
“The Syntax of Sluicing in Hän” 

 In discourse, speakers quite commonly delete words and phrases which have already been referred to, a 

process known as ellipsis.  Sluicing is a specific type of ellipsis in which an entire tense phrase (TP) is deleted, 

leaving only a wh-word in the specifier position of the complementizer phrase (CP) as shown in (1) in English: 

 (1) I saw a man but I don’t know [who [I saw _]TP]CP 

 According to Ross (1969) and Toosarvandani (2008), movement is needed in order to license sluicing.  In 

English, as shown above, the wh-word ‘who’ has undergone wh-movement out of TP from object position to the 

front of the sentence before the TP is deleted.  Therefore, we would not expect a wh-in situ language, which may 

leave wh-words where they originate, to display sluicing.   Hän, a Dene language of eastern Alaska, is wh-in situ, 

however sluicing is possible in certain constructions.  This presentation will describe the sluicing and sluicing-like 

elliptical constructions which occur in Hän and briefly consider how they fit with the current understanding of this 

process in theoretical syntax. 

 In Hän, true sluices can be derived when the wh-word can be generated at the front of the sentence and 

outside of TP.  This is the case with adjunct words and phrases, which display free word order in comparison to 

core argument constituents.  (1) shows an example of a true sluice with a wh-adjunct remnant njè, ‘where.’  

 

(1) John jëju näjèh’i  . Njè [John jëju näjèh’i  ]TP wishdey ko 

 John moose 3s.spotted Where John spotted the moose 1s.know NEG 

 ‘John spotted a moose.  I don’t know where (John spotted the moose).’ 

  
  

 Core arguments, such as subjects and objects, display much stricter word order and receive case based on 

where they appear in the sentence.  Although topicalization is one means by which an object can occur outside 

TP, it must be bound to a pronoun within TP.  Thus, true sluicing is impossible in Hän.  However, something that 

appears to be sluicing can occur.  Hän can form a pseudosluice based on a truncated cleft, where the copula (‘be’) 

is omitted, as shown in (2), where jinch’e can be omitted.  (This cleft structure seems unavailable for adjunct wh-

words).  In actual usage, speakers seem to prefer keeping the jinch’e for added clarity, and deleting it as in (2) 

might not sound as good if the context is not clear. 

 

(2) John nun tr’äwh cha nä h’ì  ’. Jì (jìnch’e) hishdey ko.  

 John animal woods in 3s.saw  what it was 1s.know NEG  

 ‘John saw an animal in the woods.  I don’t know what (it was).’   
 

 This presentation will consider the strategies of sluicing available to Hän.  Adjunct and argument word 

order, question formation, and topicalization will also be relevant to the overall discussion.  I will also consider 

how this may suggest the possibility of sluicing without movement, which is not predicted by the current theory 

of how sluicing operates. 
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