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A Comprehensive Study of Children®s Comprehension and Production of Tautology
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The aim of this study is to clarify children®s comprehension and production
of tautology, comparing tautology with other figurative expressions such as simile, metaphor and
irony. First, | collect children®s tautological utterances from various language sources such as
databases and children books, and describe their characteristics. Next, based on the findings of my
experiment with Japanese schoolchildren, | show that elementary school students have greater
difficulty in understanding tautology than simile; unlike simile, there is no significant
developmental change in the ability to comprehend tautology during childhood, suggesting that the
ability develops in the years after elementary school; unlike metaphor and irony, children fail at
the three steps in Winner®s (1988) scheme of understanding non-literal expressions; and finally,
there appears to be a correlation between the development of understanding tautology appropriately
and that of reading the intention of others.
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(11) a. Detection of nonliteral intent. At some level, whether consciously or not, the hearer
must recognize that the utterance is intended nonliterally: he must realize that the
speaker does not mean what he says, and that he means something very different
from what he says. [step 1]

b. Detection of the relation between sentence and speaker meanings. The hearer must
discover the relation between what is said (but not meant) and what is meant (but
not said). [...] As with step 1, this step need not be carried out at the level of conscious
awareness. [step 2]

c. Detection of speaker meaning. The hearer must infer the message that the speaker
intends to convey, and he does this on the basis of the relation that he perceives
between what is said and what is meant.[...] [step 3]

(Winner (1988: 10-11))
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