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In Life and Death

Anika Hossain: In the early 20th century, when India was still under the
Colonial rule, there was deep seated trouble between its Hindu and Muslim
communities. Riots broke out regularly daily and violence took the lives of
many. Dead bodies were strewn all over the streets and many were either
claimed by medical facilities or thrown into the nearest rivers. During this
time, a man named Sheth Ibrahim Mohammad Dupley who was a resident of
the Surat community, took offense to the way his Muslim brothers' bodies
were being disposed of. He appealed to the British government for permission
to bury them in an Islamic manner. When the permission was granted in 1905,
he formed an organization in Kolkata named Anjuman Mufidul Islam, which
buried unclaimed dead bodies of Muslims found in the city.

Many well respected members of the community took on the role of
President and developed this organisation over the years. In September of
1947, after the partition of India and Pakistan, Anjuman's head office was set
up in Dhaka through the help and support of many benevolent members of the
society.
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Now, more than a century later, Anjuman Mufidul Islam, has grown and
developed into much more than an organisation providing burial service. It
is now one of the largest social welfare institutions in the country, under the
leadership of the recently elected chairman, Shamsul Haque Chisti, a former
secrerery to the govornment of bangladesh.

Nusrat Jahan, who is the supervisor of the girl's orphanage in Gandaria
has her hands full with 139 little ones. “I try and keep them busy by teaching
them household chores like cooking and cleaning,” says Jahan. “In the
evenings they have a home tutor for their school subjects and an Arabic tutor
who teaches them to read the Quran. They also watch a little TV everyday.
They are all so naughty and restless-- it's sometimes hard to manage them, but
they are like my family,” she says.

The orphanages run by Anjuman not only house children who have lost
either one or both parents, they also take in children whose guardians are living
in poverty and cannot support them. “The orphans come to us through
reference,” says executive director, Kazi Abul Kashem. “Two of our managing
committees are solely dedicated to the care of our orphan boys and girls and
they select the children who come to us. The primary applications are collected
by these committees who make sure all the necessary documents are
submitted, proving that the children are either orphans or underprivileged.”

Many members of the downtrodden and neglected community residing
in our country, place their faith in Anjuman's benevolence. “I will never
forget an incident that took place one Shab-e-Barat,” recalls former chairman
of Anjuman, A B M G Kibria, “A group of beggars pooled together the
money they made that night and donated it to Anjuman. When we asked them
why they were parting with their limited income, they said they are giving it
to the one place they know, that will take care of them when they needed
help, even after they pass away. Every time I remember this, it strengthens my
faith in the work we are doing.”

A common misconception people have about Anjuman is that they only
cater to the Muslim community. “We will look after anyone who needs our
help,” says Kibria. “For example, if we find a dead body of a Hindu person,
we will find an organisation which will cremate the body for us. The problem
is, people from other religions assume we will only help Muslims and don't
come to us for assistance.”

Upon learning about Anjuman and observing its endeavours, many well
known and respected people (political figures, businessmen, philanthropists
etc) of our society have become active members. To become a member, one
must submit an application to the administrative committee of Anjuman. If
this is accepted, one must pay Tk 15,000 in order to join. Anjuman Mufidul
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Islam welcomes members who will be active participants in the running,
management and fund raising ventures of the organisation.
(excerpts from Daily star weekend magzine, march 30, 2012)
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