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Plurality and Indefiniteness in Personal Expression:

Focusing on the Overuse and Misuse of hitobito by Learners of Japanese

MAKI Ayaka

Though the word hitobito is often considered to be the plural form of hito ‘person’, its meanings go beyond simply expressing
plurality. This paper focuses on the overuse and misuse of hitobito by learners of Japanese, employing a corpus analysis to
formulate the following arguments. The word form hitobito denotes an indefinite plural group of people, each possessing
individuality, combined with the attribute of otherness, which excludes the speaker. Hence, it cannot simply be used as the plural
form of hito. However, these nuances are not specified in the dictionary. Causes for the overuse and misuse by learners include the
highly versatile nature of expressions for the plural of person in other languages, the fact that the reduplicated form hitobito is easy
for learners to recognize, and the peculiar semantics of number in Japanese.

This third factor is particularly important for teaching Japanese as a foreign language. Japanese, does not have obligatory
singular or plural grammatical marking, so that plural expressions can have meanings beyond plurality. This is especially true in
personal expressions, where plurality and indefiniteness significantly convey the speaker’s mental attitude toward the referent, and
reflect how the speaker perceives a situation.

[Keywords] person, plurality indefinite, mental attitude, misuse

(Tokyo International University)
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