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The Development of Comprehension of Double Negation in
Chinese Children
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Children’s comprehension of double negation in Chinese was tested by asking
them to carry out actions with dolls according to stimuli sentences containing
double negation. It was found that voung children interpreted double negation
just as simple negation. A small subgroup of older children interpreted a double
negation either as a simple negation or as an equivalent to a positive meaning
inconsistently. Only the oldest subgroup of children consistently interpreted
double negative sentences as equivalent to affirmative sentences. The reasons
for the late acquisition of double negation and the chance performance at the
transitional stage are discussed. @ 1988 Academic Press, Inc.

Different forms of negative information have been found to take a
longer time to process than their positive counterparts (Carpenter & Just,
1975; Clark & Clark, 1977; Hoosain, 1973; Sherman, 1973; Wason, 1939,
1961; Wason & Jones, 1963). This means that negative information is
psychologically more difficult to process. Furthermore, this is true not
only of pairs of contrasts between positive and explicit negative lexical
items such as present vs not present and open vs not open, but it is also
true of contrasis between a positive word and its opposite which is not
overtly marked by the word not. Such negative words are called inherent
or covert negatives. Examples of such contrast pairs are good-bad,
happy—sad, many—few, and big—small (Clark, 196%; Huttenlocher & Higgins,
1971; Osgood, 1980), In agreement with adults’ performance data, children
were found to acquire the negative numbers of the pairs later (Clark &
Clark, 1977; Donaldson & Balfour. 1968: Donaldson & Wales, 1970;
Kuczaj, 1975; but also see Eilers, Oller & Ellington, 1974, for some
exceptions). Thus, the negative form of information is simply less preferred
by human beings than is the positive form. [t has been suggested that
in comprehending a negative statement, one first decodes the statement
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