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Summary

Many previous studies have been undertaken on nominal tautological utterances such as Boys will be
boys. To the best of my knowledge, however, the only analysis based on an experimental approach is
that conducted by Gibbs and McCarrell (1990), focusing on how adults understand tautological utter-
ances. No one has yet successfully explained the ability of children to comprehend tautology. On the
other hand, many researchers have studied children’s comprehension of other figurative expressions. For
example, the combined research of Winner (1988) and Iwata (1990) found that children become able
to grasp figurative expressions in the following order : simile, metaphor and then, irony. This leads to
the question: Where does tautology place in the acquisition order of figurative expressions?

As a first step in answering that question, this experimental research, involving 193 elementary school
students, hypothesizes that tautology is placed somewhere after simile. This paper compares tautology
with simile, and argues that (i) schoolchildren can understand simile more easily than tautology, and
therefore the hypothesis is valid. It also suggests that (ii) unlike simile, there is a great disparity in the
ability between even 12-year-old children and adults to understand tautology, suggesting that the ability
to comprehend tautology develops in the years after elementary school, and furthermore, that (iii) the

key to properly interpreting tautology is found in the development of reading the intention of others.

[Key words] tautology, figurative expressions, language acquisition, cognitive pragmatics
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