Friendship break-ups
Like other relationships, friendships often come to an end when people grow apart, experience disappointment, or discover incompatibility. Withdrawing from a friendship without actively putting an end to it has often been regarded as a morally unproblematic decision. This is a stark difference between the moral expectations in romantic love and friendship, which reflects the lower position of friendship in a socially shared hierarchy of intimate relationships (Jeske 2002). However, if friendship and romantic love involve the same kind of intimate concern (Helm 2012), then it follows that if unexplained withdrawal is morally unacceptable in the latter, it should also be morally problematic in the former. My talk addresses the question of whether it is morally permissible to walk away from a friendship without engaging in any meaningful break-up process. 
First, I discuss Monika Betzler’s (2025) account of the right and duty to explanation that bind romantic partners during break-ups. I argue that although Betzler’s rights-based framing misses crucial elements from the moral context of intimacy, it nevertheless supports the broader claim that caring relationships should not end without communication, and plausibly without some attempt to mitigate harm. My claim is that insofar as friendships are caring relationships, they constitute moral contexts that require communication at the point of dissolution.
Second, I introduce an important objection. The aforementioned hierarchy of relationships is partly sustained through oppressive master narratives (Hildemann 2001) that determine which relationship endings are taken to require communication, as well as guiding the behaviours and attitudes of individuals ending different kinds of relationship. Once the moral significance of friendship dissolution and the duty to communicate are acknowledged, it becomes apparent that there is no shared social script for ending a friendship. This absence creates space for the development of alternative, non-normative scripts, such as those emerging in queer communities or in the context of relationship anarchy (Moen & Sørlie 2022). However, it also introduces a distinctive risk.
I articulate this risk by drawing on Carme Isern-Mas and Manuel Almagro’s (2025) analysis of “therapy-speak”, understood as the everyday use of psychotherapeutic language outside clinical contexts. Drawing on a widely discussed public case of a friendship break-up articulated in terms of boundaries, emotional labour, and self-protection, I argue that such language can be harmful to the person on the receiving end of the break-up, given that it is not conducive to the kind of explanation that is morally required in break-ups: one that is honest, particular, and meaningful. Therapy-speak can then bring about the very harms and wrongs it purports to avoid by contributing to the creation of an oppressive master narrative about friendship break-ups. For this reason, I conclude that individuals engaging in friendship break-ups must pay attention to the quality of their explanation, as well as bearing a distinctive form of narrative responsibility.
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