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Like most classic good stories, a 
childhood tragedy did not defeat 
twin sisters Chhaya and Chhavvi 

Tiwary. Instead, they turned their 
negative experience around and used 
it to motivate them to succeed in life. 
Today, the twins are renowned role 
models in breaking gender inequality in 
Bihar, India.  

At only 24, they were both trained 
to become qualified optometrists at 
Akhand Jyoti Eye Hospital, a non-
profit charity organization in Bihar 
that strongly pushes for blindness 
elimination and girls empowerment. 

Chhavi, the younger and more outgoing 
of the twins is the leading optometrist 
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for Akhand Jyoti’s School Screening 
Program and Co-coordinating Outpatient 
Department. Meanwhile, Chhaya is 
pursuing her Master’s in Optometry at 
Chitkara University, Chandigarh, and is 
in charge of the Pediatric Eye Care Unit 
at Akhand Jyoti.

Transforming tragedy into 
triumph
The twins were only four years old when 
they witnessed gender-based violence. 
Their mother became the victim of 
domestic abuse and was eventually 
killed by their father.

“I don’t remember that part of my 

childhood, how it happened … but 
a few memories would come back to 
me. Sometimes when I am very hurt, 
I begin to remember the events, and 
then I would weep,” shared Chhaya, 
recollecting the night when their 
mother was strangled by their father in 
her sleep.

“When I see women being tortured 
in movies, it brings back a lot of old 
memories. I feel helpless that I can’t do 
anything about it,” Chhavi also shared 
painful memories of her childhood.

Growing up, they understood the 
destructive realities of gender-based 

violence that is inherent in the 
conservative patriarchal societies 

of India, including Bihar where 
they are from. 

Chhaya and Chhavi owed 
everything to their maternal 
grandmother who brought 
them up and inspired 
them to be confident and 
independent young women. 
Needless to say, their 
grandmother means the whole 

world to the girls.

“Grandma has sacrificed so 
much and gave up everything to 

bring us up,” shared the twins. 
“She is our biggest inspiration. 

Despite all odds, she sent us to 
school and motivated us to keep going 
far in life.” Their grandmother was 
determined to see the girls go far in 
education. However, she was not in a 
viable financial condition to send them 
for higher education. 

But hope came through Akhand Jyoti 
Eye Hospital, whose mission was to 
eradicate curable blindness in Bihar 
and other low-income regions. The 
hospital aims to change the lives of 
girls in rural Bihar by empowering and 
enabling them to earn an honorable 
livelihood.

Turning over a new leaf with 
the help of optometry
Chhaya and Chhavi enrolled in Akhand 
Jyoti’s Gender Equality Program, an 
initiative that seeks to improve the lives 
of girls in the community. The hospital, 
which performs over 65,000 cataract 
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surgeries a year, offers free education 
and career opportunities to help mold 
local girls into role models and change 
agents who motivate and inspire others.

Chhaya decided to join the optometry 
course after completing Standard 12, as 
she believes in the many opportunities 
that a career in optometry can offer.  

“I had a wonderful experience during 
my optometry course at Akhand Jyoti, 
she said. “The curiosity to learn new 
things is an awesome experience in 
itself. Akhand is strongly focused on 
practical work, and we do not work 
as mere medical professionals but as 
friends and teachers to each other.” Her 
specialty is in low vision and pediatric 
optometry, where they provide a special 
type of rehabilitation to make the lives 
of patients better. 

“I also love working with children. It 
is challenging, but seeing the smiles 
on their faces once their problems 
are solved gives me the greatest 
satisfaction,” enthused Chhaya.

For Chhavi, Akhand Jyoti allowed her 
to do optometry through a course from 
NIMS University Jaipur, which opened 
up her eyes to learning many things.

“I got a chance to serve old people 
who got their vision back through 
cataract and other eye surgeries at 
Akhand Jyoti,” shared Chhavi. “Their 
smiles, appreciation, and gratitude have 
motivated me to do better in my field,” 
she added. 

She, too, gets immense joy from serving 
the children in the pediatric department 
and at the school screening programs. 
By helping the children, she feels like 
she is contributing to the future of 
Bihar.

For the twins, Akhand Jyoti is 
family. “We treasure and practice 
our core values of compassion, 
respect, teamwork, and commitment. 
Irrespective of our differences, we do 
not face any type of discrimination. 
There are many opportunities to grow 
here,” they shared.

According to Chhaya, the genuine care 
shown to the poor and underprivileged 
patients at Akhand Jyoti is very unique 
in eye care facilities.  “Here, we not 

only improve our functional skills 
but we also learn all the little things 
necessary to build a human connection 
with the people we serve. It is here that 
I was transformed from a shy little girl 
into a strong woman who can fight not 
only for her rights, but for the good of 
others,” she proudly shared.

Empowered to empower 
other girls
However, having personally experienced 
gender-based violence and having 
grown up in a society where women are 
treated as second-class citizens, the 
journey has not been easy for Chhaya 
and Chhavi. 

“It was tough because I felt everyone 
wanted men and boys to move ahead 
and not girls,” confirmed Chavvi. “But 
when we came to Akhand Jyoti, we 
developed great confidence. I haven’t 
faced any professional discrimination 
here. It is a place of equal gender 
opportunities,” she asserted.

“As a girl, for me, it is important to be 
a role model in my community. If more 
girls came up to become role models 
in leadership positions, they, too, will 
become examples for society and will 

in turn inspire more and more girls to 
come up. Then society will change,” 
affirmed Chavvi.

For Chhaya, while she reckons it is 
difficult to fight gender discrimination 
in a predominantly and traditionally 
patriarchal society, she firmly believes 
that women need to stand up for their 
rights. 

The twins aspire to continue to motivate 
and inspire the girls in rural Bihar 
and everywhere in the world to fight 
for their rights. They fully understand 
the destructive realities of gender-
based violence, which is inherent in 
conservative patriarchal societies in 
India.

“I have seen many cases of gender 
discrimination in my life. The sad 
episode that had happened in my family 
had left a life-long scar in me, but it 
has also motivated me to come forward 
and empower other girls to fight for 
their rights,” added Chhaya. 

In Bihar, women and girls face 
considerable hardships and 
discrimination. They are often married 
at a young age and lose their right 
to education and employment. Child 
marriage, dowry, domestic violence, and 

Chhavi (above) and Chhaya (both photos below) are passionate about eye care and 
empowering girls to aim for better futures.
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Contributing Doctors

With a larger-than-life smile, 
Chhaya Tiwary’s gentle demeanor 
brings instant hope to the many 
patients who walk into Akhand 
Jyoti’s Low Vision Clinic to seek 

treatment. Her outstanding patient 
interaction skills and professional 

competence help Akhand Jyoti’s Football 
to Eyeball program successfully empower 
underprivileged village girls, transforming 
them into professionally qualified 
optometrists. In addition, Chhaya plays 
a big role in helping Akhand Jyoti in its 
efforts to provide quality, affordable, and 
accessible eye care to the rural population 
of Bihar. After joining Akhand Jyoti in 
2012, completing a bachelor’s degree 
in optometry in 2018 and an MBA in 
healthcare in 2021, Chhaya is presently 
pursuing her master’s in optometry and 
leading the Low Vision Clinic at Akhand 
Jyoti’s base hospital at Mastichak as 
a senior optometrist, inspiring other 
underprivileged rural girls. 

chhaya.kumari@akhandjyoti.org

Chhavi Tiwari is a shining example 
of a girl breaking free from the 
shackles of traditional patriarchy. 
Armed with a strong determination 
to do something constructive 

with her life, she joined Akhand 
Jyoti’s Football to Eyeball program after 
completing standard 10. From that 
moment, her life started transforming. 
She loved playing football, which helped 
her to develop immense confidence. 
Going on to complete a bachelor’s degree 
in optometry in 2018 and an MBA in 
healthcare in 2020, Chhavi became 
instrumental in making Akhand Jyoti’s eye 
screening program for children in rural 
schools a colossal success. This talented 
and inspiring young lady today works as 
a senior optometrist and OPD coordinator 
at Akhand Jyoti’s base hospital at Village 
Mastichak of Saran District in the state of 
Bihar in India.

chhavi.kumari@akhandjyoti.org
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low female literacy rates are rampant.

“Every girl should have a choice to 
decide what she wants to do in life, 
and not be tied down to a predestined 
marital life,” said Chhavi strongly. 
“Girls should be able to go for higher 
education and stand on their own feet 
by securing employment. This is what 
motivates me to want to empower more 
and more young women in my society.”

Breaking boundaries with 
football 
Chhaya and Chhavi are part of Akhand 
Jyoti’s “Football to Eyeball” program, 
which helps bridge the ever-widening 
gender divide in a male-dominated 
society.

The program was a brainchild of 
Akhand Jyoti’s executive trustee and 
founder, Mritunjay Tiwari. The idea was 
to use football — traditionally a men’s 
sport — to be a medium to draw girls 
out from their homes and give them an 
alternative career, as well as to show 
their local community that traditional 
stereotypes that undermine females’ 
opportunity can be overcome.

Under this program, Akhand Jyoti 
sponsors the cost of the girl’s education 
and trains her to be an optometrist 
or junior doctor (as referred to 
colloquially). The main consideration? 
Parents must agree to allow their 
daughter to play football and not marry 
her off before she turns 21.

Chhaya loved the game immediately 
after playing football at the hospital for 
the first time. “I love it because it gave 
me a chance to build my confidence,” 
she enthused. “Playing against boys 
broke my false notions of being the 
weaker sex. It gave me both physical 
and mental strength. It taught me to 
work as part of a team. And beating the 
boys at their own game is a feeling that 
I cannot express in words.” 

Meanwhile, Chavvi, who loved sports 
since young, was overjoyed that she 
was given the chance to not just play 
football but also train professionally.

“I took to football like a fish would take 
to the water,” she shared. “Football 
has taught me to be disciplined and 

work as part of a team, as well as have 
confidence, power, and focus.

“At Akhand Jyoti, we use football as 
an ice breaker, whereby we counsel 
parents to allow their girls to play 
football — challenging the traditional 
belief that it is a man’s game. When 
parents see the level of confidence 
that we have as footballers, they are 
motivated to send their girls to play the 
game,” explained Chhavi. 

Playing football teaches the girls how to 
face not only opponents on the field but 
also problems in real life. It inculcates 
discipline and a spirit to fight by 
creating mental resilience. The girls are 
given a chance to be equal to boys. By 
portraying themselves as footballers, 
they also are telling society that any 
girl can also become like them, 
and playing the game will give 
them the confidence to tackle 
other hardships in life. 

“When more girls join the program, 
it also gives them the chance for 
higher education, employment, and a 
rewarding career,” shared Chhavi. “I 
feel we are sending a strong message 
to the community that girls, too, 
can do anything that a boy can. My 
playing motivates other girls to develop 
themselves and dream of an alternate 
life apart from cooking and cleaning.” 

A mission to end physical 
and mental blindness
The twins have embraced a mission 
to eradicate blindness in the 
regions — both physical and 
mental. 

“Eradicating curable blindness will 
help eliminate ignorance, illiteracy, and 
poverty. Empowering girls to become 
social changemakers will further help in 
reducing mental blindness from within 
these patriarchal communities,” said 
Chhaya, whose main goal is to be a 
guide, teacher, and social changemaker 
who empowers underprivileged girls 
to become independent, strong, and 
awakened women.

“Professionally, I want to be able to 
reach a position where I can influence 
decisions,” shared Chhavi. “This will 
help more girls to join Akhand Jyoti 

in rural Bihar. I want to see every 
girl in Bihar get an education and an 
employment opportunity.”

“I believe that after seeing our success 
story, other girls can also dream big for 
themselves and motivate their parents 
to allow them to be the best versions of 
themselves,” she concluded.

For more information on Akhand Jyoti 
Eye Hospital, visit www.akhandjyoti.org 
or email info@akhandjyoti.org.  


