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Interview 
with a 
Birangona
TARFIA FAIZULLAH

1. What were you doing when they came for you?

Gleaming water sweeps over
Mother’s feet. Bayonets. Teeth.

My green and yellow Eid sari
flaps damply between two palm

trees. Grandfather calls to me:
mishti maya. Girl of sweetness.

Aashi, I call back. I finish braiding
my hair, tie it tight. I twine a red string

around my thigh. That evening,
a blade sliced through string, through

skin, red on red on red. Kutta, the man
in khaki says. It is only later I realize

it is me he is calling dog. Dog. Dog.

2. Where did the Pakistani military take you, and 
were there others there?

Past the apothecary shop, shut
down, burned flat. My heart

seized, I told it to hush. They saw
its shape and weight and wanted

it too. Past the red mosque
where I first learned to touch

my forehead low, to utter
the wet words blown from

my mouth again and again. Past
the school draped with banners

imploring Free Our Language,
a rope steady around my throat

as they pushed me toward the dark
room, the silence clotted thick

with a rotten smell, dense like pear
blossoms, long strands of jute

braided fast around our wrists.
Yes, there were others there.

3. Would you consider yourself a survivor or a 
victim?

Each week I pull hard
the water from the well,

bathe in my sari, wring
it out, beat it against

the flattest rocks—Are you
Muslim or Bengali, they

asked again and again.
Both, I said, both—then

rocks were broken along
my spine, my hair a black

fist in their hands, pulled
down into the river again

and again. Each day, each
night: river, rock, fist—

the river wanders this way,
breaks that way, that is

always the river’s play.

4. Were there other women there? Did you get 
along with them?

Between us: a dark metal
bucket, our hands touching.
We pulled water together
from the muddy river we

used to sit beside before
we belonged to that smoke-

watered world missing brothers
and husbands and fathers. I ask for

Allah’s forgiveness: I didn’t know
I would cherish the vermilion

streak she drew into the seam of her
parted hair. I didn’t know my body’s

worth until they came for it. I held
her as she shook at night: pond water

scored by storm. She held me
as I shook at dawn. Don’t you know

they made us watch her head fall
from the rusted blade of the old

jute machine? That they made us
made us made us made us made us?

From Seam, a book in the Crab Orchard Series in 
Poetry, co-published with Southern Illinois University 
Press. Copyright © 2014 by Tarfia Faizullah.
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Tarfia Faizullah is an artist and poet, born to 
Bangladeshi immigrant parents in Brooklyn, 
New York and raised in Texas. While her 
poetry has won three Pushcart prizes and 
been presented in the Liberation War Museum 
of Bangladesh, the Library of Congress, the 
Smithsonian, New York University, Barnard 
College, University of California Berkeley, and 
the Poetry Foundation, among other places, 
some of her most powerful verses were conceived 
from a need to imagine the experiences of the 
two million women who were raped by Pakistani 
army during the Bangladesh Liberation War. 
Using a Fulbright fellowship, Tarfia decided to 
come to Bangladesh to research the war and 
interview the women whom the Bangladesh 
government, in 1972, titled Birangona (war 
heroines). These interviews resulted in Seam 
(Southern Illinois University Press, 2014), 
Tarfia’s debut collection of poems which won 
the Crab Orchard first book prize. 

In this conversation with Sarah Anjum 
Bari, Books and Literary Editor at The Daily 
Star, Tarfia Faizullah discusses her art, her 
inspiration, and her experience of interviewing 
Birangona women. 

Your book is full of silences–the things you 
or the other people speaking don’t share in 
great detail–but it’s also about transparency. 
For instance, you reveal the questions you 
asked the Birangona women. Why? 

Partly because I’m a writer and I see the world 
as contradictory. So, even though there’s 
peace there is also war. Even though we keep 
experiencing in history genocide and rape, 
there is always an attempt to say–look at these 
things so it doesn’t happen again but then of 
course it does. For me, the balance between 
silence and transparency is a way of getting at 
that contradiction, that there are a lot of women 
who never come forward about the violence 
that has happened to them. The book is an 
attempt to capture the importance of listening 
to those voices that are willing to speak and also 
listening to the silence of the women who are 
not able to for understandable reasons. 

You started out writing the poems from 
imagination and then decided to speak to 
the women to avoid fetishizing them. How 
did the poems change through these two 
approaches? 

I would say that it was more of a confirmation 
than a rewriting. What did change was 
the thinking of these women as part of a 
community and having sisters or lovers. I was 
lucky to interview a number of women together 
in Sirajganj and I realised their experiences 
are interconnected–they affect the individual 
and then the family, the community and then 
the country. Of course I was born and raised 
in America so I have more of an individualistic 
perspective, but I was also raised in a Bangali 
household, so I understand that shongshar for 
example is a profound unit. 

One of the criticisms of my book was that 
these poems are too beautiful; how can these 
women happen to speak so beautifully? And I 
thought–what tells us that a woman who has 
experienced violence is not capable of beautiful 
thoughts? 

One of the women I talked to said to me, 
Onek manush ashchhe proshno niye. Apni ki 
korben apnar kolom diye?  ‘A lot of people have 
come to us with their questions. What will you 
do with your pen?’

Did this question impact your writing? 

Yeah. The whole reason I applied for a Fulbright 
was because I was writing these poems from 
imagination and I thought, these women 
are still alive, it’s actually not right for me to 
continue writing these without at least trying 
to speak to them. Which to me meant that I 
wasn’t just writing about myself or my feelings, 
I was writing with a greater responsibility. Her 
question just increased and emphasised to me 
what I was doing–I really wanted to try to get it as 
right as I could, even though my Americanness 
and my having never gone through those 
experiences are obvious limitations. 

Tell me more about the interviews. How 
many women did you speak to and how 
did you get them to open up about their 
memories? 

I was lucky enough to interview Ferdousi 
Priyabhashini before she passed away. There 

were maybe 8-10 women that I interviewed in 
Sirajganj. I interviewed a family of sisters who 
had all been raped and I also met a woman 
who was not able to speak because she’s 
very ill–I met her and her daughter. I went to 
Sirajganj because there was this woman who 
was a freedom fighter and she runs a retreat 
for women who were victims during the war. 

I don’t think it was that I got them to open 
up, it was that for their own reasons they 
decided to open up to me. I didn’t want to 
press the issue; I don’t have any journalism 
expertise, I’m a poet and artist. So I felt very 
cautious. I started out light, let them get to 
know me first. The woman who runs the 
retreat in Sirajganj gave the green light also, so 
it was about her letting me into that space. I 
had an incredible experience with a family of 
sisters that I interviewed, and I was speaking 
with one of the sisters and the other sister 
came up behind me and started playing with 
my curly hair. She said to me, bechara,  you 
probably don’t have anyone to brush your hair 
for you!

There was another woman who had 
dementia. It was very painful and moving to 
realise that the mother was not in reality, but 
that her daughter was very aware of what her 
mother had gone through and she felt the 
importance of sharing that. 

So it didn’t feel like an interview, it felt like 
an exchange. 

How did you decide what you wanted to 
ask them?

I was curious about the emotional experience 
because that’s often what gets lost amidst 
nationalism and politics. I mainly wanted 
to know about their inner lives. Most of my 
questions were less intellectual and more 
emotional. 

As a poet working on a creative project and 
not, as you said, as a journalist, what do 
you think are the ethics of interviewing the 
survivor or a victim of sexual assault?

I did not write a perfect book. I think that what 
I wrote is problematic but what happened to 
these women is more problematic. As an artist 
who is trying to get across human trauma–
especially trauma that is, as in the case of the 
Birangona, state-mandated and systematic 
violence–I know I failed a lot. I think that if 
you’re an artist and you want to take on difficult 
material, then your intentions matter. The 
willingness to fail matters. 

I also did a lot of research on the psychology 
of trauma even though I’m not a journalist. 
I read a lot of interviews and how journalists 
approach these subjects. So I don’t think being 
an artist means you can do whatever you want, 
it means: educate yourself and make choices 
that are thoughtful. 

Did the project impact the writing that you 
did after finishing this book?

I realised that I really care about women’s voices. 

So in my second book, Registers of Illuminated 
Villages (Graywolf, 2018), I have a sequence of 
poems about a village in Bangladesh that used 
to be called Sowabpur and it used to be called 
the village of love, but then became the village 
of widows because the Pakistani army went into 
that village and killed every single man and left 
the women. I wrote poems from the perspective 
of those women. 

Bangladeshi women specifically really matter 
to me because there is a history of silence and 
a history of women silencing themselves. I 
became more aware, too, of the responsibility 

as an artist. 

Why are sounds so important to you as 
a poet? 

Sounds have meaning. One of the 
great things about poetry is that it’s 
available to the illiterate–it’s a very 
radical and democratic art form in 

that way. It’s why it’s used in political 
slogans for example. It’s not just the 

meaning of the words but the effect of the 
sounds. Poetry lives in this interesting 
world between nonfiction and music, 
between music and fiction. Because I’m 

a poet, that’s part of my toolkit–thinking 
about how to get across concepts like obsession, 
nostalgia, history and memory in musical form. 

What is your relationship with Bangla 
poetry? Where would you place your work 
in the lineage of Bangla poetry, particularly 
those that came out of the Liberation War?

I wish I was fluent enough to write in Bangla–I 
read and understand Bangla but I’m not as well 
versed in very complex Bangla. But I care about 
Bengali poetry a great deal. My mother and I 
just went to a dance recital of one of Tagore’s 
stories and I’ve been reading his biography and 
a lot of his poetry. I also care a great deal about 
Nazrul Islam. But I was just saying to my mom 
that you don’t hear as much about women 
poets. I think there must be a woman who was 
writing at the same time as Tagore and Nazrul 
and just didn't get the same kind of attention 
that she deserved. I have a future hope to learn 
more about Bengali women poets.  

My job is to write the poems that I want to 
write and get them out into the world. Outside 
of that, I try not to comment too much on how 
or where I should be talked about. 

What other subjects are you passionate 
about as a poet? Do you have any favourite 
Bengali women writers? 

Right now I’m working on a poetry collection 
that is focused on immigration and the 
Bengali immigrant’s experience in America. 
I’m a perfectionist, so lately I’m trying to 
allow my poems to be imperfect and capture 
imperfection. I don’t want to think of myself as 
morally superior, so I’m trying to think about 
how you allow for a flawed but very human 
perspective. And also, I hate to admit this, but 
bhalobasha! I don’t have any authority on it 
but I have this idea that my third book is a love 
letter to somebody who doesn’t know that he’s 
meant for me. 

We’re in an exciting moment in American 
poetry where there are more and more 
deshi voices coming forward. Some Bengali 
contemporary writers I’d like to shout out to 
are Shabnam Nadiya, Seema Reza, Chowdhury, 
Anuradha Bhowmik, Fariha Roisin, Tanais, 
Sharbari Zohra Ahmed, Promoti Ilam, Ashna 
Ali and Amatan Noor. 

Do you think your art serves a purpose? 

You’re asking some very difficult questions! 
If I think too much about the function of art 
it just falls apart very quickly. When you’re 
working on it, you don’t know if it’s going to 
affect anybody else. But my life really changed 
because I started thinking about these women 
and writing these poems. For instance, despite 
me resisting the criticism of Seam being too 
beautiful for the subject matter, I do think I 
have become a less lyrically beautiful writer in 
some ways. 

I do think that art has a function, it is not just 
necessary but essential. Art is where you see the 
human spirit, what we would call the soul; it’s 
an important place to find, recover and discover 
your own humanity.

The Birangona in poetry 
and conversation 

I did not write 
a perfect 

book. I think 
that what 
I wrote is 

problematic 
but what 

happened to 
these women 

is more 
problematic. 

As an artist 
who is trying 
to get across 

human 
trauma–

especially 
trauma that 

is, as in the 
case of the 

Birangona, 
state-

mandated 
and 

systematic 
violence–I 

know I failed 
a lot. I think 

that if you’re 
an artist and 

you want 
to take on 

difficult 
material, 

then your 
intentions 

matter. The 
willingness to 

fail matters. 

D
E
S

I
G

N
:
 M

A
I
S

H
A

 S
Y

E
D

A

DESIGN: MAISHA SYEDA


