CLOSING A CONVERSATION

Conversations do not just end, rather they must be closed, through an elaborate ritual. One must take into account the fact that conversation endings involve inherent face threats. 

Moving to end a conversation may be interpreted to mean that one does not wish for the conversation to continue. This in turn risks the implication that the company of the other is not being enjoyed, which then could imply that the interlocutor is boring, for example, or annoying. 

Moving to end a conversation constitutes a risk not only to the other person’s  (positive) face but also to one’s own, because one might thereby be considered rude.

So conversation ending strategies are designed to combat the positive face threat, and to save face.

Ending a conversation can also be rude in ways that do not damage the interlocutor’s reputation or persona; it potentially constitutes an imposition, by preventing the interlocutor from continuing the conversation, thus constituting a negative face threat. 

If the other participant wants to end the conversation, then ending the conversation constitutes negative politeness, by giving him/her the freedom to concentrate on other things. Negative politeness is operative in determining the form and content of conversation ending strategies, as well.

GREETINGS AND FAREWELLS

Greetings provide a way of showing that a relationship is still what it was at the termination of the previous meeting.

Farewells sum up the effect of the encounter upon the relationship and show what the participants may expect of one another when they next meet. 

The enthusiasm of greetings compensates for the weakening of the relationship caused by the absence just terminated, while the enthusiasm of farewells compensates the relationship for the harm that is about to be done to it by separation. 

Greetings, of course, serve also to clarify and fix the roles that the participants will take during the occasion of talk and to commit participants to these roles, while farewells provide a way of unambiguously terminating the encounter. 

Greetings and farewells may also be used to apologize for circumstances that have kept the participants from interacting until now, and farewells for circumstances that prevent the participants from continuing their display of solidarity.

CLOSING STRATEGIES

The Positive Comment (e.g., “It was nice talking to you”) is the most frequently used conversation ending strategy, and is almost a direct negation of the possible implication that the other is boring or annoying, that goes along with ending a conversation. It states or implies that the conversation was enjoyable. It is thus a device for saving the positive face of the other.

The Excuse (e.g., “I better get back to work”) removes the implication that one wishes to end the conversation by providing an alternative motivation or explanation for one’s potentially face-threatening behaviour.

A closely related strategy is what we call the Imperative to End, which in some way implies that the conversation must end, as in, e.g., “It’s getting very late.”

Many politeness strategies are combined with “dispreference markers”. 

The most common dispreference marker in English is “well”, combined with silence. 

By signalling a dispreference for ending the conversation, one removes the interpretation that one wants to end the conversation.

 “Well” thus functions almost exactly as the Excuse and Imperative to End strategies do with respect to face.

Negative politeness also combines with positive face-saving politeness in the most interesting conversation ending strategy, the Blame, a form of the Excuse in which the need to leave is ascribed to the other: “I know you’re busy, so I’ll let you get back to what you were doing”. 

The Blame presupposes that the other wants to end the conversation, and construes  ending as a polite action on one’s own part, as sacrificing one’s own desires. It therefore saves one’s own positive face, making one seem “polite”. 

At the same time, by placing the impetus to leave on the other, one engenders a face-threat toward oneself, which is now the others’ responsibility to mitigate, so that he or she can also seem polite.

At the same time, by placing the impetus to leave on the other, one engenders a face-threat toward oneself, which is now the others’ responsibility to mitigate, so that he or she can also seem polite.

Also presupposing that the other wants to end the conversation is a statement that the Goal of the conversation has been reached, e.g. “I think we’ve talked long enough”. It implies that the conversation need not continue. 

This construes ending as a desirable outcome for the other, and is therefore a negative politeness strategy.

 It is also a positive politeness strategy in that it positively evaluates the conversation, which in turn implies that the interlocutor is a worthwhile conversation partner.

Related to it is the Summary, which summarizes the preceding discussion, usually in such a way as to indicate that the conversation has been successful and is therefore complete. If the other participant wants to end, he is now therefore free to leave. 

These are negative politeness strategies in that they appear to release the participant from further conversational duty, but they are also positive politeness strategies in that they positively evaluate the conversation as complete and resolved.

Another typical component of a conversation closing is an expression of Thanks for the conversation, e.g. “Thanks for calling.” 

This presupposes that the conversation is an imposition on the other and serves to minimize that imposition in a deferent manner, and is therefore a negative politeness strategy. 

It also functions as a positive politeness strategy in that it implies that the conversation was worthwhile and perhaps enjoyable, which means that the conversation partner was as well.

Closings may include ‘making arrangements’ (e.g., ‘See you Wednesday’)” 

We can call this type of closing the Plan. 

There are two reasons for setting up arrangements at the end of a conversation:

First, arrangements may be used to provide an orderly relationship between ‘this’ encounter and a ‘future’ encounter – as opposed to ‘next’ encounters being by chance, for example.

Second, by providing for a ‘future’ encounter, they may propose that the current encounter could be appropriately concluded and that further topics may be ‘reserved’ for ‘the next time.

The Plan addresses the fact that the “display of solidarity” is ending but ensures that it will continue in the future. 

The Plan also constitutes an indirect strategy for saving the positive face of the other, in that it implies that the other’s company was pleasant and you intend to meet him/her again.

The General Wish (“Have a nice day”) is aimed at repairing the solidarity threat posed by ending a conversation by showing that one wishes good things for the other, one expresses solidarity. 

It does not imply anything positive about the other individual, unlike the Positive Comment and even the Plan, but it does relate to Brown and Levinson’s definition of positive face, as “the want of every member of society to be desirable to at least some others” 

It also constitutes a negative politeness strategy, insofar as it is oriented to the practical aims of the other.

Sum up of closing strategies:

Greetings and farewells

Positive comment

Excuse

Imperative to end

Blame

Goal

Summary

Thanks

Plan, making arrangements

General wish

Dispreference markers
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