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Handcuffed film star Sanjay Dutt arrives for his trial on charges he was involved in a bombing that killed 260.

Trial rocks Indianfilm industry
Hindu-Muslim amity strained by case against Sanjay Dutt
By Moses Manoharan
REUTERS NEWS AGENCY

BOMBAY — In a shabby court
room, a real-life drama is being
played out with a movie idol who
has come to represent on screen
India's changing social values.

Even the policewomen guarding
the makeshift court inside the Ar
thur Road Jail gaze adoringly at
Sanjay Dutt, sitting on a wooden
bench, his chiseled features im
passive, as the lawyers argue the
case above the drone of ceiling
fans.

The courtroom, created by rip
ping down walls between three
prison cells, is the size of a tennis
court. The accused men, a battery
of more than 60 lawyers and doz
ens of policemen and journalists
jostle for space.

Mr. Dutt, 37, was at the height of
his popularity as an actor when he
was arrested and charged with 192
others in a bombing that claimed
260 lives last year in Bombay,
home of the world's largest film
industry He is appealing for bail
from the country's highest court,
the Supreme Court.

It may be a turning point for the
industry

"The repercussions have been
severe, there is a lot of uncertainty
among us after all this propaganda
against the film industry," admits
G.R Sippy, a leading film producer.

Sociologists say the trial has
brought to national attention the
closeness of politicians and organ
ized crime bosses, who in turn fi
nance the industry that produces
the most films in the world each
year — more than 700 titles.

The charges of waging war
against the country and the illegal

possession of an assault rifle have
had no effect on Mr. Dutt's pop
ularity, reflecting the new social
values, they say.

"He is a scapegoat for the big
ger people who have escaped,"
whispers one woman. Another be
lieves he is a central figure in set
ting off 13 bombs that ripped
through Bombay in March 1993.

The passions stirred by this
criminal trial, India's biggest ever,
reflect the state of the country's
film industry, once a shining ex
ample of Hindu-Muslim amity and
an escape for India's poor from the
dreariness of daily life.
, Industry personalities believe
Mr. Dutt's trial on the capital
charge of waging war against the
state threatens the very founda
tion of the industry.

The popularity of its films has
until now transcended the issues
dividing India's 889 million people
— caste, religion and wealth.

Many of the industry's biggest
stars are Muslims in a country
where the population is over
whelmingly Hindu.

The Independent newspaper
has said that Mr Dutt's mother, a
Muslim named Nargis, attained
stardom in a film called "Mother
India," fatally shooting her son in
that film to uphold the honor of her
village.

Nearly half a century later, San
jay Dutt, her son, played the title
role of Khalnayak (Villain), in
which he portrayed an assassin out
to destroy the country's corruption
by violence.

"If Nargis represented the val
ues of the post-independence
[from Britain] generation, her son
has been able to forcefully articu
late the anger of the current gen

eration on celluloid," the newspa
per said.

The religions of Mr. Dutt's par
ents — his father is Hindu, a top
actor in his time and a senior
leader of India's ruling party —
did not dim their popularity in
Bollywood — the name actors give
to Bombay because it rivals Holly
wood in size and glamour

Now movie theaters showing
films starring their son, one of the
highest-paid stars and a teen-age
idol, are being attacked by mem
bers of right-wing Hindu parties
who charge he sided with Muslims
in sectarian riots that rocked Bom
bay.

The riots in December 1992 and
January 1993 were sparked by the
destruction of a Muslim shrine in
Ayodhya by militant Hindus who
believe it stands on the birthplace
of their god Rama. More than
2,000 people, mainly Muslims,
died in the riots.

Police say the serial bombing
was to avenge the riots.

The trial started on June 14,
with 193 defendants, including Mr
Dutt. Of these, 46 are in hiding and
one died. The trial is expected to
go on for years.

Mr. Dutt, in interviews given
while briefly out on bail, said all he
had wanted to do in the riots was
help the victims.

"It just so happened that during
the period, Muslims were the ones
that bore the brunt," he said in one
magazine interview.

"If the liberal view is that he is
being punished for his Muslim
genes, the other is a more down to
earth view that it is time rich kids
learn they can't get away with tak
ing a cavalier attitude to the law of
the land," the Independent said.


