijin verbs that rarely, if ever, take the transitive suffix 
Tok Pisin Pijin

dring, also dringim [only 
dringim]

‘drink’

gat [only 
garem]

‘have’

kaikai* [only 
kaikaim]

‘eat’

koap goap ‘climb, copulate’
 lego long ‘leave’
pekpek ? ‘excrete (abnormal discharge)’ 
pilai plei ‘play (game, instrument)’ 
pispis ? ‘urinate (abnormal discharge)’ 
save long save long ‘know’
 se ‘say’
tekewe, also tekeweim tekawe ‘remove’
 tingse ‘express opinion’

* Tok Pisin does, however, have kaikai-m with the meaning ‘bite’. 
 

It will be noted that all of these have cognates in Bislama which are also zero-
marked. However, the overall number of zero-marked verbs is considerably 
smaller. In particular, 
 

1. there are very few cognate object verbs in comparison to Bislama (only Tok 
Pisin pekpek, pilai, and pispis in the list above with the Pijin equivalents); 

2. virtually all historically bimorphemic verbs take the transitive suffix, some 
taking it twice; 

3. there is no evidence that m-final verbs behave any differently from other 
verbs. 

 
Kaikai and save do behave like the vowel-final verbs of non-English origin in 

Bislama, but these are only two cases, and it is difficult to base any hypothesis on 
these. Thus about the only thing that can be said about these two languages is 
that basically all the verbs which are zero-marked are also zero-marked in 
Bislama. 
 
5.2 Broken 
 
Broken, on the other hand, has quite a number of zero-marked transitive verbs. 
Shnukal (1988:38) says that, with five exceptions, Broken verbs “derived from 
Meriam Mir, Kala Lagaw Ya, Portuguese or a Pacific language do not take the 
transitive/causative suffix; they have the same form in their transitive and 
intransitive senses”.9 These include the examples in (19): 
                                                      
 9The two indigenous languages spoken in the Torres Strait Islands are Meriam Mir and Kala Lagaw Ya. 
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(19) derser  ‘prepare’   < Meriam Mir dirsir 
  ewer   ‘weave’    < Meriam Mir ewerer 
  gapalan  ‘flatter’    < Kalaw Lagaw Ya gaabupalan 
  kaikai  ‘eat’     < Polynesian (see above) 
  makan  ‘eat’     < Malay makan 
  mudhar  ‘weave’    < Kalaw Lagaw Ya mudhar 
  sabe   ‘know’    < Portuguese (but see discussion in §4.2 above) 
  takar   ‘smoke (fish)’  < Meriam Mir takar 
  yawo   ‘farewell’   < Kalaw Lagaw Ya yawo 
 
The five exceptions are supplied in (20): 
 
(20) gelar-e(m)  ‘declare off limits’   < Meriam Mir gelar 
  mabus-e(m) ‘mash’      < Meriam Mir and/or Kala Lagaw  
                        Ya mabus 
  maid-e(m)  ‘poison with sorcery’ < Meriam Mir maid 
  paspas-e(m) ‘wrinkle’     < Meriam Mir paspas 
  ther-e(m)  ‘burn’      < Kala Lagaw Ya thira 
 
This is somewhat reminiscent of Bislama where, however, it seems that a non-
English verb had to be vowel-final in order to receive, or retain, zero-marking.  

A number of other zero-marked verbs, as in (21), are cognate with zero-marked 
verbs in Bislama (and in some cases Tok Pisin and/or Pijin as well): 
 
(21) dring    ‘drink’     luk   ‘see’ 
  dro    ‘draw’     sekan   ‘greet’ 
  lego    ‘leave’     spik   ‘say’ 
  lugaut   ‘look after’ 
 
However, there are quite a number of other verbs of English origin which are also 
zero-marked in Broken but whose Bislama cognates (where they occur) are not 
zero-marked. These include those given in (22): 
 
(22) ala   ‘shout’      kaba   ‘cover’ 
  anastan  ‘understand’    krosa   ‘crochet’ 
  ansa   ‘answer’      lesen   ‘listen’ 
  bagarap  ‘damage’     maret   ‘marry’ 
  baptaiz  ‘baptise’      piget   ‘forget’ 
  boda   ‘pester’      pota   ‘photograph’ 
  bon   ‘give birth to’    smok   ‘smoke (cigarette)’ 
  boro   ‘borrow’     sweya  ‘swear at’ 
  eksplein  ‘explain’     yan   ‘tell a story to’ 
  geman  ‘deceive’ 
 

There are a couple of possible explanations for the larger number of zero-
marked verbs in Broken. The first is phonological. In Broken, the suffix reduces to 
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a single vowel in certain syntactic contexts as described above. It is fairly easy to 
visualize this vowel then being lost, especially when occurring after another 
vowel. For example, if original *kaba-em ‘cover’ or *boro-em ‘borrow’ reduced first 
to *kaba-e and *boro-e, it is not unlikely that the final unstressed vowel would 
delete in this context. In languages which always retain the m of the suffix, 
however, this would protect the final vowel of the root from deletion.10 This 
would explain a good number of the verbs in (22). However, there are still a 
number of consonant-final verbs on that list, like geman ‘deceive’, maret ‘marry’, 
and luk ‘see’. I have no phonological explanation to offer in this case. 

The second possible explanation is sociolinguistic. While significant numbers of 
speakers of Tok Pisin, Pijin, and Bislama speak these varieties as their first 
language, the vast majority are second-language speakers. In addition, the large 
majority of people in these three countries rarely use English—certainly not on a 
day-to-day basis—and many would not even hear much English being spoken. 
These statements are not true of Broken, however. First, nearly all speakers of 
Broken speak it as a first language: “On nine of [the Torres Strait] islands, as well 
as in the Cape York Torres Strait Islander community of Bamaga, the two 
traditional languages have been replaced almost entirely by an English-based 
creole, now the first language of four generations of Islanders” (Shnukal 1988:3). 
Second, many of these people use English on a much more regular basis than do 
Papua New Guineans, Solomon Islanders, or Ni-Vanuatu (Shnukal 1988:7–10) 
and, being citizens of Australia, would be exposed to much more English in their 
daily lives. Shnukal informs me (pers. comm.) that, although new verbs entering 
Broken from English regularly take the suffix, speakers who have learned such 
words in a predominantly English setting generally use them without the suffix. 
Given that there is much greater opportunity for English to influence not only the 
vocabulary but also the structure of Broken, erosion of a non-English feature like 
transitive suffixation may well be due—at least in part—to this greater use of and 
exposure to English. 
 

6 Discussion 
 
A number of points emerge from the data presented in this paper, though no 
completely satisfying explanations can be given.  

It is clear from the work of Crowley (1990, nd) that the original situation in 
Early Melanesian Pidgin was that transitive verbs were generally zero-marked 
(though there was already a little overt transitive-marking), and that the suffix 
progressively came to be attached to more and more transitive verbs. It seems to 
me that this process is virtually complete in Tok Pisin and Pijin, but significantly 
less so in Bislama and especially Broken. While exposure to English might be a 
possible explanation for this phenomenon in Broken, it would not explain the 
disparities between Bislama on the one hand and Tok Pisin and Pijin on the other. 
                                                      
 10We would, of course, need to check historical documents to see whether these verbs did take the suffix in an earlier 
stage of Broken, and have subsequently lost it, or whether they have always been zero-marked, in which case this 
explanation may be less satisfactory. 
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Also, as Crowley (nd) points out, transitive marking is not nearly as frequent and 
common a feature of Vanuatu languages as it is of Oceanic languages further to 
the west, and thus there may be some substrate influence involved here. Indeed, 
this may go partway to explaining why so many Bislama verbs may optionally 
take the suffix when cognates in other languages obligatorily do so. 

There is some evidence that verbs of non-English origin are more likely to be 
zero-marked than those of English origin. This appears to be true of Broken and, 
with vowel-final verbs, of Bislama as well. Bislama is also the main exponent of 
the “cognate object” construction in which transitive verbs taking certain 
categories of objects are zero-marked, though there are a few cases of this in other 
languages. Again, this may have a substrate explanation. 

There is also some evidence that bimorphemic verbs presented a problem: 
whether to add two suffixes (like Tok Pisin pul-im-ap-im ‘fill’); whether to add one 
and, if so, where (compare Bislama bel-aot-em with Pijin bel-em-aot ‘bail’); or 
whether to have the verb unmarked (like Bislama ting-baot). 

None of these explanations, however, explains the fact that a few verbs in at 
least two of these languages—like dring ‘drink’, luk ‘see’, gat ‘have’—are zero-
marked when used transitively. The phenomenon of zero-marked transitives thus 
continues to remain a partial enigma. 
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