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Thisstudy presents a new analysis of the Conversationat Historical Present (CHP)
as it functions in contemporary narratives in Amencan English. It shows that the
use of CHP itself is not the significant fact, since this form, like other uses of the
“present tense” in English is timeless and without a semantic value of its own
Rather, itisthe alternation between CHP and pasttenseformswhichistherelevant
teature. Moreover. the conversationaluse of CHPistoundinagenrewhichWolison
terms a performed story. analogous to a theatrical performance by the narrator.
and characterized by performance features including the use of dialogue, asides.
expressive sounds. repetitions, and the acting out of events with the help of gest-
ures, movement and sound ettects.

Wolfson's study brings into focus the crucialinteraction of hnguistic constraints on
the use of CHP. such as sequence of tenses in coordinated clauses. and non-oc-
rrence in subordinate clauses introduced by when, with vital interactional vana-
es. including speaker assessment of appropriateness for a particular audience.
The study includes adiscussion,inthelight oftheforegoinganalysis of CHP use, of
the limitations of conventional sociolinguistic field methods. and their reliance on
structured interviews CHP is strikingly rare inthe speech considered appropriate
nthese contexts. in place of the proposed equivaience of naturainess with unseif-
conscious speech, Wolfson offers an equivalence of naturalness and approprnate
speech, noting thatin highly structured speech situations, selfconsciousness may
be both appropriate and natural. It follows that speechisbestobservedthroughthe
use of techniques of inconspicuous observation The methodologicalimplications
as well as the substantive findings make this study a turning point in the develop-
ment of sociolinguistics.
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