
The idea for this special day
developed in the late 19th and
early 20th centuries amid rapid

industrialization that led to protests
over working conditions. Women
workers from clothing and textile fac-
tories staged one such protest on
March 8, 1857, in New York City. They
established their first labor union in
March, two years later.

More protests followed on March 8
in subsequent years, most notably in
1908 when 15,000 women marched
through New York City demanding
shorter hours, better pay and voting
rights. In 1975, the United Nations
began celebrating March 8 as
International Women's Day.

This year’s theme is “Ending
impunity for violence against women
and girls.” On March 8, thousands of
events are held throughout the world
to inspire women and honor their
achievements. It is an opportunity to
unite, network and mobilize for mean-
ingful change.

the painting, but the involvement of the
whole community. And they can be
adapted to modern art very well.” She
feels it is important to bring into focus
the artisans, as well as their work. “For
example, a patachitra in the Bengal
tradition is not complete without the
presence of the ‘chitrakars,’ the
painters, who sing along, describing
each scene, which are mostly from the
epics.” Their singing and unfurling of
the scroll make it a whole, she feels.

Hurley’s love for Asian folk arts,
which was further honed in Japan, is
not accidental. She earned her degree
from Michigan State University in phi-
losophy and Asian studies and also
studied Japanese. 

Hurley likes to write, too, and her
creativity finds expression in her blog,
http://tik-tiki.blogspot.com/.

Ranjita Biswas is a Kolkata-based free-
lance journalist who also translates litera-
ture and writes fiction.

T
he history of the literacy movement
in India would be incomplete with-
out taking into account Welthy
Honsinger Fisher’s contribution.
Through her determination and com-

mitment she was able to make a difference
in the lives of thousands of people.

Born in Rome, New York, in 1879, she
graduated from Syracuse University in
1900. She started working as a teacher,
but within six years she was sent to
China, as a Methodist Church missionary.
There she became principal of a girls’
school in Nanchang.

But India called. In 1924, she married
Fred Fisher, a Methodist bishop working
in Agra. The Fishers were well-acquaint-
ed with prominent leaders of the Indian
independence movement and their exten-
sive travel convinced them that poverty
and lack of education were the root caus-
es of suffering.

In 1938, Fisher’s husband died in
Detroit, Michigan, but she decided to
carry on her work. She returned to India
in 1947 and once again met Mohandas K.
Gandhi, who advised Fisher that if she
wanted to spread education in India, she
should work in the villages. He repeated

this advice in his last meeting with her six
weeks before he was assassinated.  

Fisher, who was well-known as an edu-
cational activist, was asked in 1952 by Dr.
Arthur T. Mosher, principal of the
Allahabad Agricultural Institute, to visit
Allahabad and train a few people selected
by the government, who would in turn
train village teachers. 

In Allahabad, she started her training
program with 40 people at a small bunga-
low of the Agricultural Institute. This was
the first step toward what later became
Literacy House, a small nonformal
school that combined literacy with voca-
tional training. Fisher divided her entire
movement under four heads: functional

Above: Welthy Fisher. Below left: Trainees
and staff at the prayer hall at Literacy
House. Below right: Staff members 
and trainees work in the garden 
at Literacy House.
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On a Mission for Literacy
By ANJUM NAIM
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India, U.S.
merge in 
artist’s vision

Anjali 
Deshmukh
By ANGUS McDONALD

literacy, family life, food
production and fear
removal. 

In early 1954, after just a
year of operations, it became
increasingly difficult to con-
tinue the program because of
financial constraints. But
Fisher decided to take up the
challenge. She rented an old
garage near the Allahabad
Agricultural Institute and
started giving classes on the
verandah. She went to
America and explained her
plan to the trustees of World
Literacy Inc., which donated
$45,000 for her mission. 

On her return to India,
Fisher got a request from
K.M. Munshi, the then gover-
nor of Uttar Pradesh, to shift
her Literacy House to
Lucknow. He provided a
four-acre plot and the move
was made in September
1956. Teacher training started
at the new headquarters but

the educational mission was
taken to the villages by work-
ers who went into markets on
bicycles with tin trunks full of
booklets. These were lent out
and collected after a couple of
days. Greenwich Women of
Connecticut, in America,
donated a van, which helped
literacy workers reach remote
villages. Fisher would often
accompany the caravan.

Meanwhile, necessary
books were written and dis-
tributed on a large scale by
Literacy House itself. A fort-
nightly newsletter, Ujala
(Daylight), was launched and
circulated through libraries
and literacy kits. Workers
were trained under the
Functional Literacy Program
so that they could, in turn,
train others. A department of
“Family Life Education” was
established to enable rural
women and girls to support
themselves.

In 1958, when the Indian
government wanted to
spread the Panchayati Raj
movement, Literacy House

was given the task of arrang-
ing orientation training for
village heads and members
of block development com-
mittees. Impressed by the
activities, the government
recognized it as a state
resource center.

Fisher won the Ramon
Magsaysay Award, given to
honor outstanding individu-
als and organizations work-
ing in Asia for human devel-
opment, in 1964 and donated
the entire $10,000 to buying
two 16-hectare farms, so that
classes in agriculture and
animal husbandry could be
offered, along with literacy.

Today, Literacy House is a
major adult educational and
teacher training institution. Its
routine remains similar to
what it was during Fisher's
days. Trainee applicants spon-
sored by the government or
others come to Literacy House
from across India. They
include teachers, deputy super-
visors of schools, social work-
ers, district welfare workers,
home science instructors,
cooperative workers, block
development supervisors,
health workers and clergymen.

After retiring from her
work, Fisher spent most of
her later years at her ances-
tral home in Southbury,
Connecticut. She visited
India for the last time in
1980 at the age of 101. She
died a few months after
returning home.

One of her co-workers,
Mushtaq Pardesi, quotes her
as often saying, “It is better
to light a candle than to curse
the darkness.” Pardesi says,
“She lit a lamp. And then the
process of lighting the
lamps, one after the other,
never stopped.” 

Please share your views on this
article. Write to
editorspan@state.gov 

M
arathi-speaking Anjali Desh-
mukh, born and raised in sub-
urban America, but happily
painting, designing and writ-
ing in a minimally furnished

South Delhi apartment, is the last per-
son you would accuse of having an
identity crisis. 

Ask her if she considers herself
American or Indian and the 27-year-
old replies in a stream of rapid fire,
highly articulate English that she is, in
effect, both. Look over the canvases
on the walls and you’ll see what she
means. Strikingly modern, almost
abstract landscapes combine influ-
ences from NASA satellite imagery to
Hindu mythology to dense scientific
papers trawled from the Internet. On a
gleaming Macintosh laptop, the artist
designs companion pieces to ulti-
mately accompany the canvases, cre-
ating a dialogue and providing, in
some measure, an explanation of the
work. 

Deshmukh exhibited 20 paintings
and digital drawings at a show called
“Agent Green of the Acacia Tortilis
and Other Weapons” at the India
Habitat Centre, New Delhi, in
December 2006.

“The work began as an examination
of how the intersection between
mythology and science could reflect

Welthy Fisher chats with a
gardener outside the prayer
hall at Literacy House in 1958.
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