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Our Stories, Our Struggles: Violence 
and the Lives of Women (Speaking Tiger 
Books, 2024) is an anthology edited by 
Mitali Chakravarty and Ratnottama 
Sengupta. A mix of nonfiction, 
including 20 personal narratives and 
analytical essays, 10 fictional stories 
and six poems, the book focuses upon 
the plight of women in South Asian 
countries and delves deep into the 
pervasive issue of violence, exploring its 
many faces across borders; it calls to the 
survivors to rise above victimhood.

Contributors to the collection not 
only question and bring to focus the 
issues like rape, acid attacks, dowry 
deaths, and honour killings, but also 
celebrate the resilience of women and 
their defiance in the face of suppression 
and subsequent challenges. The 
anthology draws upon real-life events, 
including the pivotal Nirbhaya case, 
to examine systemic failures and the 
cultural shifts needed to empower 
survivors. As Mitali Chakravarty writes 
in the preface, there is a necessity of 
“integrating women in the mainstream 

of humanity, historically dominated by 
men in South Asian social framework”.

The contributors, writing from 
India, Pakistan, Nepal, Sri Lanka and 
Bangladesh, bring voices reverberating 
with concerns alike in implications 
that necessitate urgent attention. 
Meenakshi Malhotra’s essay on 
Nirbhaya is a profound study of the 
societal dynamics, the transformative 
role of media and public outrage in 
challenging injustice whereas Kalpana 
Kannabiran’s essay questions a different 
facet of “pervasive majoritarian 
misogyny” where public and media 
outrage seems to be absent when it 
comes to victims of sexual assault 
from minority, dalit, or indigenous 
backgrounds. The perpetrators of 
crime, unlike in the case of Nirbhaya 
or Dr Priyanka Reddy, come with a 
political clout and are guaranteed 
impunity like in the Hathras case, in 
the case of women wrestlers protesting 
at Jantar Mantar or in the case of Bilkis 
Bano. In such cases, what does the 
stand of those upholders of “justice” 
signify? Where can the victims go if 
the keepers of rule of law and justice 

betray them? In the introduction to the 
anthology, Subhashini Ali echoes this 
concern by asking to speak and resist in 
the face of a pushback to women’s fight 
in the last decade by right wing forces 
“which enjoy a kind of impunity that 
is both new and terrifying” whether it 
be the case of women from minority 
background or of Manipuri women 
suffering continuous violence in the 
wake of recent civil unrest.

Sohana Manzoor’s poignant 
narrative from Bangladesh casts light 
on the mindset of society which not 
only dehumanises a teenage victim, 
raped and burned and killed, but also 
slaughters her dignity by holding her 
responsible for the assault on her. The 
moving narrative by Eli Prue Marma 
focuses upon the harrowing rapes 
and murders of indigenous women of 
Chittagong Hill tracts in Bangladesh 
where the perpetrators of crime usually 
escape punishment for the supposed 
lack of evidence.  

The threat of violence against women 
is glaringly evident both outside and 
inside the confines of their homes. One 
of Ratnottama Sengupta’s three essays 

in the collection is centered upon the 
threat of acid attacks upon women 
while the other ones are on the threat 
of killing by one’s family whether in the 
garb of honour killing or the abolished 
sati pratha. The Late Sandhya Sinha’s 
narrative translated from Bangla by 
Sengupta is a heart wrenching cry for 
the 18-year-old Roop Kanwar who was 
sent to the pyre with her dead husband 
in 1987 while the perpetrators of the 
ghastly act went unpunished. This 
narrative is especially significant as the 
eight perpetrators who were arrested 
earlier were freed in October 2024. 

Each and every piece of writing 
in this anthology stands out for 
poignantly portraying the intersections 
of deep-seated norms for women in a 
patriarchal society that pose quagmires 
women are coerced to navigate. Their 
predicament, when violence in any 
form is committed against them, is not 
only that their bodies are violated but 
it is also their dignity that is crushed. 
Babita Basnet’s article reverberates 
with concerns about the issue of 
women trafficking in Nepal whereas 
Farah Ahmed’s narrative gives a peek 
into the plight of women from minority 
communities in the prisons of Pakistan. 

In patriarchal societies women are 
expected to compromise their well-
being and happiness for the sake of their 
families even if they endure suffering 
at their hands. Nishi Pulugurtha’s real 
life narrative points to the despair 
and helplessness a woman struggles 
with, going into severe depression yet 
continuing to live with her oppressive 
husband because she has no power 
to come out of it. Another woman 
from an unprivileged background in 
neighbouring Pakistan gets university 
education despite all odds and tries 
to live a better life but is consistently 
reminded that women are “charpais”. 
Selma Tufail’s narrative focuses upon 
the subjugation of women in a society 
where her fate is decided by the all-male 
“jirga” (similar to Khaap panchayats in 
India). 

However, when a woman decides 
to defy the forced conventions, we 
come across brave stories like Ankita 
Banerjee’s first-hand narrative of sexual 
abuse, which exposes uncomfortable 
truths and compels families to face 
them. 

The fictive narratives from all five 
countries reverberate with similar 
urgency and concerns that are echoed 
in the essays and real-life narratives. 
Imagined women from different 

backgrounds trying to claim their 
voices, their agencies, their basic rights 
and are crushed, trampled upon, killed, 
raped, or abused for just expecting that. 
A girl child, a young woman or an older 
one, her body, mind, and soul bear 
the brunt of violence because she is 
an easy target. In Aruna Chakravarty’s 
heart-rending story, an old, lonely and 
starving woman is burnt as a witch 
whereas her granddaughter suffers 
incest. Radhia Rameez’s two stories 
set in Sri Lanka deal with the subject 
of marital violence where the doors 
to freedom from brutality remain 
perpetually closed to women. More 
stories from Bangladesh, Nepal, and 
Pakistan expose brutalities at different 
levels. S. Bari’s story is remarkable in 
bringing hope when she showcases a 
rape survivor outgrow her victimhood. 

The poetry section starts with, 
Arundhati Subramaniam’s poem 
“Claim”, which iterates:

“We are here to restore order,
to put the voices–of books, lovers,
teachers, customs, officials– 
in their place” 
Additionally, Sadaf Saaz takes up the 

plight of the war widows of Bangladesh, 
the Birangonas, and like an afterword,

Mitali Chakravarty’s “Amphan Calls” 
summons courage:

“Was Amphan–the invisible 
energy–a Woman?

Did She rage for you and me tearing, 
searing with madness

for the unspoken wounds which can 
only heal with phoenix eardrops?

Rise, rise up to Amphan’s call–with 
our souls, let us conquer all.” 

The blend of personal experiences 
and broader cultural critiques makes 
this anthology a powerful resource for 
understanding gender-based violence 
in the region. Equally compelling are 
the stories and verses in the anthology 
which augment the call for resilience. 
The volume transcends victimhood 
narratives, showcasing the courage 
and agency of women who challenge 
patriarchal norms. It is not just a 
documentation of injustices but a 
clarion call for justice and equality. A 
call for systematic reforms. A call to 
reclaim agency.

Rakhi Dalal is an educator. Her 
writing has appeared in Kitaab, 
Scroll, and Borderless Journal, among 
others. Her essay on Partition, invited 
by Bound India, made it to the list of 
winning pieces.
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In Good Material, Dolly Alderton uses her 
sharp humor and keen observations to 
explore the challenges of adulthood. The 
novel looks at the impact of family issues, 
the burden of unspent time, and the quest 
for self-identity. Moving away from her 
popular memoir Everything I Know About 
Love (Harper, 2020), Alderton’s second 
novel skillfully mixes humor with sadness, 
providing a deep reflection on how our 
past—through relationships, loss, and 
physical items—shapes who we are today.

At the heart of the book is Andy Dawson, 
a 35-year-old stand-up comedian grappling 
with the emotional wreckage from a 
breakup and the drop of his career. Feeling 
caught in a cycle of frustration, he starts 
his journey by facing the consequences 
of his past. He clings to memories of love 
and family but feels “lost in the present”, 
unsure of how to move forward. His 
character development highlights themes 
of masculinity and vulnerability at the 
same time, challenging traditional ideas 
about male identity as he navigates his 
emotions. The title, “Good Material”, has a 
double meaning: It refers to both the actual 
materials in Andy’s life—his memories and 
emotional baggage—and the metaphorical 
idea of “good material”, representing the 
emotional remnants that continue to 
affect him.

Alderton’s writing is insightful, 

capturing modern life’s absurdities while 
adding tenderness that deepens the 
emotional experience. A key character 
in Andy’s journey is his ex-girlfriend, 
Jen Hammersmith. Even though their 
relationship has ended, Jen’s presence is 
felt throughout Andy’s story, symbolising 
lost love and serving as a complex character 
herself. The shifts in perspective toward Jen 
later in the novel provide valuable insights 
into her reasons for breaking up with Andy, 
adding depth to their relationship and 
showing how people from our past can 
shape our identities. Supporting characters, 
like Andy’s parents, also play vital parts in 
helping him understand himself better, 
revealing family dynamics that lead to his 
emotional struggles.

The narrative is enriched by flashbacks 
that reveal key moments in Andy’s life, 
especially his father’s influence, shaping his 
emotional journey; when his father passes 
away, it prompts him to return home, 
where he faces unresolved feelings from 
his past. This return serves both literal and 
symbolic purposes, representing Andy’s 
desire to reconnect with his roots. Alderton 
uses first-person present tense throughout 
the narrative, which helps readers connect 
with Andy’s internal struggles. This style 
immerses us in his experiences, making his 
journey feel immediate and relatable.

Alderton explores how physical items 
from our past—like personal belongings and 
family heirlooms—reflect our memories. 

The tension between nostalgia and letting 
go runs throughout the book. As a comedian 
constantly seeking new material for his acts, 
Andy’s journey mirrors his internal struggle 
to sort through emotional remnants. What 
makes Good Material stand out is Alderton’s 
thoughtful approach to nostalgia; Andy’s 
relationship with his past isn’t just about 
longing but involves a complex mix of 
yearning, regret, and acceptance. The novel 
examines how memories can deceive us 
while also providing comfort and sadness. 
Andy’s journey back home represents not a 
return to innocence but an acceptance that 

the past cannot be changed—a collection of 
“good material” that offers solace while also 
holding him back.

Beyond the nostalgia, Good Material 
delves into healing and forgiveness—both 
for oneself and others. As Andy navigates 
relationships with family members and 
friends, he learns that facing emotional 
wounds is crucial for personal growth. This 
exploration adds depth to his character 
development and resonates with readers 
who face similar challenges. Alderton also 
includes commentary on contemporary 
issues like mental health awareness and the 

pressures of adulthood. By placing Andy’s 
story within this broader context, she 
emphasises how these themes are relevant 
today.

Ultimately, Good Material is about 
facing the emotional baggage from our 
past—deciding what parts of ourselves 
are worth holding onto and which must 
be let go. Andy’s journey reconciles 
contradictions: love and resentment for 
his family, nostalgia he can’t escape, and 
recognition that some emotional wounds 
must be left behind if he wants to move 
forward. While themes of grief, family, 
and nostalgia may remind readers of 
other literary works, Alderton’s unique 
voice ensures that this novel stands out. 
She doesn’t provide easy answers but 
instead offers a story that feels familiar yet 
universally relatable—a raw exploration of 
how we come to terms with who we are as 
we confront our histories.

For those who have enjoyed Alderton’s 
previous work, Good Material further 
establishes her as one of today’s most 
insightful writers about modern life. With 
her blend of humor and emotional depth, 
she skillfully navigates the complexities of 
existence, showing that facing our past is 
an inevitable part of everyone’s journey.

Rajib Rahman is a writer, reviewer, short 
story crafter, and design wizard. A health 
nut, he’s all about the magic of storytelling 
and spreading kindness.
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