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Abstract 

 

Gender and Contestation in Bengali Adda 

 

Anindita Chatterjee, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2014 

Supervisor: Pauline Strong 

The study investigates the constructed relationship between gender, language, and 

power in a type of conventional, informal discussion, commonly referred to as adda in 

Bengal. This research focuses on everyday contestations of authority and some ways that 

are differently framed by men and women, and as well as some implications of these 

strategies as they negotiate and position themselves within the setting of adda in Austin, 

Texas, a place away from Bengal. 

The corpus consists of a segment of recorded data within mixed-group interaction, 

including both men and women, among native Bengalis who are currently from Texas as 

well as from Bengal. I use conversation analysis as a methodology to analyze the 

sequential production of meaning, and study how participant roles emerge and are 

negotiated through the lens of an adda setting. 

 The study investigates the transformation of a discussion between men and 

women into a format of debate, which is common in adda, and the strategies employed 

by the participants to seize the floor. The strategies analyzed include: collaboration 
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between women to disagree with the male participants’ positions and vice-versa. 

Questioning as a practice can be a very powerful device within the situated space, as it 

demands a response from the recipient. The study builds on the recent scholarship on the 

multifunctional use of tag questions and contributes by adding a new perspective on how 

the tag-questions are employed by women as an interactional strategy to become co-

tellers in the discussion. From the very outset, the study focuses on the use of tag-

questions and how they are implemented in an interactional framework (by either men or 

women).  

The broader aim of this report is to use tag-question as a primary data set because 

of their complexity. The act of questioning is a very complex activity as it involves the 

context and positioning of the speaker as well as the recipient and how they both act and 

react to the question. In the segment analyzed in the report, women use tag question to 

question the men’s authority claims, but the questions are interpreted by men as a re-

framing to a teacher-student paradigm, and undermine the women’s position. The female 

participants also create interruptions to redirect and reformulate the topic, in order to 

become co-tellers in the discussion. In exploring these strategies, I examine both the 

embodied behavior and the speech styles of both men and women.   

 

Keywords: Adda, Bengal, Language, Gender, Collaboration, tag-questions. 
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1. Introduction 

 

The study examines the interactional strategies employed by both men and women within 

a “situated activity system” (Goffman 1981), and examine the social organization of a 

larger speech activity within a particular domain, a form of casual conversation termed as 

adda among the Bengali speakers.  I have chosen adda which is a type of a conventional, 

informal discussion, most commonly practiced among friends in Bengal,1 in order to find 

out the everyday contestations of authority and some ways of negotiation in conversation 

that are differently framed by men and women. The strategies analyzed in the paper 

include: 1) questions used by participants, but for this paper it is restricted only to ‘tag-

questions’, and 2) Collaboration and Competition as a scheme used to manipulate the 

negotiation of the interactional pattern.  

In this project these strategies were used in order to understand that ‘tag-

questions’ are often thought to be used by women as being a deferential function, 

however these tag-questions turn out to be quite invasive and contesting in their usage as 

it creates doubt and challenges the positive social face of the participants. The study 

builds on the current language and gender literature on tag questions (Cameron 1992; 

2006; Freed 2010; Holmes 2006; Mills 2011; Speer & Stokoe 2011) that like other 

linguistic forms, tag questions are also multifunctional in its approach and purpose. 

                                                 
1 Bengalis reside in both Bangladesh and the Indian state of West Bengal. 
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Besides gender, the patterning of particular linguistic form may be illuminated by a 

consideration of number of variables. These include the position taken by the participants 

in interaction and the objectives and goal of an interaction. The segment of data analyzed 

have shown that the female participants have used tag-questions to interrupt, redirect and 

reformulate the topic in order to become co-tellers in the discussion. My interpretations, 

however, do not make a generalized claim that tag-questions are solely used by women. 

Rather, my conclusions are based on a data sample where primarily women have used 

tag-questions. 

In the case for ‘Collaboration and Competition’ it is worthwhile not to focus on 

the speech styles as being strong, competent, powerful or manly, but it is crucial to 

investigate the social actors about how they speak, how they organize themselves within 

a social group, and how the speakers can balance both assertive and cooperative patterns 

according to the needs of the social group. Language and gender research does not claim 

that there are no differences between men and women speech or whether a particular 

speech style is powerful or powerless. It would be a futile exercise to characterize the 

different speech styles or claim that men and women belong to different speech 

communities. Indeed, Goodwin (1984:205) report, “…though there are some differences 

in the ways in which girls and boys organize their arguing…the features they use in 

common are far more pervasive. Were one to focus just on points where girls and boys 

differ, the activity itself would be obscured.” Ochs (1992:340) states, “In relating socio-

cultural constructions of gender to social meaning of language, an issue of importance 

emerges: few features of language directly and exclusively index gender” [emphasis in 



 

 3 

the original]. It is often times assumed that language reflects the man-woman biological 

dichotomy, thus categorizing them as different entities. 

The present study about Bengali adda contributes to the emerging scholarship that 

states that men and women both compete and collaborate with each other to position 

themselves in a conversation. My goal is to contribute to current literature that 

problematizes the simple bifurcation of women’s speech style being so collaborative and 

men’s as being competitive. Many feminists have viewed women’s language as 

powerless and have viewed men as oppressors who “rules” language, thereby forcing 

women into submissive speech or even into silence. But this is not always true; women 

are quite powerful in their speech styles and can use several strategies to create and 

maintain authority to become strong speakers. Women are victims but they are also 

perpetrators and constructors of social inequality. The data reveals that women share an 

equal responsibility in undermining their position and marginalizing themselves. 

The study contributes in the scholarly work in Language and Gender that has to 

establish and situate itself in different contextual settings not just in predominantly 

English speaking communities, and it thus has a tendency to underplay work in this field 

that has taken place in other countries (Braun 2001; Hachimi 2001; Hellinger and 

Bulmann 2001). Recent scholarship argues for the analysis of diversity in terms of gender 

identities, looking for a range of different identity positions, including differences 

amongst groups of women, groups of men, homosexuals and transgendered communities, 

different social class groupings and different ethnic and religious communities ( Abu-
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Lughod  1986; Bucholtz 2004; Cameron and Kulick 2003; Livia and Hall 1997; 

McElhinny 2007; Mendoza-Denton 2008; Mills 2011; Morgan 2007; Goodwin, M. 2006; 

Pichler and Eppler 2009). Therefore, the study within a contextual setting of adda, which 

is a Bengali discourse style, will bring a dynamic approach to the field of language and 

gender studies. 

The methodology employed to analyze the paper will be to examine how 

participants orient themselves in a conversation based on parameters such as the 

conversational setting, the sequential development of the talk, and mutual responses of 

members in the conversation. The study will use Conversation Analysis as a framework 

to analyze the sequential context in which the turns are produced and assumed by the 

speaker and the hearer. The recorded data analyzed in this paper focused on the everyday 

spontaneous discussion among mixed group interaction, about their social practices, 

shared beliefs and shared achievements. The original data is in native Bengali, which is 

translated and transcribed by the researcher.  By using the framework of conversation 

analysis, the study will probe how power/dominance/subversion is constructed in society.  

The report has been organized into nine sections including the introduction and 

the conclusion. The second and third section, provides a socio-historical background 

about the contextual setting of what ‘adda’ is and how ‘adda’ can be regarded as an 

activity. The fourth section moves on to a more theoretical debates about ‘Language and 

Gender’s current scholarship, taking it forward towards the actual data elicitation and the 

data collection. Finally the most important sections are the data interpretation sections 
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where the strategies of tag-question and Collaboration and Competition are treated 

through the analysis of real data as it happens in the ongoing process of adda. 

The final conclusion of the study ends with its limitations since the data-sample is 

not big enough to come to a generalized result. However, the project does demonstrate 

enough evidence of further possibilities of research in this topic.  
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2. Understanding the Historicity and the Scholarly Perspective on Adda2 

2.1 Meaning of ‘adda’ from the historical sources and how this paper contributes in 

the contemporary field 

In Bengal, adda is commonly known to be a social practice quite prevalent among men. 

The persistence of adda as a social practice has remained, however the form of its 

participants has changed in the twenty-first century, from being limited to only male 

group into a more diverse group. The study in this report analyzes a mixed group 

interaction between both male and female friends. It is a practice of friends getting 

together for long and informal conversations. The word adda is translated by the Bengali 

linguist Suniti Kumar Chattopadhyay, as a place for “chats of intimate friends.”  As 

Dipesh Chakrabarty articulates (1999), adda in nineteenth century Bengal was seen as 

something quintessentially Bengali, as an indispensable part of the Bengali identity, adda 

was an integral source of living, since it provided “life” and “vitality” to the colonial 

babus of Kolkata. The historian Nishthranjan Ray, noted in his preface to the book 

Kolkatar adda, that adda was a perennial practice of enriching the principle of life 

through discussions, collaborations and deep engagement in various debated topics.  The 

engagement together marked a Bengali characteristic of male bonding where adda played 

a prominent role. Scholars have utilized historical documents to study what adda looked 

like in the nineteenth and twentieth century Kolkata (Chakrabarty 1999; Chattopadhay 

1913; Ray 1990). However, the report studies the persistence of adda as it is practiced 

                                                 
2 Unless cited otherwise, the following sources were used for this section. 

Chattopaddhay.S “Hostel life in Calcutta” Calcutta: Jijnasha, 1913; Ray.N “Kolkatar 

adda”, Calcutta: Mahajati Prakashan 1990; Chakrabarty. D “Provincializing Europe” 

Princeton: N.J. Princeton University Press, 1999. 
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contemporarily by both men and women as it is happening, but it also focusses on adda 

that carries a global identity. In Bengal area studies, not much work has been done on 

adda as a linguistic practice. The paper analyzes conversation as it happens through a 

period of time and how it can function in many different ways. At one extreme it can be 

judgmental or malicious, while at the other extreme it functions to create intimacy and 

closeness as often portrayed in historical sources (Ali 1975; Chakrabarty 1999; 

Chaudhuri 1989). Conversation is not just about the speech but also about how the 

participants engage themselves in the process of the societal enabled discussion most 

commonly referred as adda among Bengalis. The research therefore contributes in 

understanding adda as a social process through a microanalysis of how the participants 

collaborate/contest each other in representing their selves. This analysis of 

representations will help us better understand their social life and behavior as it takes 

place in a social informal setting like adda. 

 

2.2 Associated links between Kolkata and ‘adda’: ‘Adda’ as a marker of Bengali 

identity 

The late nineteenth century form of adda gave rise to heated debates on the British 

colonial rule in India and elsewhere. The colonial rule also imported some cultural 

artifact like discussions held in ‘Coffee Houses’ by academic elitists, a similar ‘Coffee 

House’ was also built in Kolkata for such discussions. However, the London discussion 

and adda were very different, even though a trace of colonial history remained. The adda 

in the baithakkhanas (visiting parlor) was the epicenter of all the ideas about reformation 
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and seeds of nationalism.  The birth of a modern Bengali intelligentsia or the Bengali 

bhadralok was with the production and self-presentation of an intellectual exchange 

among members who were originally of the same socio-economic strata, but with an 

intellectual mindset. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth century adda was not 

associated with a wealthy patron and his baithak (outer parlor); rather the spaces of 

gathering became more egalitarian with the growth of the middle-class (sikkhito 

madhyabitto sreni). Many addas started as being dominated by important Bengali 

intelligentsia, who often acted as patrons by providing the venue for the gatherings-their 

living rooms (baithakhana), but those became obsolete by late nineteenth and twentieth 

century Bengal.  

Adda in the twentieth century became a hybrid form that combined elements of 

gatherings in baithakhana with that of coffeehouse conversation. The venues would 

range from the tea stalls, office cafeterias, busstops, or at times the rawk (the elevated 

external veranda, an architectural feature of old urban Kolkata households until rising 

land prices made it obsolete) where the young men of the neighborhood assembled to 

have their usual discussions. The emergence of a democratic sensibility is what separates 

the speech pattern of an adda from a rich patron holding an adda session in his living 

parlor (baithakhana) to that of adda being held among friends of same socio-economic 

status in public places. Adda was at a juncture where it was moving from just a male 

domain to a more mixed interaction and then from a more upper class patron to a more 

equal socio-economic status and also changing from a domestic to a public venue. Adda 
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gradually started to branch out from Bengal to different other places in the world where 

the Bengalis migrated, therefore it also changed from being just local to global. 

Adda continued to be an integral part of Bengali men’s social life, even with all 

the political and cultural changes that took place in Bengal, the most important one is the 

partition of East and West Bengal in the year 1947. Eventually, the spaces of adda 

provided some relief during moments of pain and anguish as they discussed their shared 

nostalgic moments together. Therefore, adda continued to be a life-giving social practice. 

There is enough evidence to suggest that in Bengali modernity, adda provided a place for 

self-presentation-of cultivating a certain style of argument. Adda was thought to be a 

practice where men inculcated the habit of argument, debate and contestation among each 

other. Logical argument was taken as an accomplishment and an execution of triumph. 

Earlier works on adda mostly discussed the historical perspective of what adda was in 

the early nineteenth century and continued to be like in mid twentieth century 

(Chattopadhay 1913; Mujtaba Ali 1975; Guha 1998 Chakrabarty 1999). It also included 

some visual images of what adda looked like through the satirical social sketches in 

Hutom Pyanchar Naksha (Sketches by the night owl; Sinha 1862). 

However, according to Chakrabarty (1999) adda is now perceived to be a dying 

practice of what it used to be referred as quintessentially Bengali marker of identity. Due 

to the recent economic developments, and proliferation of huge apartment buildings and 

shopping malls, there is an unarticulated question among the Bengalis that surfaces the 

anxiety regarding the persistence of adda as a social practice. Adda had created a place of 

its own among the minds and soul of a Bengali and is a perennial principle of life that it 
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had spread everywhere in the pores of all activity, it is adda that exists in different guises. 

In this paper, it clearly reflects that Bengalis cannot escape from the practice of ‘doing 

adda’ even when they are not residing in Kolkata. This study reflects on four native 

Bengalis deeply engaged in an adda setting which does not have a hard and fast agenda, 

but the topic creates much argumentation, contestation and finally moving on to another 

topic which is usually a classic example of what adda is.  

 

2.3 Gendering of ‘Adda’ 

The practice was noted to be flawed as a social practice (Chakravarty 1999) since women 

were hardly known to be present in the ongoing adda sessions. In Chakrabarty’s essay on 

adda there were almost no women, but that does not mean that women did not practice or 

give adda.  The image of adda was public speaking--public acts of self-presentation--that 

created a sense which disqualified itself from the associated links of tradition, morality 

and respectability, thus barring women from participating in such public social practices. 

It was also assumed that women lacked the potential to participate in adda, as they were 

considered suitable only for afternoon “gossips”, “chit-chats”, and “natter”. Gossip 

commonly thought as women’s speech (Coates 1989) was taken in a pejorative, trivial 

and malicious way. It was a stereotypical supposition that women were not likely to 

display an oratory skill and a rationale for logical argument. As Karlekar (1993: 192) 

indicates, “The male world of work, public intervention and discourse carried more 

prestige and status than the feminine world of domesticity”.  The question is: was adda 

only rational, logical stream of arguments or did it also include banter, jokes and story 
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narrations? The women in their domestic worlds also had a sense of adda a practice of 

social life, community bonding and feeling of doing things together through their 

everyday life. The 1990 collection Kolkatar adda (Ray 1990) had female contributors on 

the subject as well as an essay on “women’s adda.”  However, feminist scholars of third 

wave feminism saw that every utterance was powerful and did not assume to bear just 

one function; it was complex and multifunctional (Cameron 1989; Eckert and 

McConnell-Ginet 2003; Holmes and Meyerhoff 2003).  

 With an exception of Kolkatar adda (Ray 1990) there was hardly any mention of 

women engaging in this social practice most commonly known in Bengali as adda. 

Therefore, my paper takes a step forward in perceiving adda not through its historical 

remnants but rather as it happens through an ongoing present-day discussion. In this 

project, I build on Eckert’s and McConnell-Ginet’s (2003) framework of community of 

practice which refers to groups of people who are brought together in joint engagement 

on a task, who therefore jointly construct a range of values and appropriate behaviors 

(Mills 2011). As Cameron argues that as we enter new ‘communities of practices’, we 

constantly produce our gendered identities by performing what are taken to be 

appropriate acts in the communities where we belong- or else challenge prevailing gender 

norms by refusing to perform (Cameron 1996:45, my emphasis).This study will look at 

some of the interactional strategies that both men and women employ to become 

successful co-tellers in a form of an argumentative discussion like adda. 
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3. Adda as a Situated Activity 

3.1 ‘Adda’ as a site of interaction 

The manipulation of interactional strategies involves network or web of power relation 

that plays a crucial role in understanding feminist language and gender investigation. 

Influenced by Foucault’s (1972; 1981) conceptualization of power, many feminist 

linguists (Baxter 2003; Bucholtz and Hall 2004; Gal 1995; Mills 2011; Mullany 2007) 

have described that power is not something that an individual ‘possesses’ in relation to 

another but it is seen something to be enacted in an ongoing interaction. Adda is an 

everyday interaction that is a rich site to examine how differences in language used by 

men and women are culturally constructed, and they can be linked to gender, language 

and power. During the adda, it is socially valued to speak well and be a good orator. The 

manner in which someone speaks and interacts projects the person’s identity in the 

situated activity of adda. Argumentation in Bengal and elsewhere canonically involves 

giving reasons and using a rational logic to support a position (Eckert & McConnell 

Ginet 2003).  

3.2 ‘Adda’ as a Speech event 

Urban Bengalis assembles their everyday life and relations through the polyphonic 

practice of adda. Talk in adda sessions is of a special kind, engaging oneself in moral 

associations of “work” and “idleness” (Chakrabarty, 1999). Adda is constructed as a 

cluster of talk, discursive styles, dispositions, demeanors and embodied practices that 

constitute normal everyday relations.  In the early 20th century, adda was commonly 
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thought to be best set in a “fixed space” rather than during a transition or a journey from 

one place to another. This finitude and rootedness in a place contrasts with the open-

ended character of adda-it is boundless as the topics discussed are limitless and travel 

from one speaker to another. It has no such focused direction and follows no route. Adda 

therefore is more than just simple conversation; it is a deliberate attempt, in the sense that 

people gather together with the intention of engaging in adda. Adda is not only about the 

stream of speech but also about “what we do” in an interaction.  

Interactional Sociolinguistics involves observations of speakers in naturally 

occurring context and participant observation, audio or video recording of interactions, 

detailed linguistic transcription of recorded conversation, and micro-analysis of the 

conversational features in the context. The key theoretical contributions are to explain 

how speakers use signaling mechanisms or “contextualization cues” (Gumperz, 1982, 

1992, 2001), often  prosodic or paralinguistic in nature  to indicate what they mean when 

they say, and how listeners through subtle context bound process which Gumperz calls as 

“conversational inference”, recognize and interpret contextualization cues through their 

own culturally shaped background knowledge. Duranti and Goodwin (1992:229-230) 

noted that Gumperz’s work not only addresses the interpretive procedures underlying 

everyday day talk but it also deals with everyday conversational misunderstandings 

between members of different cultural groups. However, this paper investigates how 

misunderstandings or mis- representations can take place within the same culture group. 
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3.3 “Adda” as a Social Action: Competition and Collaboration in “Adda” 

Adda is used in this study as a social action (in Bengali “adda deowa”); it is to be 

observed how the participants collaborate or compete with each other in the structure of 

everyday speech.  Adda is a situated activity; it is used in conjunction with a verb in 

Bengali. It is always said that “one is doing adda” or “one is giving adda”. In adda, one 

has to “seize” the floor, “take over”, the role of the speaker, “take turns”, “interrupt”, and 

perform a lot of other actions to participate in the conversation. J. L. Austin in 1955 set 

his foot on the sociological territory. He talked about a certain class of utterances that he 

called as performatives. "If a person makes an utterance of any sort we should say that he 

is doing something rather than merely saying something." Similarly, the examples that I 

give in this paper on adda being used as an action-like ‘adda deowa’, these examples set 

out to provide some rigorous connection between talk (utterances) on one hand and 

activities (doing) on the other. In purely formal terms, there can be a list of performative 

verbs that can be constructed and a formula could be provided to identify a performative 

utterance constructed from an appropriate verb form. Everyday talk is more like a 

performance which consists of a range of actions and activities, nevertheless this paper 

attempts to address the issue that it is crucial to understand a society from a local 

perspective, and, the everyday speech that happens within the speech community will 

enable to fathom the social function that it performs. 

  In this Study I will focus on how a particular activity is initiated, how it is 

structured and how it ends. In local communities of Practice (in Kolkata) people engaging 

in this activity of adda are often termed as “addabaaj” (one who does adda), this term is 
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often considered negatively if used among women. The present data will focus on the 

everyday spontaneous discussion among mixed group interaction (including both male 

and female), their social practices, their shared beliefs, and collaborative efforts. I will 

use Goodwin’s (2006) use of the concept of “format tying” to analyze how the girls also 

collaborate and compete with each other in everyday conversation. My present study 

about Bengali “adda” contributes to the emerging scholarship that states that men and 

women both compete and collaborate with each other to position themselves in a 

conversation. The female participants use tag questions to interrupt, redirect, and 

reformulate the topic in order to become co-tellers in the discussion. However, I argue 

that successive turns at conversation show that the tag questions are mis-interpreted by 

the men as reframing to a teacher- student paradigm, thereby undermining the women’s 

position.  

I have deliberately taken my sample data to be a mixed group interaction because 

there have been little work done on mixed group interaction (Eckert and McConnell-

Ginet 2003; Holmes 2006). Specifically, adda will provide a rich site for the analysis of 

this data since adda as a discourse style was limited for female participants publicly. The 

framing of an adda session is suitable when the participants can freely discuss, argue, 

debate and collaborate with each other. The participants here are friends and are 

compatible with each other. Ideally the adda also takes places in a fixed space, such as in 

a house. The mixed group participants are an important factor in my data in order to re-

examine how both male and female interact in a social space like adda—the same space, 

where at one time females were deprived from participation.  
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4. Central Debates in Language and Gender Research 

 

4.1 Revisiting Lakoff: A point of trigger that led to central debates in Language and 

Gender 

Early feminist work on language claimed that systematic differences existed between 

men and women in the way they used language or communicated with each other. Robin 

Lakoff’s (1975) pioneering work on gender difference, manifested through everyday use 

of language, had a significant impact on the larger trajectory of gender and language 

studies. The development of language and gender studies as an area of academic 

scholarship is generally accepted to have begun in Western cultures in the mid-1970. The 

publication of Lakoff’s work on “language and woman’s place” (1975) triggered a huge 

debate on language and gender research and inspired scholars to work on the interplay 

between language and gender in a systematic way and most importantly from a feminist 

perspective (Mills 2011). Susan Gal (1995) noted that language started to be in the 

forefront of feminist scholarship in several disciplines like psychology, anthropology, 

history, literary theory and linguistics. In all these disciplines the scholarship (Gilligan 

1982; Smith-Rosenberg1985) focused on women’s voices or words or even silence. 

However, it is not clear that they all mean the same thing since they all examine the 

meaning of feminism using ‘language’ as a tool, without investigating the everyday use 

of language as an important resource to understand the ways in which societies function, 

and the ways in which identities are constructed as people organize and negotiate the 

social relations through language (Speer and Stokoe 2011). Therefore, there was a 

‘political’ need for the field of ‘language and gender’ to establish itself in producing work 

that investigates the role of language in creating, sustaining and/or perpetuating unequal 
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gender relations and discrimination against women and gay, lesbian and transgendered 

people (Holmes and Meyerhoff 2003; Mills 2011; Litosseliti 2006). 

4.2 The Past reexamined: Assumed beliefs about male/female speech styles 

Early feminist analysis constructed many of the stereotyped assumptions about male and 

female speech, focusing on the sex differences in language, in the manner how both men 

and women are represented in language, and the way they use language (Fishman 1978; 

Spender 1980; Cheshire and Trudgill 1998; Coates and Cameron 1988; Coates 2004; 

Tannen 1990; Talbot 1998). Language and gender research in its earlier form used a 

sociolinguistic methodological framework, using men and women’s speech as the only 

relevant variables for differences. Sociolinguists (Labov 1972; Fishman; Milroy 1980) 

often asked the question ‘why do women speak in a different manner than men?’ a 

question that presupposes that they always do. These assumptions that only two relevant 

categories, female and male, reinforce gender polarization and encourage researchers to 

overlook other possibly relevant factors (Eckert and McConnell-Ginet 2003; Gal 1995; 

Holmes and Meyerhoff 2003). These results emerged from an overwhelming focus on 

white, middle-class, heterosexual women and men in western, urban contexts. The 

categories like feminine and masculine speech, standard and non-standard, polite and 

impolite speeches are culturally constructed within social groups, communities of 

practices and many other complex social layers (Borker 1980; Gal 1995; Keenan1989). 

Therefore, generalized conclusions about the speech styles of all women or all men in all 

contexts are problematic (Holmes 2006).  
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4.3 Recent Scholarship in Language and Gender research 

Current feminist linguistic research attempts to demonstrate the links between gender, 

language and power in a methodologically diverse and interdisciplinary approach. The 

research is empirical in approach and covers not just linguistics, but also sociology, 

psychology, anthropology and communication studies. In recent years, several new 

theoretical and methodological frameworks were introduced in the language and gender 

research. To offer few examples, Christie (2000) defined a ‘feminist pragmatics’ model, 

Kitzinger (2000) a ‘feminist conversation analysis’ and Lazar (2005) has established a 

‘feminist critical discourse analysis’. Researchers have also drawn their attention towards 

‘feminist socio-linguistics’ (Bucholtz and Hall 2004; McElhinny 2003; Mullany 2007). 

All of this scholarship has shown how feminist linguistic research can play an important 

part in contesting gender relations by unpicking and making transparent ideological 

relations which might otherwise remain latent in spoken and written words (Mills 2011). 

The current research problematizes the earlier scholarship on dominance/difference 

models based on speech differences between men and women. The two distinct 

paradigms (difference/dominance) evolved during the era of ‘second wave feminism’ in 

1970. It presupposes that there are differences and it takes difference as a starting point of 

research rather than finding similarities. As Freed (2003: 703) argues ‘the fundamental 

problem with describing human beings in terms of difference is that the concept 

invariably leads to a ranking or privileging of one group or another.’ It also leads to 

‘women’ and ‘men’ as two homogenous groups, with no space for diversity amongst 

them.  
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However, the study of language and gender should be grounded in investigating 

the social and linguistic activities of specific groups and their local communities of 

practice. Rather than focusing on the differences in speech styles, it is crucial to 

investigate what the social actors do when they speak, how they organize themselves 

within a social group, and how the speakers can balance both assertive and cooperative 

patterns according to the needs of the social group. Language and gender research does 

not claim that there are no differences between men and women speech or whether a 

particular speech style is powerful or powerless. It would be a futile exercise to 

characterize the different speech styles or claim that men and women belong to different 

speech communities.  

4.4 Contribution of the Study in the field of language and Gender Studies: 

Recent scholarship argues for the analysis of diversity in terms of gender identities, 

looking for a range of different identity positions, including differences amongst groups 

of women, groups of men, homosexuals and transgendered communities, different social 

class groupings and different ethnic and religious communities (Abu-Lughod  1986; 

Bucholtz 2004; Cameron and Kulick 2003; McElhinny 2007; Livia and Hall 1997; 

Mendoza-Denton 2008; Morgan 2007; Goodwin, M. 2006; Pichler and Eppler 2009). 

Despite its outmoded line of investigation on difference and dominance model, many 

researchers still ask questions about sex/gender difference in language (Coates 1996; 

Burman 2008; Drescher 2006; Precht 2008) that underscores the need for a 
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reconsideration of earlier assumptions and conclusions about female and male speech, as 

it was primarily prioritized over all other social identity variables (Swann 2002). 

  This study investigates the interactional strategies employed by both men and 

women in adda, a highly valued social practice as it provided a place for self-presentation 

- of cultivating a sense of reasoning and certain style of argument only limited among the 

Bengali male intelligentsia (Chakrabarty 1999). Adda was usually seen to be a social 

everyday practice by the men of the household, but from mid-twentieth century onwards 

we have seen both male and female participation in adda due to mixed interaction in the 

local education policy (Dutta 1981; Bagchi 2003). The paper examines the ways in which 

the participants organize themselves within an interactional framework of adda in a place 

removed from local to a more global perspective, and, how the gendered identity emerges 

through the ongoing conversation. Goodwin (2006: 230) analyzes the way that girls 

handle conflict in play and asserts that it is important that we focus on aggression in girls 

and women: “conflict is negatively valued and it is often viewed by feminist researchers 

as an alternative to the cooperative interaction which is argued to typify female 

interaction”.   

In my study, I have deliberately focused on tag-questions, which were initially 

thought to be women’s polite usage (Lakoff 1975; Maltz and Borker 1982; Tannen 1990). 

I am building my research on current feminist research (Holmes 2006; Mills 2011; Speer 

2005) that has raised doubts regarding the empirical basis of the claim that tag-questions 

have a single and standard conversational role. In my sample data, rather than focusing 

on gendered identities I have examined tag-questions as a conversational strategy that 
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contributes in challenging and competing with the other interlocutors by forming a 

collaborating dyad.  

My goal is to contribute to current literature (Bucholtz 2004; Cameron and Kulick 

2003; McElhinny 2007; Livia and Hall 1997; Mendoza-Denton 2008; Morgan 2007; 

Goodwin, M. 2006; Pichler and Eppler 2009) that problematizes the simple bifurcation of 

women’s speech style being collaborative and men’s as being competitive. Many 

feminists (Fishman 1978; Spender 1980; Cheshire and Trudgill 1998; Coates 2004; 

Tannen 1990; Talbot 1998) have viewed women’s language as powerless and have 

viewed men as oppressors who “ruled” language, thereby forcing women into submissive 

speech or even into silence. But this is not always true; women are quite powerful in their 

speech and can use strategies to create and maintain authority to become strong speakers. 

The existing scholarship on gender and language (Baxter 2010; Bucholtz 2009; Cameron 

and Kulick 2003; Goodwin 2006; Livia and Hall 1997; Morgan 2007; Mullany 2010) has 

argued against considering gender as the sole determining factor to characterize speech 

styles. There is a need to diversify the field beyond looking at the language of white, 

middle-class, heteronormative Western women.  Therefore my research seeks to expand 

the discipline by producing research that is cross-cultural and diverse in its focus and in 

its setting that is shaped in a very different environment. The research contributes in 

understanding a relationship between strategies of interaction and gender situated in a 

context like adda that has not been very well researched in the area of language and 

gender. The corpus consists of a segment of recorded video data within both male and 

female interaction in a context of adda. I have used conversation analysis as a framework 
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to analyze the sequential production of meaning and study how participant roles emerge 

and are negotiated. My aim is to build on conversation analytic work (Heritage 2002; 

Freed 2010; Sacks et al. 1974) that approaches tag questions as situated and locally 

managed objects.  

In understanding the interactional strategies and manipulations used during an 

adda is based on the interface between language and gender that has been grounded in 

investigating the social and linguistic activities of specific groups and local communities 

of practice (Eckert &McConnell-Ginet 2003; Freed & Erhlich 2010). My research on 

Bengali middle class urban subjectivity, who are away from their homeland, yet very 

much ingrained with their roots, provide a cross-cultural scope to the theory of language 

and gender study.  This research will advance my development as a highly competent and 

knowledgeable linguistic anthropologist and will enable me to carry on a cross-cultural 

perspective in the South Asian community, where there has been very little work done on 

language and gender. 
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5. Methods: Sample Data Elicitation 

5.1 Setting and Context 

Adda as a space which was once a male domain but now has reformed to become a more 

shared that is aptly suited to examine the interactional strategies currently employed by 

both men and women to look at how they both mutually interact and negotiate with each 

other in this shared realm. The data for this study was not a deliberate effort to create an 

adda setting. However, I realized that wherever and whenever, irrespective of time and 

place, there is a gathering of native Bengalis it leads to an adda session (Emphasis is my 

original). The participants came in for a dinner invitation and joined in an adda 

discussion, which is significantly different from a ‘dinner-table’ conversation that is more 

formal in nature, whereas in the outset we have discussed that adda bears a different 

stylistic framework. The segment of the data collected was from an adda type of setting 

with four participants of mixed group interaction, consisting of two females and two 

males.  

5.2 Participants and the Methodology  

The participants were also not deliberately chosen to be a mixed –group, which means a 

both male and female participation. However, it incidentally happened that there were 

two female as well as two male participants in the conversation, and as they all were 

native Bengali speakers, they were caught into a web of adda, whereas a non-native 

speaker, who was unable to participate in the format of adda like conversation, was 
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videotaping the conversation. Therefore, the study contributes not just to the South Asia 

area studies through offering a linguistic analysis of how adda is practiced in an area 

away from its local milieu, but also focuses on adda as a conversational activity that is 

gradually becoming a shared space between both males and females. The adda lasted for 

almost three hours forty minutes, but for this paper only a segment of the data was taken 

for analysis. The participants were all friends and knew each other well. The details about 

the participants will be elaborated in the next sub section. I participated in the entire 

conversation, since being a native Bengali researcher I also became a part of the 

‘community of practice’ popularly referred by Bengalis as adda.  

The reasons for video and audiotaping is to systematically observe the actual 

details of actual events, and to handle them formally with just the precision of description 

and detachment of observation of natural history. Sacks (1984) noted that while recording 

“other things” also happened, “but at least what was on the tape happened” and the tape 

can be studied repeatedly. As an anthropologist, field notes are very crucial, but video 

recording of a certain glimpse of the social life is a powerful tool in viewing the entire 

space. It also has a further advantage in that anyone can listen to the tape or view the 

video and agree or disagree; in other words, a kind of grounded replicability is built into 

the raw data. I initially thought that my participants will become quite conscious and it 

will not be an ideal adda if I would only observe them, rather participating during the 

adda session. Therefore, I decided to participate equally with the other participants in the 

entire conversation and in the process became a research subject myself. The video 

recording was done by my husband, who did not participate in the conversation as he was 
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not a native Bengali speaker; he confessed that could not be ‘an ideal adda participant’. 

All participants who took part in this study gave full verbal consent during their 

participation, in fact they were busy in adda. The information that came up during the 

conversation that could disclose their personal status/information has been deleted and 

kept strictly confidential. All participants were assigned pseudonyms at the time of 

transcription and the transcript does not contain any private information to decode the 

status of the participant. In fact they did not talk about anything that could potentially 

cause harm to others or themselves. 

5.3 Description of Participants 

There were four participants, it was a mixed group interaction because there were two 

male and two female participants. All the adda participants were native Bengali speakers. 

The cameraman or the person who took the video during the entire conversation was also 

a friend of the participants however, he was a native Telegu/Tamil speaker, and therefore 

he did not get into the participation framework. 

Shiv:  A male participant in his mid-30’s, who was born and brought up in (Kolkata) 

West-Bengal. His native language is Bengali and he is also competent in English and 

Hindi. Shiv was a Science graduate student at University of Texas, at Austin during time 

when this data was recorded. He came from a middle class economic background. At that 

time he had been married for two years. He was a resident of Austin, Texas during the 

time when the data was recorded.  His wife is another participant of this project, named 

Sita. 
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Ram: A male participant in his mid-30’s, who was and brought up in (Kolkata) West-

Bengal, though his ancestors descended from East-Bengal, which is at present known as 

Bangladesh; his native language is Bengali. He is also competent in English and Hindi. 

Ram is an electronic engineer by educational training and is currently a project manager 

in a renowned IT company in Pune, India. Ram also comes from a middle class economic 

background but he is a Brahmin by caste stratification. He has been married for five years 

and has a two-year-old daughter. He currently resides in Pune (Maharashtra) in India. He 

came for a workshop in Denver, Colorado and visited us in Austin, Texas. 

Sita:  A female participant in her mid-20’s, who was born and brought up in Kolkata, 

West-Bengal. Her ancestors descended from East-Bengal, presently known as 

Bangladesh. Sita’s native language is Bengali and she is also competent in English and 

Hindi. She came from a middle class economic background and resided in Austin, Texas 

during the data elicitation. She had been married for two years with Shiv. 

Anita: A female participant (also a researcher here) in her late 20’s was born and brought 

up in Kolkata (West-Bengal, India). Her ancestors also descended from East-Bengal, 

currently Bangladesh. Anita’s native language is Bengali and she is also competent in 

other two languages like English and Hindi. She is a graduate student in liberal arts at 

University of Texas, at Austin. She came from a middle-class economic background and 

has been married for one year during the time of data elicitation.  
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Anita’s husband who is a friend to all the participants videotaped the entire adda session. 

He did not participate in the conversation as he was not a native Bengali and therefore 

was not competent in the ‘adda’ framework, even though he knew how to speak Bengali 

language. 
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6. Data Collection 

6.1 Dinner Invitation 

The host that is, Anita who played the role of both researcher as well as a research 

subject, and her husband had invited her friends to her residence in Austin, Texas for 

having dinner and a get-together after a long time.  The dinner invitation, as mentioned in 

the outset was clearly not a deliberate attempt to record the adda session. Adda, being 

characteristic of Bengali culture, a social practice that is ingrained among all Bengalis, an 

everyday conversation that is also correlated with a Bengali identity; this is why Anita’s 

husband, though a friend of all the participants, was alienated from participating in the 

discourse practice of adda. As they entered the house, I introduced everyone to each 

other, but my introduction seemed more like a formality, since I saw that they nicely 

settled themselves in the living room and initiated a topic to discuss. The two male 

participants did not know each other, however it seemed that they became friends, as they 

started to talk. The memories were revived fresh in my mind that we were going to have a 

nice ‘Bengali adda’ over cups of tea. In Kolkata, when you invite people for 

lunch/dinner, they respond by saying “khawa-daowa, aar jomiye adda” (Food along with 

exciting adda sessions). Adda is a kind of discourse that has been socialized, learned and 

appreciated among the Bengali native speakers, who have been brought up in a ‘culture 

of adda’ in Calcutta (modern day Kolkata). ‘The culture of adda’ is one where men 

gather together in tea-stalls, houses, bus-stops, canteens and many other places that go 

beyond this list, but the most important thing is that they talk endlessly, about various 

topics from culture to politics to food and usually it digresses from one topic to another. 
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 In my understanding, as a native anthropologist and someone who have been 

observing from a very insider’s point of view, since I have grown up with adda as also a 

part of Calcutta’s identity, it is very difficult to position myself as only a researcher, so it 

was very easy for me to become a subject too. In Calcutta, the older generation often 

complain that adda is no more as exciting and enriching as it was before during their 

times. With the advent of globalization, there are new buildings, new apartments and 

malls instead of old houses, the small tea shacks, and the canteens. The material world 

plays a huge role in our mental state, so the older generation is unable to conform to the 

new space that has suddenly proliferated, leaving behind their old memories of what they 

thought as adda was. However, adda is very much persisting and will be there always. 

Today in Kolkata, we may not see adda in tea shacks, or canteens or even rawks, since 

times have changed, the generation has changed, however adda is still very much present,  

in clubs, in coffee shops, in the food-court (within the mall). Adda is a part of living 

among the Bengalis, it moves beyond the definition of any time and place, in fact it 

crosses its boundaries, and, that is why, the friends who came for dinner were engaged 

and involved into adda, even at a place far removed from Kolkata. 

6.2 Adda and Dinner-table Conversation 

The adda session started with introductions and then it gradually moved into topics of 

discussion and from there to argument, debate and finally attempting to move to another 

topic. Adda has no formal decorum or rules involved, in fact it is a place where the 

participants can actually break the norms of formal decorum, it means that the 

participants can choose to digress from one topic to another, and, usually the recipients 
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are not very patient listeners, in fact they overlap and interrupt the discussion to become 

the primary teller of the adda session. So there is a constant fight over seizing the floor, 

and a continuous competition over becoming a co-teller in the conversational floor. 

Nevertheless, during adda, people who are your close friend, may also turn very hostile, 

since the central style of adda is mostly argumentative in nature, which can be linked 

with self-presentation, since they argue and debate about a topic. The argumentative 

nature is prevalent since early nineteenth century times, where men usually get into a 

brawl during adda regarding an issue raised. However, now between male and female 

interaction, the argument is not so hostile that they get into a fight, but there is definitely 

a gendered aspect to it. In this study, the male participants were trying to be competitive 

only to win over the argument, but the female participants also compete. It will be wrong 

to interpret that men only compete and women are cooperative and collaborative, rather 

in this kind of negotiation the participants use strategies to dampen the sequential 

production of the other participant.    

The central theme and focus of adda is not singular, it digresses from one theme 

to another, but the style of adda is mostly argumentative in nature, which can be linked 

with self-presentation. It is usually difficult to mark the end of adda as the participants 

want to continue the session even during dinner. Adda as a contextual framework is quite 

different from a dinner table conversation. Dinner table conversation usually begins and 

ends in the dinner table. But, adda doesn’t follow that strict rule of place, time and space. 

It is very flexible in everything (topic, discussion, time and space). Dinner-table 
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conversations are necessarily not always argumentative, and it maintains a formal 

decorum.  

6.3 Methodology: Conversation Analysis as a Framework 

The study focus on an everyday social practice popularly referred as adda in Bengal to 

examine the everyday contestations of authority and some ways of communication that 

are differently framed by both men and women, and the implications of such methods. 

The strategies analyzed includes, collaboration between women to disagree with the male 

participants’ positions, and, the use of tag questions to create doubt and challenge the 

social “face” of male participants. The data sample has used mixed-group analysis, that 

is, both male as well as female interaction. In the sample data, tag-questions addressed 

towards the male participants act imply a coercive act in subtly doubting their claims. 

The paper examines the ways in which the participants organize themselves within an 

interactional framework and how gendered identity emerges through the ongoing 

interaction. The conversation methodology is grounded in the ‘details of actual events’ 

(Sacks, 1984:26).  Therefore, in an ongoing conversation like adda is a rich context to 

understand the ‘primordial scene of social life…through which the work of the 

constitutive institutions of societies gets done’ (Schegloff 1996:4). It is through talking 

that we maintain our social relations, and establish ‘who we are to one another’ (Drew & 

Heritage 1992:74, emphasis added). 

  As Dell Hymes (1972) talked about communicative competence, it is very 

important during such ordinary as well as institutionalized talk because it has to do with a 

particular setting and context and it is important to have a knowledge of the appropriate 
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ways of talking in different settings too. I have used conversation analysis as a research 

paradigm as it is a study of naturally occurring conversations in a range of contexts such 

as in casual interaction among family, friends and some work related settings. It is a 

collaborative achievement of social life, how all of us organize and interpret the mundane 

everyday activities. A focus on the "how" rather than the "why" redirects research away 

from the focus on the individual versus society to a focus on interaction and the 

interrelationships of one person's talk to others. In this project, I have used conversation 

analysis as a framework to understand the negotiation, interaction as well as the 

integration among the participants in a context that is not institutional but a more private, 

informal conversation. I have examined tag-questions as a conversational strategy that 

contributes in challenging and competing with the other interlocutors by forming a 

collaborating dyad. The corpus consists of a segment of recorded video data within both 

male and female interaction in a context of adda. This framework has successfully helped 

me to analyze the sequential production of meaning and to study how participant roles 

emerge and are negotiated. 

 

6.4 Notes on Transcription: 

In total, about three hours and forty seconds of adda data was collected. But I have taken 

only a segment of it for analysis. The data was collected in Bengali, since the speakers 

are native Bengali speakers, but for the difficulty of the framework of Conversation 

analysis, I have translated them into English. Only the initial few minutes of the 

conversation were transcribed for the purpose of this study, since the initial conversation 
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started with a discussion of language families. I found this segment of data interesting 

since the participants were engaged in a dialogic conversation about a topic related to 

language. Certain inaudible parts could not be transcribed and have been marked as 

inaudible. 

6.5 Theme of Adda in the Setting: 

There is no such set rule for a theme for ‘doing adda’. As the participants meet they start 

the discussion with any topic, and then they digress from one topic to another, and 

thereby the adda continues with endless cups of tea and formerly smokes of cigar. This 

was during a time when ‘adda’ was most popularly practiced within a male domain. 

However, with changes in society, and adda becoming more popular among female 

members too, continued with the same structure with the exception of public smoking by 

female participants, which is stigmatized in Kolkata. Nevertheless, adda was always 

accompanied with cups of tea/ coffee and light snacks; there is an inherent nexus between 

adda, ca (Tea), and, some light snacks. This is the reason why adda always take place at 

somebody’s house, a tea-stall, a small shack, or coffee houses. 

In this research, the topic discussed was about language families and their origins. 

The participants in the adda discussion are from varied fields of expertise, but a male 

participant initiated a topic on language families, and then it continued until at a point 

when a female participant changed the topic of discussion. The language families 

discussed are Indo-Aryan and Indo-Iranian groups of languages, and the question of 

contestation and argument is whether Persian is Indo-Aryan or Indo-Iranian. The 
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discussion, in a form of report, was initiated by a male participant, and then it took the 

shape of an adda-like setting where the participants usually start with a topic and other 

participants collaborate, argue, compete to seize the floor.  In the study, there are 

different ways the participants used strategies to negotiate meaning, the resources they 

used to transform a discussion into a format of debate leading to argument, and 

contesting each other from a different standpoint. The design of a debate leading to 

argument and contestation justifies the macro-contextualization of adda where agreement 

and disagreement are a part of the discourse activity. The organization or the structure of 

the discussion follows from: discussion>argument>discussion>topic change. 
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7. Data Interpretation: Women and questions 

 

7.1 Introduction of the format of the data 

The speaker Shiv starts the discussion in a form of report, without a proper preface or 

introduction, assuming that the participants will comprehend the topic. Reporting or 

quoting something is itself highly reflexive, as it is talk within talk or talk about talk. The 

topic discussed here is about language families and their origins. The language families 

discussed are Indo-Aryan and Indo-Iranian, and the question is whether Persian is Indo-

Aryan or Indo-Iranian.  The organization or the structure of the adda shifted from 

discussion to argument, to discussion, and finally into a change of topic. Shiv began his 

conversation with a report that triggered the topic about language trees (Indo Aryan and 

Indo Iranian). This report initially started with a discussion and finally to a debate about 

whether Persian was Indo-Aryan or was it Indo –Iranian. He starts his report with 

“apparently” and then repeats “as if” twice in the first sentence suggesting that he is non-

committal about the report. In this situation, Shiv claims/demands support from the other 

speaker (Ram) as Shiv is orienting his talk towards Ram. It can be noticed clearly if we 

observe the video-recording that Shiv is positioned in such a manner that he faces Ram, 

and his gestures like eye-gazes, hand movements reflect that he is more inclined to 

discuss the information with Ram. I will use Goodwin’s term of “format tying” to see that 

how the turns/sequences are tied to each other. Shiv was coordinating his behavior with 

his co-participant Ram, and expected a similar alignment from Ram. Language and the 

embodied action provide cues for the achievement of a collaborated effort. 
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Shiv’s report about the language trees immediately alerts the other co-participants 

in their engagement or disengagement in the conversation. A rich site of adda is already 

built for the organization of human action, consisting of a situation “within which 

multiple participants are building in concert with each other the actions that define and 

shape their life world.”(Goodwin 1984) By participating in a situated activity like adda, it 

is possible to investigate both the speakers and hearers as fully embodied actors and how 

the detailed organization of the talk are integrated into a common course of action. 

Immediately after the report, Ram takes the turn to maintain a participation in alignment 

with Shiv. In line 3, co-participant Sita’s question dampens the mood of the discussion 

into a form of debate as the authenticity of the report is demanded an answer for. 

Therefore, Sita’s question during this particular time frame changes the entire mood of 

adda. 

7.2 Theoretical Background on Questions 

In any conversation, asking questions is something that we routinely do as speakers. 

Questions can be divided into various types: information seeking questions, tag-

questions, and rhetorical questions. The focus is on how the question is interpreted by the 

recipient. Question use is another linguistic device that has been stereotypically 

associated with the conversational style of women. The background of my study is based 

on the classic, widely criticized, research by Robin Lakoff (1975) who claimed that, as a 

symptom of the women’s relative powerlessness, lack of assertiveness and general 

deficiency as speakers, women use more tag-questions than men. Lakoff’s claims, which 
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were not based on empirical data, inspired a significant amount of research that produced 

conflicting conclusions about the usage of tags and other questions (Holmes 1995, Coates 

and Cameron 1988). The different usages of questions among men and women have 

always fuelled attention. Most recently, Tannen (2003) has shown that asking questions 

can be seen as cooperative speaking style that depicts deference and politeness strategies 

in women.  However, in this study I argue that questions can also be a very powerful tool 

to marginalize and challenge the authority claims of other speakers, as questions always 

demand an answer from the recipient.  

 In an earlier research, Greenwood and Freed (1996), established that questions 

could be used for different purposes. Some questions seek information external to the 

immediate context of the conversation whereas some about the talk or conversation itself. 

These consist of clarification questions, repetition questions, and confirmation questions. 

Recent scholarship raised doubts about the empirical basis of the claim that tag questions 

are characteristic of women’s talk and the idea that tag-questions have a single and 

standard conversational role (Cameron 1992; Coates 2004; Holmes 1995; Speer and 

Stokoe 2011).Tag questions (Cameron 1992; 2006), like other linguistic forms, are 

characterized by complex multi-functionality and diversity of meaning, so that a certain 

degree of arbitrariness is to be expected in any functional classification. Besides gender, 

the patterning of particular linguistic form may be illuminated by a consideration of 

number of variables. These include the position taken by the participants in interaction 

and the objectives and goal of an interaction. We should remember “women” do not form 
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a homogenous social group—gender is crosscut with other social divisions whose relative 

importance is affected by the specifics of the situation. 

 Questions as a practice can be very powerful device within the situated space, as 

it demands a response from the recipient. This paper builds on the recent scholarship on 

the multifunctional use of tag questions and contributes in adding a new perspective to 

how the tag-questions are employed by women as an interactional strategy without 

focusing on the gender differences in speech styles between men and women. The tag-

questions in my data are produced by female speakers in addressing male recipients. I am 

not claiming that tag-questions are only used by women; in several cases they are also 

utilized by male speakers (Mills 2011; Holmes 2006; Speer and Stokoe 2011). From the 

very outset, my paper focuses on the use of tag-questions and how they are implemented 

in an interactional framework (either men or women). This data set is taken from a 

contextual framing of adda, which usually starts with a discussion and then moves into a 

form of argument. The broader aim of this paper to use tag-question as a primary data set 

is because of its complexity. The act of questioning is a very complex activity as it 

involves the context and positioning of the speaker as well as the recipient and how they 

both act and react about the question. 
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7.3 Data Interpretation 

 

Example 1: 

1.SHIV: Apparently the ruling class was Indo-Aryan,as if that evidence 

has been found (.) very strange thing(.)something so far away, that as 

if Indians were related with 

 

2.RAM:          [Iran(.)              [You must consider Iran as one. 

 

3.SITA:               [Shiv, isn’t that called Indo-Aryan?  

 

Questions Participants 

Shiv, isn’t that called Indo Aryan?  

(Ota Indo-Aryan nah?)  Female (Sita) 

But isn't that Indo Iranian? 

(Ota Indo-Iranian noy ki?) Female (Anita) 

How will it be Indo Aryan? 

Ota ki Indo-Aryan hobe ki kore?   Female (Sita) 

What? who said? You see, check it up 

yourself. 

(Ki? Ke bollo? Tui nije dekhe ne toh?) 

 

Male (Ram) 

Did you understand? 

(Bujhechis?) Male (Ram) 

Now, isn’t it only 9'0Clock? 

(Ekhon, shudhu nota baaje naki?) Female (Sita) 

Shiv, can we go to Puglu's place now? 

(Shiv, aamra ki ekhon Puglu der bari jete 

pari ki?) 

 

Female (Sita) 
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4.SHIV: It is said I.Aryan, that is as if in the sense Sanskrit(.) 

means type of  
 

In example 1, in line 3 the first question posed by Sita, apparently seems to be 

asking a yes/no question, seeking information about the reported utterance of Shiv.  

However, she does not realize that actually she does more than just ask a yes/no question. 

A practice such as questioning is complex because it lies in the junction of form and 

norm, between what people do and what they understand one another to be doing (Hanks, 

1996). Therefore, it is better to see the act of questioning as an activity within a situated 

context, of people interacting with each other.  

The act of questioning is a very complex activity as it involves the context and 

positioning of the speaker as well as the recipient and how they both act and react about 

the question. So, in the data set above, Sita’s question is: “Isn’t it Indo-Aryan? (“Ota Indo 

Aryan nah?”), the question may apparently seem to be a yes/no or an information seeking 

question, however, linguistically or rather syntactically it is a tag-question. A Bengali 

sentence construction ending with a ‘nah’ or ‘naki’3 is taken to be a tag-question, which 

can be primarily identified as a ‘facilitator’. Lakoff, Fishman and Spender (1975, 1980, 

1980) would read the facilitative tags as a “covert request for approval”. Facilitators 

usually perform an interactional function rather than an informational one. However, the 

facilitative tag questions can also be powerful enough to marginalize the recipient.  

The data that I have studied showed that tag-questions were effective in creating a 

space for the speakers within the conversation, thereby intensifying their self-confidence 

and challenging the authority positions of the recipients. The tag-questions were mostly 

                                                 
3 The Bengali translation is elaborately given in the table provided above. 
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posed by the female speakers, and addressed to the male speakers. In interactional terms, 

these questions were powerful, since they gave the speaker the power to elicit a response. 

Tag-questions were structurally supposed to have a deferential function as claimed by 

earlier scholars (Coates 2001, Fishman 1980, Lakoff 1975, Spender 1980, Tannen 2003) 

and therefore mostly thought to be used by women because of their social position as 

unassertive, unconfident speakers, these tag-questions were capable of marginalizing the 

recipients by disclaiming their authorship in the previous statement.  

    SITA:     [Shiv, isn’t that called Indo-Aryan?  (Addressing to Shiv)  

Here Sita does more than just ask a yes/no question. She is not convinced about the 

authenticity of the information broached by Shiv. In fact, she has a contesting tone in her 

voice (rising tone), questioning the topic being reported by Shiv. The question asked by 

Sita is structurally a tag-question but it doesn’t put her in a deferential status. In fact, Shiv 

feels threatened by the question and replies in his next utterance with hedges that reveal 

the discomfort he feels in justifying the report. The hedges in his next utterance display 

the fact that he was not confident or assertive in his manner of speaking (see example -2). 

Example 2: 

3. SITA:         [Shiv, isn’t that called Indo.Aryan?    

4. SHIV: It is said I.A, that is as if in the sense Sanskrit(.)means 

type of. 

5.SITA:                                                    [Say that  

6. RAM:  Persia (.) is also a basically I.Aryan. sphere (looks at Shiv)  

7. ANITA:       [But isn't that I.Iranian? (Looks at Ram & Shiv) 
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8. SITA: How will it be I.Aryan?    (referring to speakers Ram & Shiv) 

9. RAM:  But Indo Aryan (.) 

10.ANITA:                [Persian is Indo Iranian. (Statement) 

In example 2, the tag questions posed by the women are indeed, I argue that is 

somewhat invasive, in the sense that she creates doubt and reconstructs the recipient’s 

psychological state. The repeated collaboration of both female participants in line 3 and 

line 7 is what I suggest is a coercive act of resisting authority claims of the male 

participants. The female participants together build a course of action and their moves 

suggest scopes of new research in the area of gender and interaction. The tag questions 

transformed the format of adda from a discussion to a heated debate triggered by the 

questions, which contested the authority claims and the public social image of the 

participants (male in this case). The data analyzed here is tag-questions and how they are 

instrumental in changing the course of the pattern in the contextual setting of adda. 

However, using tag-questions are not a generalized principle in all adda discussions. This 

study particularly focused on the strategy of tag questions that form a very crucial 

instrument in changing the structure or the organizational pattern of the talk. 

Example 3: 

12.ANITA: Persia is not Indo Aryan (emphatic statement) 

 

13.SITA:  Yes                      (in alliance with Anita)  

  

14.ANITA: See now, how your knowledge failed.(Addressing to speaker 

Ram) 

 

15.RAM:   What? who [said? You see, check it up yourself. (To Anita) 

 

16.ANITA:           [Persia falls under Indo Iranian branch. 
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17.RAM:   It falls in Indo Aryan branch.  

 

In the data above, Anita in line 14 challenges Ram, declaring in public about the 

inauthenticity of Ram’s knowledge claims. This face-to face confrontation was triggered 

by teaming up with Sita to challenge the authority and monopoly of knowledge 

maintenance. Anita is successful in establishing a conflict with Sita’s alliance in line 13. 

The female participants’ questions only get an answer after they directly challenge the 

male participants’ scholarship on the existing topic discussed. Ram, in line 15, poses an 

antagonistic question as he gets threatened by the direct challenge, and to maintain a 

positive face, he further questions Anita of her authentic source. In the data above, the 

tag-questions designed by the female participants were indeed conducive in transforming 

the format of the discussion and confronting the male participants. Line 14, Anita’s 

contestation “See now, how your knowledge failed”, resulted due to the many 

manipulative, coercive, tag-questions asked before. 

 Equating questions with interrogative form is too narrow a view of questions to 

capture all instances of questioning. Heritage (2007) identifies three basic dimensions of 

question form or design: 1) Questions set agendas in terms of the kind of action required 

of an answerer and the relevant topical domain of such action; 2) questions embody 

presuppositions; and 3) question can prefer certain responses, that is, questions can be 

designed to favor a certain kind of response over another.  In the data set above, the 

questions posed by the female participants acts as an interactional control over the topic 

discussed by imposing authority on the recipients by setting an agenda to challenge the 
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recipient’s claim on the proposed discussion. Questions are actions that expect some 

presuppositions in relation to the responses made. Questions demand a response from the 

addressee. In interaction terms, then, questions are supposedly stronger than statements, 

since they give the speaker the power to elicit a response. According to Clayman (2001), 

people design their questions, for example, by incorporating damaging topics or 

presuppositions within questions and/or by producing questions that attempt to commit 

people to controversial answers. Due to this reason, the addressee might avoid answering 

the question to protect oneself from damaging their reputation. Therefore, the questions 

asked by both Sita and Anita, in the data set, were contesting and were framed to 

challenge the recipients’ stance as conversationalists. Questions seemed to be powerful as 

they changed the course of the interaction from discussion to debate and also challenged 

the authorities of the male participants but it could not elicit the response demanded. The 

questions helped in aligning with each other and finally making a statement “Persia is not 

Indo Aryan”, supported by Sita “Yes”, and the final confront by Anita “See now, how 

your knowledge failed”, was a powerful statement in eliciting another question from the 

recipient, Ram who felt threatened by the competitive  direct speech. Therefore, we could 

see how questions can do a lot of mastery in the course of action in framing and 

reframing a conversation but statements are a powerful tool in challenging one’s face and 

eliciting an answer or an aggressive rejoinder. Ram replies back with an antagonistic 

question “What? who said? You see, check it up yourself” to Anita.  
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Example 4: 

34.RAM:  [And I read that Iran...Iran is basically derived from Aryan.  

 

35.SHIV:  Yes, absolutely, absolutely(.)[absolutely         (agreement) 

  

36.RAM:                              [Did you understand?(looking 

towards Anita) 
 

 

In example 4, both Ram and Shiv collaborate in the face saving act to disagree with 

Anita. Ram’s final question was a rhetorical question where he was not expecting an 

answer sequence from Anita or Sita. In the data provided above, we have seen that 

women have asked more questions than men, especially addressing a male. Even though 

the questions resulted in powerful, joint actions, they were interpreted by the male 

recipients in a different way. Women participants (Sita and Anita) are powerful speakers 

in designing questions that reframe the course of interaction from discussion to debate 

and further produce statements that challenge the male participants. But they failed to 

seize the floor; although they tried a number of times to break the collaboration between 

the male participants by interrupting and also by asking questions. The strategies used by 

women proved to be futile because they positioned themselves in the role of a student and 

asked all questions to the male participants, which allowed the male participants to 

undermine their position. Unknowingly, the women cast men as judges and gave the men 

an opportunity to evaluate them. Erving Goffman (1981) refers to the interpretive 

schemes that people apply to interaction as “frames.” Conversational frames are not 

gender-neutral as people’s assessments of situations are often transformed when the 

gender participation changes (Eckert and McConnell-Ginet 2003). In the present 
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situation, the women were trying to join a speech situation framed as an intellectual talk 

about language. However, the male participants here could not envision the women into 

the frame of adda. Intentional manipulation of the frame can transform a speech event 

and can make someone powerless. The male-female participants are framed here as 

“expert-novice conversations”, which can be an “excellent site for exploring the 

articulation of attitudes and practices that become tacit and unremarkable as members of 

society to gain competence” (Keating and Egbert 2004). In the dinner time narratives 

mothers play a role of collaborators and set the fathers as the primary recipients and as 

implicit evaluators of the actions, conditions, thoughts and feelings of the other family 

members (Ochs and Taylor, 1992).In the data set, both Sita and Anita were thought to be 

novices within the interactional framework, so they were partially ignored at the later part 

of the conversation when there was no response/or questions from them. The female 

participants were thought to be novices, since they asked more questions than the male 

participants, which the recipients interpreted as an ‘expert-novice’ conversation. The 

male participants were oriented towards each other in agreement with the ongoing 

discussion. Interactants use language, gesture and body movements to orient each other to 

particular ways of seeing and interpreting (C. Goodwin, 1981; Goodwin.M. 2006).  

In this study women have asked more questions than men, especially addressing a 

male. Why should this be so? Are men seen as repositories of knowledge and women as 

ignorant? Women participants (Sita and Anita) are powerful speakers in designing the 

questions that reframe the course of interaction from discussion to debate and further 

produce statements in challenging the male participants. But they failed to seize the floor; 
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although they tried a number of times to break the collaboration between the male 

participants by interrupting and also by asking questions. The strategies used by women 

proved to be futile because they positioned themselves in the role of a student and asked 

all questions to the male participants, which allowed the male participants to undermine 

their position. Unconsciously, the women cast men as judges and gave the men an 

opportunity to evaluate them.  
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8. Data Interpretation: Competition and Collaboration 

 

8.1 Interactional order through a strategy of competition and collaboration 

Conversation plays a pivotal role in maintaining and establishing relationship among 

individuals, the identities of its participants are affirmed or denied, and its cultures are 

transmitted, renewed and modified.  Everyday conversation is more like a performance 

consisting of a range of activities and actions including greeting, complaints, debates, 

story-telling, arguing etcetera. Conversation is reflexive in nature, because most of the 

time our talk depends on what we talk about others, or their activities, or a comment on 

their way of speaking, thus this reflexive use of language makes our mundane everyday 

talk very interesting. It helps us to understand ‘what do we do when we talk’, ‘how the 

talk is produced’, ‘how do we evaluate others’ or ‘how do we contest others’…is it the 

negotiation with the other that is important or is it the speech that is more important? The 

organization of such talk in interaction helps us to understand that how our daily practices 

are also organized, how we comprehend and assume the systematic organizational skills 

during conversation.  

Conversation as an interaction and a social action should not be treated as an 

isolated, self-contained artifacts; the context should be taken into account. Our daily 

mundane conversation/discussion is not only about verbal speech but it is also important 

to investigate every aspect of what we ‘do’ with conversation. The concept of 

interactional sequence is premised on the recognition that each "current" conversational 

action embodies a "here and now" definition of the situation to which subsequent talk is 

oriented. An elementary specification of this notion of sequence was developed by Sacks, 

Schegloff and Jefferson (1974).  It is to be seen that how social action plays a role, how 
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we bridge the ideas of action and interaction.  In order for human beings to coordinate 

their behavior and social actions as they talk with other co-participants in order to display 

to one another what they are doing, and how they would expect others to align within the 

activity of the moment (Goodwin 2000). Goodwin in his study on interactions found that 

a sentence can be shaped and re-shaped during the process of utterance, and, this can only 

be possible during a face to face interaction, since the speaker and the hearer can view or 

assume the responses before a sentence has been uttered (Goodwin 1984). In this study, 

the data set will help us to show that conversation is not just about a stream of utterances, 

but it is also how the participants engage themselves in the process of the societal enabled 

discussion most commonly referred as adda in Bengal, where argument and winning over 

the argument is the primary motive of the participants. Any conversation is about 

collaboration and competition because it is about how they represent their selves. The 

face to face interaction helps us in understanding the way an actor constructs in a 

particular context, what is the role of socialization in his/her case and how he/she build or 

resist authority or organize hierarchy.  

The study specifically examines adda as a context and how within the mixed 

group interaction the two female participants and male participants form into a dyad 

partnership in collaboration to compete with the other. Adda was originally a space 

dominated by male participants, only in recent times did females intervened in this 

discourse and equally participated in adda sessions. Here I will use ‘facework’ as a 

technique, which is most commonly utilized in the study of interpersonal communication, 

that considers the ideas of an individual's identity in a social world and how that identity 
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is created, reinforced, diminished and maintained in communicative interactions. The 

concept of face was first published in 1955 in Ervin Goffman's article: on ‘Face-Work: 

An analysis of ritual Elements in Social Interaction' and reprinted in 1967 in the book " 

Interaction Ritual: Essays on Face to Face Behavior". Here Face is defined as the positive 

social value a person effectively claims for himself by the line others assume he has taken 

during a particular contact. I will be using Goffman’s framework of facework theory as a 

communicative strategy that one uses to enact self-face in order to uphold support or 

challenge another person’s face. My data set attempts to answer the question that who 

collaborates with whom to compete with the other and why do they do so.  

 

8.2 Overview of the data and the data analysis 

The data has focused on the everyday spontaneous discussion among mixed group 

interaction, their social practices, and their shared beliefs and shared achievements. The 

participant who becomes a teller introduces the story so as to gain listener interest, and 

gain control of the floor. The teller commonly shapes the story into a verbal performance, 

it may include interruptions and comments from listeners, and in fact the recipients can 

seek to redirect the story, to reformulate or become full-fledged co tellers of the story. In 

the data that I studied, the pattern was in a form of a discussion that was more 

collaborative than story telling. Stories typically revolve around one speaker whereas 

discussion involves all participants. But collaboration also depends on a variety of 

factors; it immensely depends on the fact that with whom the speakers want to 

collaborate. Nevertheless, a discussion that is collaborative can also turn into a 
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competitive discussion once the authority claims of any participant is challenged in any 

form (Goodwin 2006). 

Data Interpretation: 

Example 1: 

1) SHIV: Apparently the ruling class was I.A,as if that evidence has 

been found (.) very strange thing,something so far away, that as if 

Indians were related with 

2)  RAM:   [Iran (.) You must consider Iran as one 

3)    SITA:      [Shiv, isn’t that called I.A?    

4) SHIV: It is said I.A, that is as if in the sense Sanskrit(.)means 

type of 

5) SITA:                                                     [Say that 

(.)  

6) RAM:  Persia is (.) also a basically I.A. sphere (looks at Shiv)  

 7) ANITA:          [But isn't that I.Iranian? (Looks at Ram & Shiv) 

 8) SITA:  How will it be I.Aryan?    (referring to speakers Ram & 

Shiv) 

 9) RAM:   But Indo Aryan (.) 

 10) ANITA:               [Persia is Indo Iranian. (Statement) 

Since we have discussed about tag-questions in detail in the last section, we know that it 

is multifunctional, and it always depends on how the question is represented or 

misrepresented to the recipient and therefore might challenge the claims put forward by 

the recipient. In sentence 1, Shiv initiates the conversation, which is more like a report 

rather than a statement. He repeats ‘as if ' twice in the sentence, contributing to the 
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appearance that he wants to remain non-committal about the report, however he claims/ 

demands support from the other male participant Ram. The conversation seems to have 

been oriented towards Ram, as we can see from the video-recording that Shiv is 

positioned in a manner in which he could have faced Sita as well as Anita, however, his 

eye gaze and facial movement clearly demonstrates this fact, and it can be proved from 

the format tying principle that Goodwin (2006) uses that the return move that ties to the 

structure of the conversation. In the above example we see that in line 2, Ram attempts to 

collaborate with Shiv that is thwarted by Sita’s tag question in line 3. Thus, the 

contestation began when the report was questioned for clarification. Even though the 

question looks like an adjacency pair, but the recipients assumes it as a contestation made 

against their claims. Shiv is fully aware of the fact that by contesting the authenticity of 

his report, Sita actually poses a challenge to his social position. So more than the 

utterance, the self is of prime importance, which is created through the social process of 

interaction. We can also think of Goffman’s ‘Face’ here. Face is defined as the positive 

social value a person effectively claims for himself by the line others assume he has taken 

during a particular contact. Face saving is not just a process of the social actor, but of the 

audience as well. There are social protocols for helping someone maintain and save face, 

here Shiv tries to maintain his face by asking for collaboration from speaker Ram, since 

the conversation was actually initiated for Ram. Now, a dyad unit is formed between 

Ram and shiv versus Sita and Anita. The dyad unit collaborates to compete with each 

other in order to become successful participants as well as to gain the floor and win over 

the argument that was created. In the data set, we see that the discussion was initiated by 
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Shiv (male participant) but the discussion was turned into an argument by Sita (female 

participant) through asking a tag-question. Therefore, tag-questions here play as an 

instrument to metamorphose the discussion into a heated debate, which brings into the 

concept of collaboration and competition. 

8.3 “See now, how your knowledge failed.”-Challenging the Face 

Goffman’s framework on facework theory is a communicative strategy that one uses to 

enact self-faces and to uphold support or to challenge another person’s face.  Goffman 

proposes that how one negotiates face in everyday social interaction, and the data studied 

is an apt example of it. To protect or mask one’s social positive face, participants within a 

discussion collaborate to compete and save their own face. In this instance, it is the two 

male participants who started collaborating amongst themselves to compete with the 

female participants, since a question was raised by a female participant regarding the 

authenticity of the report. Nevertheless, it is interesting to see that the female participants 

collaborated to compete with the male participants to seize the floor and win the 

argument. 

Example 2: 

3) SITA:         [Shiv, isn’t that called Indo.Aryan?    

4) SHIV: It is said I.A, that is as if in the sense Sanskrit(.)means 

type of.  

 5) SITA:                                         [Say that (.)  

6)   RAM:  Persia is also a basically I.A. sphere (looks at Shiv)  



 

 54 

 7) ANITA:    [But isn't that I.Iranian? (Looks at Ram & Shiv) 

 8)    SITA:    How will it be I.Aryan?    (referring to speakers Ram & 

Shiv) 

  9)   RAM:    But Indo Aryan (.) 

  10)   ANITA:                 [Persia is Indo Iranian. (Statement) 

  11)   Ram:                   [Indo Iranian(.)the word Iran(.)actually 

the word Iran(.) 

  12)  Anita:  Persia is not Indo Aryan (emphatic statement) 

  13)  Sita:   Yes (in alliance with Anita) 

  14) Anita:   see now how your knowledge failed (looking towards Ram) 

  15) Ram:    What? Who said? You see, check it up yourself. 

 16) Anita:  Persia falls under Indo Iranian branch. 

 17) Ram:   It falls in Indo Aryan branch. 

 18) Shiv:                [It divides the two.  

 19) Anita: I will.I mean(.)will show you suniti kumar's book 

Here we can clearly see that the discussion is triggered into a heated debate after line 3 

when Sita asks a question. The question is not a clear, straightforward question, rather it 

is more like an information seeking adjacency pair. But, in any interaction the 

interlocutors are very significant characters since they decide what the next utterance is 

going to be. In this particular instance, the question is taken to be a demand regarding the 

validity of the report. In line 4, we see that Shiv’s social face gets threatened and so in 

defense he answers her back. He uses an indirect quotative “it is said”--that is, he still 

doesn’t want to be the author of the stated utterance--and then further moves on to choose 

a word like “Sanskrit”(a Classical Indo-Aryan language), which would be a good enough 
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reason to justify and legitimize his report. He keeps fumbling by saying “means type of”. 

He is fully aware of the fact that by contesting the authenticity of his report, she actually 

challenges his social position.  

It is interesting to note that as Shiv’s self-presentation was being dampened, 

suddenly Ram comes in to collaborate with Shiv and continue with the argument. He 

purposely orients towards Shiv, knowingly that the question was actually posed by Sita. 

So Ram tries to create a dyad interactional framework by collaborating with each other, 

which were thwarted by the female participants as they either interrupted or they asked 

tag-questions. The female participants in the data as we can see from the lines 3, 5, 7 and 

8 were striving hard to seize the participant floor. In lines 7 and 8 we can clearly notice 

that the female participants also started collaborating with each other.  

Finally, in line 10 and 12 Anita emphatically claimed a statement that disproved 

the male participant’s authority claims regarding the topic discussed. Anita, actually had 

to repeat the statement twice, to assert the statement. Anita’s statement is collaborated 

with Sita’s aligned positive response in line 13, which aggravated the contest. Therefore, 

in line 14, when Anita declares in public about Ram’s failure of being an erudite 

participant, Ram’s face gets challenged and he immediately retorts back the challenge in 

line 15, questioning the authority and the legitimacy of the challenge. This acts as a 

reactionary contestation towards speaker Anita and she follows it up by delegating the 

authority to a renowned author. In line 19, she replies the challenge by delegating the 
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authority to an author, yet she commits the mistake of not asserting the fact emphatically 

instead she hedges, damping the effect of the utterance and the authority. 

 In the next few utterances, the conversation is a dyad conversation between just 

Shiv and Ram, discussing and going further deep into the topic, without much attention 

paid to the other two female participants.  

Example: 3 

34) Ram: [And I read that Iran...Iran is basically derived from I.A 

35)  Shiv:    Yes, absolutely (.)absolutely(.) absolutely. 

 37)  Ram:                                  [Did you understand? 

(Turning to Anita)  

This sample of data helps us analyze the fact that he was still on his goal to save his 

(Ram) face. Therefore, the speakers Ram and speaker Shiv both collaborated and 

mutually supported each other and agreed to each other. By gaining the support from 

Shiv, Ram further challenges Anita’s challenge and succeeds to gain a note of victory at 

the end. The note of victory was meant towards Anita as he turns towards Anita by 

making a signal of achievement gained by joint collaboration.  

In the segment of data, in line 28, Shiv gives an example from Wikipedia whose facts 

comparing to Anita’s renowned author on this particular topic did not happen to be an 

authentic source.       28) Shiv: [Yes, one thing I read from Wikipedia, very 

interesting. 
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The participants were more concerned with collaborating and winning over the argument 

rather than the veracity of the facts. Hence we can clearly see that it is a multi-party 

interactive social process, where the social roles of an individual is created and 

(re)created within the conversational time and space. The reported speech frames a new 

text, which is collaborated or contested by the recipients. In the process of collaboration 

or contestation a new text is created.  

 

8.4 Interactional Framing in the data set 

We have seen that women have asked more questions than men, especially 

addressing a male. Why should this be so? Are men seen as repositories of knowledge 

and women as ignorant? Women participants (Sita and Anita) are powerful speakers in 

designing the questions that reframe the course of interaction from discussion to debate 

and further producing statements in challenging the male participants. But they failed to 

seize the floor; although they tried a number of times to break the collaboration between 

the male participants by interrupting and also by asking questions. The strategies used by 

women proved to be futile because they positioned themselves in the role of a student and 

asked all questions to the male participants, which allowed the male participants to 

undermine their position. Unconsciously, the women cast men as judges and gave the 

men an opportunity to evaluate them.  

Sita finally tried changing the topic of discussion by asking a question about time 

“Now, is it only 9'0Clock?” to Ram. She gets the answer from Anita and then by 
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Ram. After the change of topic, Sita still goes on asking question to the male participants 

and this time to Shiv, “Shiv, can we go to Puglu's place now?”, which is 

interpreted by Shiv as a negative statement, rather than a question. 

Example: 4  

25) SHIV:     But Indo Aryan is specifically said to be as Indian, 

where it means means Sanskrit root.  

                                                                       

26) RAM: [Indian (.) Indian but Persian is also from the same tree. 

                                                                       

27) SITA:         [And (.) 

 SITA:              [no,no,means but   (hesitation) 

28)SHIV:                  [Yes, one thing I read from Wikipedia, very 

interesting. 

29)RAM:                   [Coming from one tree (.)  

30)SHIV-                 Yes coming from the same tree(.) Yes from one 

tree 

31)SITA:                                               [No Shiv, see 

race and language are two separate things.  (Grabbing SHIV’S hand)    

32)SHIV:     It is not about race.  

33)SITA:      whatever. (Loses interest) 

In line 27, we see how Sita desperately tries hard to interrupt and get the floor. Finally, in 

line 31, she transgresses the boundary of being polite and grabs Shiv’s hand in order to 

let him know that she wants to speak. The grabbing of the hand suggests a very child-like 

behavior, trying to seek attention. It is possible that she marginalizes herself by not acting 

like an adult, and finally loses interest in the discussion as she says “whatever”, which is 
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indeed a very dismissive reaction. The conversation was completely oriented towards the 

male participants and they both were extremely involved and engaged in the activity.  

Erving Goffman (1974) refers to the interpretive schemes that people apply to 

interaction as “frames.” Conversational frames are not gender-neutral as people’s 

assessments of situations are often transformed when the gender participation changes. In 

the present situation, the women were trying to join a speech situation framed as an 

intellectual talk about language. But the male participants could not envision the women 

into the frame. Intentional manipulation of the frame can transform a speech event and 

can make someone powerless. The male-female participants are framed here as “expert-

novice conversations”, which can be an “excellent site for exploring the articulation of 

attitudes and practices that become tacit and unremarkable as members of society gain 

competence” (Keating and Egbert 2004). In the dinner time narratives mothers play a role 

of collaborators and set the fathers as the primary recipients and as implicit evaluators of 

the actions, conditions, thoughts and feelings of the other family members (Ochs and 

Taylor, 1995). 

In the data set, both Sita and Anita were thought to be novice within the 

interactional framework, so they were partially ignored at the later part of the 

conversation when there was no response/or questions from them. The male participants 

were oriented towards each other in agreement with the ongoing discussion. Interactants 

use language, gesture and body movements to orient each other to particular ways of 

seeing and interpreting (C. Goodwin, 1984). In the context and social space of adda the 
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participants reach a mode of debate where they compete and collaborate to seize the 

floor. The participants negotiated with each other to agree/disagree on certain topics and 

tried to claim authority and demand authenticity over their knowledge claims. The idea of 

competition and collaboration as polar opposites is not a new one. Modern feminist 

literature builds upon a tradition dating back to the early socialist feminists, including 

Robert Owen, William Thompson, Anna Wheeler, and August Bebel (Nancy Folbre, 

1993). With respect to women, in particular, competition was seen as detrimental and 

unfair. This was because men could compete without being interrupted “by gestation” 

(Thompson, 1963). In usual adda sessions, both men and women attempt to compete to 

gain the interactional space and control the social territory.  

Cooperation, on the other hand, is defined as a “relationship” which is other-

directed and socially driven. It is also “feminine.” Traditionally, women have been 

viewed as one, whose chief concern was the domestics. Thus the nature of cooperation 

and collaboration evolved from these, whereas, men have traditionally been engaged in 

the activity of market exchange where they view the market as a battleground. Therefore, 

in the adda sessions too, the men view the space as a battleground, a place to win over 

someone. In the data set above, both Ram and Shiv try to control the topic and 

manipulate the conversation in a way to win. But, we see a remarkable shift among 

women like Sita and Anita who collaborate and agree to compete and disagree with the 

male participants triggering the interaction space to be a field of encounter. We have to 

keep in mind that exchange in any form (market, economy, or speech) is a social 

relationship, a relation of sharing that might be consequence of competition. Here, both 
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Sita and Anita exchange conversation within the situated activity of adda to agree and 

support each other’s position in order to compete with the men’s authority claims. Thus, 

cooperation can be used as a strategy to operate competition.  

Traditionally adda as an activity was commonly practiced by male members of 

the Bengali society, since this genre included argument, and debate, which was more 

competitive by nature. Women were barred from this practice as they were believed to 

lack the potential to argue or debate. But as women got educated and shared the common 

space with men in adda they started improvising several strategies to gain floor and 

compete with men in same grounds. But the age-old belief about women being frail, 

cooperative, and dependent is still deeply imbibed in our society. Therefore even the 

strategies that the female participants use to seize the floor are not taken seriously by the 

male participants. Since public domain was always under the male hegemony, they have 

been in a position to become powerful at the expense of women, who have traditionally 

occupied other arenas. Competition was monopolized by men and women were 

stereotypically assumed to be cooperative and supportive. 

In any interaction or “game” involving competition, cooperation is a necessary 

tool. While players in most games compete against each other either individually or in 

teams, they do so in a cooperative framework established by common rules ensuring that 

success is achieved either by skill or luck or a combination of the two. Throughout the 

paper, I argue that how the female and male participants both form dyads to collaborate 

with each other in order to compete with the opposing team to position oneself within the 
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interactional frame. The questions posed by the female participants strategically threaten 

the male participants’ monopoly over their knowledge claims and the course of 

conversation turns from discussion to debate as they create competing teams. The 

competition is, therefore, dependent upon social cooperation. The one cannot take place 

without the other. Competition and cooperation are two necessary components of social 

organization. 
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9. Conclusion 

 

9.1 Final Argument of the Paper 

 

I would like to conclude with the observation that it should not always be assumed that 

women always use “powerless”, “over-polite” or “deferent” language. In the segment of 

data analyzed, we saw that women were strategic to manipulate the so called ‘deferent’ 

tag-questions as a tool to question the authority claims of the male participants, and were 

also capable of producing emphatic statements to directly challenge the male “face” (“see 

now, how your knowledge failed”). The female participants actively collaborated with 

each other in disagreeing with the male participants, and changed the format of the 

discussion into a debate by throwing questions. Both Sita and Anita had enough space to 

talk and create a position within the situated activity of adda. But why did they lose 

interest at the end of the conversation? They were not the oppressed victims here, but 

they marginalized themselves by repeatedly asking questions to the male participants 

which undermined their position as a participant. The male participants, in turn, viewed 

their questions in a teacher-student paradigm. Women were the perpetrators and the 

constructors in maintaining an uneven conversation, and also stimulating the gender 

asymmetry by asking the questions only to the males rather than to a female participant. 

The strategies analyzed include collaboration between women to disagree with the 

male participant’s authority positions and the use of tag-questions and hedges to 

investigate male-female adda. Argumentation in the adda involves challenging others 

and giving reasons and rational support. But in these instance women used questions to 

challenge the men’s knowledge and rationality. Language and gender research needs to 
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be reconsidered as it is very limited to the western population. It is very important to look 

at other contexts and the under-studied populations; the present study on adda among the 

Bengalis show us that we can try to avoid the stereotypes assumed among male/female 

behavior and speech activities and label them as powerful or powerless/ masculine or 

feminine as the data here also shows that men use more number of hedges than women, 

and women can also get competitive to achieve a social goal. 

9.2 Problems: 

There are some problems of doing research with limited data sample, since the sample 

was very limited and restricted within particular variable, so the finding cannot be 

properly generalized. In fact, it is very difficult to give a generalized result even with a 

bigger sample because of certain issues that we face as doing research with human 

subjects. In any kind of data that is based on conversation/interaction, the negotiation and 

the positioning between men to women varies from systems of power, hierarchy and 

authority. 

 The methodology used here to analyze the data is also difficult since conversation 

analysis as a framework was mainly built for English speaking population, however, my 

study group was Bengali speaking. English and Bengali sentence structures are very 

different so it is also very difficult to generalize it in those terms. However, conversation 

analysts use other languages to analyze their data through this framework, even though a 

gap always remains. 
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9.3 Possibilities of further research: 

Adda is a rich site to understand how conversation is happening between the participants 

within a situated activity, but it will be better if in future research we can elaborate this 

area into different age groups, and have a bigger sample size. It can also be a possibility 

to use different spaces to find out if there are any specific differences created in different 

spaces. 

We can do further research on this data in the areas of ‘pragmatics’ like eye-gazing in the 

social process of interaction between the speaker and the recipient and also on pointing at 

each other (indexicality) at some parts of the conversation. Some questions that remain 

unanswered are: why were the speakers more concerned about the argument rather than 

the authenticity of the information that was being broached?  Finally, as we all sat 

together to see the video, we (female members) were shocked to see that we had actually 

asked so many questions, and we were almost been avoided for a part of the 

conversation. In fact, the male members were also quite surprised to see that they were 

actually collaborating with each other to compete with us. Therefore, it is very crucial to 

do research on such ingrained, socialized ways in which we try to present ourselves in 

public. 
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