
C onversation is the natural home of narrative,
and the most familiar context of storytelling
for most of us. Storytelling is a common part

of conversation between friends and family members.
We tell stories to make a point, to catch up on each
others’ lives, to report news, and to entertain each
other. And one story opens the floor to other partici-
pants for stories of their own. Our conversational
stories are embedded in their local contexts, their
forms and functions developing from and reflecting
these contexts.

Genuine conversational storytelling is always interac-
tive, negotiated and not simply designed for a particu-
lar audience by a single teller; indeed, it is often hard
to determine even who is the primary teller, especially
when the events were jointly experienced or the basic
story is already familiar. Conversational stories may be

deeply contextualized, diffuse, and not easily detach-
able from the local conditions that occasion them or
understandable outside of them. Further, there are
many kinds of conversation from family dinner-table
talk to self-revelation in troubles talk between women
friends; each context has its own characteristic condi-
tions on storytelling rights and tellability, and engen-
ders stories of different kinds.

In my talk, I will identify linguistic cues to narrative
structure, marking openings, closings and transi-
tions. I will discuss story features like dialogue

and conditions on storytelling. We will see how conver-
sational stories fulfill multiple simultaneous interac-
tional functions: revealing attitudes, constructing
identity, inviting counter-disclosure and so on. Finally,
we will explore examples of audience response and
conarration.
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