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POETRY

Tired of crying 
in CNGs
AYRA GAHAR

Every word I write is contemporary 
My pain is urban
My troubles are suburban
My lungs are black. 
When I speak 
My tongue catches on the words,  
In a language I have forced myself to think in. 
So I am rural, to the other side of the sun
Uncouth, brown, dirty
Dry hair, dark knees. 
I cannot pronounce “conscientious” without 
slipping and sliding and spitting. 
I am both country and suburban 
Literate and illiterate enough, 
To get ravaged over and over again
And marvel at the lack of crows in my city. 

Ayra Gahar occasionally contributes to Star 
Books and Literature.

ESSAY

The unheard theory: What the female voice 
in Sufi rituals reveals about modern life

RIMEL SARKER

It always felt like modernity flatters itself 
with a simple story: history moves from 
darkness to light, from superstition 
to reason, from inherited authority to 
critique. Freedom, in this case, arrives 
through publicity—speaking openly, 
arguing publicly, trusting rational debate. 
If something is wrong, we make it visible, 
name it, and the public sphere will do the 
rest. 

But modern life feels oddly 
disappointing. We have more platforms 
than ever to speak and act from, yet 
politics remains stuck. Critique circulates 
constantly, while domination adjusts its 
settings and survives. Perhaps the problem 
is not a lack of speech. Perhaps it is a failure 

of listening—an “acoustics” that recognises 
only certain tones as knowledge. 

To see that, place three thinkers in the 
same frame: Jürgen Habermas on public 
reason, Zygmunt Bauman on “liquid” 
modernity, and Shemeem Burney Abbas 
on women’s devotional performance in 
Sufi rituals. The point is not to fuse them. 
It is to question modernity’s deepest 
reassurance: that public reason is neutral, 
and that whatever matters will naturally 
appear within its authorised formats. 
Some truths are not merely excluded from 
the public sphere; they are disqualified 

from counting as “public” in the first place. 
Bauman argues that late modern 

societies can host critical speech while 
remaining immune to its consequences. 
This is not censorship. It is critique turned 
into a consumer experience: you are 
permitted—encouraged—to be outraged, 
provided the outrage arrives as content 
that can be absorbed and moved on from. 
You post, denounce, perform, boycott; 
then the feed refreshes. Resistance 
becomes a lifestyle choice rather than a 
collective project. 

In Bauman’s wider picture, modern life 
“liquefies.” The institutions that once linked 
private lives to durable solidarities weaken. 
In their place comes a moral demand to be 
flexible, self-inventing, endlessly adaptable. 
Structural problems are pushed onto 
individuals as personal failure. Anxiety 
becomes a defect of character; precarity 
becomes poor planning. Life resembles a 
continuous audition. 

Habermas worried—at a more 
philosophical pitch—that critique could 
degrade into mere unmasking: the clever 
exposure of hypocrisy without the capacity 
to build shared norms. Bauman describes 

the social world in which that worry 
becomes routine. Critique is everywhere, 
but consequence is scarce. We can explain 
endlessly; we struggle to organise. If we 
treat this only as a European story, we miss 
how “immunity” is produced elsewhere: 
by deciding in advance which voices can 
count as knowledge. Abbas’s work on Sufi 
rituals exposes one such decision. 

A common Western habit is to 
understand Islam through a Christian 
template: mosque as church, public 
congregation as the centre, scripture as 
the primary storehouse of meaning. Once 
this model is accepted, “religion” becomes 
what is visible in officially recognised 
spaces and what can be cited in texts—
domains historically dominated by men. 
What disappears is the possibility that 
religious life is also constituted in homes, 
courtyards, shrines, oral transmission—in 
sound. 

Abbas shows that women’s voices in 
Sufi traditions are not decorative margins. 
They can be central carriers of devotion: 
women singing devotional poetry in 
shrine networks and domestic gatherings; 
repertoires preserved through embodied 

practice; even male performers adopting 
feminine narrative voices in certain 
qawwali traditions. This world is often 
treated as “unknown” in scholarship not 
because it is hidden, but because it does 
not match what academic listening has 
been trained to treat as evidence. 

Here modernity’s self-image cracks. 
It imagines truth arriving through 
exposure—visible, recordable, debatable. 
Yet women’s devotional life has frequently 
been made invisible through a double 
justification: women are either “too 
insignificant” to document or “too sacred” 
to drag into the public glare. Either way, 
the archive stays clean, and the clean 
archive becomes proof that nothing was 
ever there. 

The crucial point is methodological. 
Abbas notes how many male researchers 
lacked access to women’s ritual spaces and 
often lacked the linguistic and cultural 
competence to grasp oral metaphor and 
performative nuance. Their inability to 
hear became their authority to describe. 
A scholar who cannot enter women’s 
domains concludes that women have no 
domains; a scholar who cannot interpret 
sung metaphor concludes that the 
metaphor is not theory. 
This forces a hard question back onto 
Habermas’s ideal of public reason: which 
publics? Whose arguments? If “public” 
is defined by institutional visibility—
print, formal debate, official discourse—
then the female voice in Sufi rituals is 
excluded before it speaks. Not because it 
is irrational, but because it is embodied 
and contextual, because it lives in 
performance rather than proposition. 

This is an excerpt. Read the full essay 
on The Daily Star and Star Books and 
Literature’s websites.
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Abbas notes how many 
male researchers lacked 

access to women’s 
ritual spaces and often 

lacked the linguistic and 
cultural competence to 

grasp oral metaphor and 
performative nuance.

FICTION

THE ROOFTOP
HAROONUZZAMAN

The rooftop is where she breathes.
It is a square of cracked concrete five 

stories above the noise of Dhaka, and it 
belongs to no one. Or perhaps it belongs 
to everyone and no one at once—a space 
unsupervised, unspoken, unscripted. 
Up here, the air is thick with the sound 
of pigeon wings and the far-off scent of 
turmeric frying in someone’s kitchen.

Up here, Asha can be someone else. 
Or, more precisely, she can be herself.

She leans against the rusting water 
tank, barefoot, listening to the city hum 
beneath her. A motorcycle backfires on 
the street below. A woman calls for her 
son. A faint azaan echoes from a distant 
mosque. The sky is a bleached grey, 
promising rain, but delivering nothing.

It is just after Maghrib, and Asha 
knows her mother will be calling soon. 
But she stays.

She is 21 and unmarried, which, in 
her building, makes her either tragic 
or dangerous, depending on whom you 
ask.

In the flats below, the women watch 
her closely—especially the widows. They 
nod at her in the elevator, but it is always 
a cautious nod, wrapped in disapproval. 
They do not like her lipstick, or how she 
laughs too loudly when boys pass by on 
the street, or how she does not cover 
her hair when she goes to buy bread. 
They do not understand why a girl like 
her lives alone.

She does not explain.
Her mother lives in Narayanganj. 

Her father died when she was fifteen. 
Asha now teaches Bangla at a coaching 
centre in Kalabagan, and in the 
evenings, she comes home, climbs 
five flights of stairs, and stands on the 
rooftop—the only space in the city that 
does not judge her.

On this rooftop, she has watched 
boys fly kites, watched clouds pull 
shadows across the pink-orange 
skyline, watched lovers whisper behind 
drying saris and steel rods.

But this evening is different. There is 
someone else up here.

A boy. Or rather, a young man 
in a faded green panjabi, sketching 
something in charcoal on a thick 
notepad. She stops. He looks up. Their 

eyes meet. The moment lingers. Then, 
with a quiet nod, he shifts slightly to 
make space. 

She sits—carefully—not too close. 
He does not ask her name. She does 

not offer it. The silence between them is 
easy, like water settling in a glass.

His name is Tanim, she learns a few 
evenings later. He studies architecture 
at BUET, but prefers drawing people to 
buildings.

“Buildings do not lie,” he says one 
night. “But people… they refuse to lie 
properly. That’s what makes them 
interesting.”

She laughs. “So you come up here to 
spy on people?”

He smiles. “I come up here to see.”
They talk for hours—about the heat, 

about  films, about her students who 
mix English with Bangla like cake 
batter, about his childhood in Bogura, 
and how he used to sketch fishmongers 
and goats in the village market.

He never asks why she lives alone. 
Or whether she is married. Or why she 
does not wear a scarf. He does not ask 
the questions everyone else does.

And so she begins to wait for him.
Some nights, they do not speak at 

all. He sketches. She sits beside him, 
watching the moonlight skim across 
rooftops and laundry lines. Once, she 

touches a sketchbook page accidentally  
and leaves a faint oil mark from her 
fingertip. He does not mind.

There is freedom here, in the dark 
air and shared silence. But nothing in 
Dhaka stays unsupervised for long.

She stares at it, then looks at him.
“You made me look free.”
“You were,” he replies. The silence 

between them thickens, full of unsaid 
things.

She folds the sketch slowly. “I think I 
am not supposed to be seen.”

He hesitates. Then says, “Then do not 
let them see you shrink.”

Three days later, she’s handed 
a notice: “Due to complaints 
from multiple tenants regarding 
inappropriate rooftop behavior, your 
lease will not be renewed.”

No apology. No warning.
She packs her things that night. 

Every fold of clothing is tight with fury. 
She does not cry.

The sketch goes in last.
She moves to a smaller flat in 

Shyamoli. It is cheaper, darker. No 
rooftop access. The windows barely 
open. There are no pigeons. No skyline. 
It takes time to adjust. She misses the 
air, the way the evening opened like a 
curtain.

She misses Tanim, though she does 

not message him.
Some losses are too quiet for words.
Weeks pass.
One day, walking home from work, 

she sees a large banner hanging from 
an old colonial building in Dhanmondi: 
“Urban Lines: A Visual Essay on Dhaka’s 
Invisible People. Gallery Open to Public 
| 11.00 AM–8.00 PM.”

She does not plan to enter. But 
something pulls her in.

Inside, the gallery smells of paint 
and clean wood. Soft light falls on the 
canvases—Dhaka rooftops at twilight, 
old men dozing on verandahs, barefoot 
boys balancing on tin railings, women 
watering potted plants with uncovered 
hair.

And then, on one far wall—it is her.
The sketch. Larger now. Framed. 

Untouched except for a title card: “The 
Rooftop, 2025”–Tanim Hossain

A woman reclaiming space in a city 
that shrinks her.

 She stares at it. Her chest tightens. 
People walk behind her, murmuring. A 
little boy tugs at his mother’s hand and 
asks, “Is that lady real?”

She smiles, faintly. For the first time 
in weeks.

Later that night, she climbs the 
stairs of her new building. There’s no 
rooftop—just a locked gate and a final 

step that leads nowhere. She stands 
there, one foot on the top stair. The air 
touches her face.

It is not freedom. Not fully. But it is 
something. She stays there for a while.

A month later, a letter arrives. No 
return address. Inside is a smaller 
sketch—quick, unfinished. It is her 
again.

But she’s not alone this time. He’s 
drawn himself beside her, both of them 
looking up at the sky.

Below it is just a line: “There’s a 
rooftop in Bogura. Come and see.”

Her breath catches. She folds the 
letter carefully and tucks it into her 
drawer.

Outside, a crow caws from a cable 
line. A neighbor’s child drops a ball 
down the stairwell.

She hasn’t decided yet.
But tonight, she’ll stand on that last 

step again.
And this time, she won’t be alone—

not entirely.

Haroonuzzaman is a translator, 
novelist, poet, researcher, and essayist. 
Besides teaching English in Libya and 
Qatar for about 12 years, he has had 
20 years of teaching experience in 
English Language and Literature at 
Independent University, Bangladesh 
(IUB).
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