
SPAN MARCH/APRIL 2007 19

I
n the East meets West world of corporate expansion, it is
common to hear of American companies having affiliate
offices in India, and vice versa. Nonprofit organizations pro-
moting transcontinental social change, it seems, are not far
behind. Mallika Dutt, 45, founder of Breakthrough, a human

rights organization that functions through affiliate offices in
New York and New Delhi, finds that both offices complement
each other and build on the organization’s raison d’être—that of
advancing global human rights. 

“The U.S. and India, as the world’s largest democracies with
extremely diverse populations, have been of particular interest
to me because I feel if human rights are to be protected and pro-
moted, this must be successfully done in the U.S. and India,”
explains Dutt, who works out of the New York office and spends
four months each year in India. “On a personal level, I have also
been interested in the U.S. and India because of my dual identi-
ty as an Indian American,” she adds.

Dutt started Breakthrough in 1999 as a means to promote
human rights values through media, education and popular cul-
ture. It works to promote women’s rights, sexual and reproduc-
tive rights, immigrant rights, racial, ethnic and caste equality.

In India, popular entertainment has proven to be an effective
way to reach the masses. In 2000, Breakthrough’s pop album

Mann Ke Manjeere: An Album of Women’s Dreams (Virgin
Records) topped the national charts for five months. Its title
song by Shubha Mudgal, based on the true story of a woman
who left her abusive husband to become a truck driver, was
named the Best Indipop Music Video at the 2001 Screen Awards
and was nominated for the MTV Music Awards. More recently,
Breakthrough’s HIV/AIDS campaign titled “What Kind of a
Man Are You?” drew national attention for its sensitive
approach to a controversial subject—the fact that increasing
numbers of Indian women are being infected with HIV by their
husbands—and for its unparalleled use of mainstream media to
raise awareness. 

Support from India’s top media houses has played a large part
in Breakthrough’s success in reaching out to the audiences, says
Dutt. “The partnerships that we have developed with main-
stream entertainment industry players and media in India have
been phenomenal,” she says. “In the ‘What Kind of Man Are
You?’ campaign, McCann Erickson India (the Indian branch of
New York-based advertising agency McCann Erickson) devel-
oped our entire campaign pro bono. We were then able to dis-
seminate the campaign extensively with donated [time] through
television, radio and print and through the Internet. More than
21 TV channels, 15 newspapers and magazines, five radio
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H
istory is an integral part
of Drew Gilpin Faust’s
life. The eminent histo-
rian and academic
leader spends a lot of

time studying people who are
remembered for making a
mark and showing the way. In
February, Faust entered the
history books herself when
she was chosen as the first
woman president of Harvard
University.

When Faust becomes the
28th president of America’s
oldest university on July 1, it
will be the first time that four
of the eight Ivy League
schools—Harvard, Brown,
Princeton and the University
of Pennsylvania—will be run
by women. The eight private
colleges and universities in
the Ivy League are considered
the most prestigious higher
education institutions in the
United States. 

“I’ve spent a lot of time
thinking about the past, and
about how it shapes the
future....Our shared enterprise
is to make Harvard’s future
even more remarkable than its
past,” said Faust in a speech
after her appointment was
announced.

Harvard is on the verge of
adopting a new college cur-
riculum “that promises more
coherence, more choice, and
more excitement in under-
graduate education. We have
just received a faculty report
calling for renewed and
enhanced dedication to teach-

ing,” said Faust, an expert on
the Civil War and the
American South.

But if Harvard is to accom-
plish all that it intends, it
needs to break down barriers
that inhibit collaboration
among schools or among dis-
ciplines, barriers that divide
the sciences and the humani-
ties, she said.

According to an American
Council on Education study
in 2006, 23 percent of college
presidents were women.
“While that percentage has
increased from 9.5 percent in
1986, it is clear that women
are still under-represented in
this realm of academia,” the
American Association of
University Women said in a
comment on the study.

Yet because more than half of
all U.S. university presidents in
2006 were older than 60, com-
pared with 14 percent in 1986,
the future for women’s leader-
ship in academia is considered
promising. “A potential wave of
retirements means there is an
opportunity to create greater
diversity in the [university]
presidency,” says Jacqueline E.
King, director of the American
Council on Education’s Center
for Policy Analysis.

“It’s important,” said Faust
in an interview with the
Public Broadcasting Service
(PBS), “that that I’m the pres-
ident of Harvard, not the
woman president of Harvard.”

Yet, she said, her appoint-
ment does symbolize “impor-

channels and six multiplexes…around the country partnered
with us to disseminate the campaign in seven languages.”

While Breakthrough’s programs in India focus on promot-
ing women’s rights through the medium of popular culture, in
the United States, Breakthrough’s programs focus on building
awareness of racial justice and immigrant rights largely
through public dialogue. “Our approach in the U.S. has been
different because it has been far more difficult to partner with
the mainstream entertainment industry,” says Dutt. “We have
had to create and produce our media within the organization
and rely on Internet and new media distribution strategies for
dissemination. As a result, we have also convened large pub-
lic forums on human rights issues within the U.S.” In
September 2006 Breakthrough organized a public forum in
New York City to discuss the importance of a human rights
movement in America. The event, co-sponsored by 70 organ-
izations, attracted 600 participants from around the United
States, including students, social justice leaders and perform-
ers. Speakers included Larry Cox, executive director of

Amnesty International USA, and Mary Beth Maxwell, found-
ing executive director of American Rights at Work.

Breakthrough’s “Value Families” campaign, launched to
demonstrate how fair and just immigration policies that respect
human rights can benefit all Americans, was one of 10 cam-
paigns singled out at the second annual Clinton Global
Initiative in September 2006. Dutt also received a certificate of
commitment from former President Bill Clinton. “President
Clinton’s recognition of the ‘Value Families’ campaign is criti-
cal to our efforts to reach out to partners in the business and
entertainment industries. We need to build strong coalitions if
we are to realize human rights in the U.S.,” says Dutt. Through
engaging multimedia and public education workshops, the
campaign aims to reduce fear of and hostility toward immi-
grants, and create public dialogue that leads to what
Breakthrough considers fair immigration policies.

Bridging public policy and popular culture in India and the
United States, Breakthrough is pioneering an approach to
human rights aimed at challenging stereotypes, examining
existing social conventions, and ultimately, influencing the
way in which individuals, communities and nations interact
with each other. 

Smita Jain is an American freelance writer based in New Delhi.
Please share your views on this article. Write to editorspan@state.gov
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Breakthrough is pioneering 
an approach to human
rights aimed at challenging 
stereotypes.
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