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Reconsidering Why Japanese Native Speakers Show Humility When Apologizing:

A Face-Balance Principle Perspective

HIEDA Natsue

This study drew on the “face-balance principle” to reexamine why Japanese native speakers (JNS) maintain a
humble apologetic stance. Discourse data were collected through a text-based role-play, involving both JNS and
Malay native speakers (MNS), and were analyzed quantitatively and qualitatively, focusing on semantic formulas,
nonverbal cues, and balance-restraining acts. The findings indicated that JNS are more likely to prioritize the
General Strategy of Politeness (GSP), thereby delaying the restoration of interpersonal balance. Consequently,
whereas Japanese apologies are promptly accepted and the apologizer’s face is nominally saved, the relational
imbalance caused by the unpleasant situation remains unresolved, leaving the apologizer with a lingering sense
of indebtedness and a continued sense of humility. In contrast, MNS are more effective in restoring face balance,
even when doing so involves actions that deviate from the GSP, such as self-justification or criticism of the other
party. The findings suggest that although face-threatening acts may undermine prestige, they ultimately help
maintain face equilibrium among interlocutors.
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