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Routledge Handbook of Contemporary Brunei

The Routledge Handbook of Contemporary Brunei presents an overview of significant themes, issues, and challenges pertinent to Brunei Darussalam in the twenty-first century. Multidisciplinary in coverage, the contributions cover topics relating to philology, history, religion, language and literature, geography, international relations, economics, politics and sociocultural traditions.

The Handbook is structured in eight parts:


	Foundations

	History

	Faith and Ethnicity

	Literature

	Language and Education

	Economics

	Material Culture

	Empowerment



Chapters focus on the recent past and contemporary developments in this unique country that has remained a Malay Muslim sultanate, sustaining its religious and traditional heritage encapsulated in the national philosophy, Melayu Islam Beraja (MIB, Malay Islamic Monarchy). The MIB represents the sultanate’s three pillars of social, cultural, political and economic sustainability, and the contributors discuss this concept in relation to the notion of ‘Malay’ or ‘Malaydom’, the official religion of the nation-state, Islam and monarchy as the essential system of government. This Handbook is an invaluable reference work for students of Asian and Southeast Asian studies and researchers interested in the smallest Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) state.

Ooi Keat Gin is professor-designate of the modern history of Brunei/Borneo of the Academy of Brunei Studies, Universiti Brunei Darussalam, Brunei, and a visiting professor of the Korean Institute of ASEAN Studies, Busan University of Foreign Studies, Busan, South Korea. His latest publications include Borneo in the Cold War, 1950–1990 (2020), Malaysia and the Cold War Era (edited, 2020), Borneo and Sulawesi: Indigenous Peoples, Empires and Area Studies (edited, 2020), and Brunei – History, Islam, Society, and Contemporary Issues (edited, 2016), also published by Routledge. He is also a co-author with Victor T. King of The Handbook of Southeast Asian Studies – Pioneers and Critical Thinkers (Springer, forthcoming).

Victor T. King is a professor of Borneo studies, Institute of Asian Studies, Universiti Brunei Darussalam and emeritus professor, School of Languages, Cultures and Societies, University of Leeds, UK. He is co-editor of five recent Routledge publications, a four-volume reader, Tourism in East and Southeast Asia (2018), Tourism and Ethnodevelopment: Inclusion, Empowerment and Self-determination (2018), Tourism in South-East Asia (reprint with a new Preface) (2019), Origins, History and Social Structure in Brunei Darussalam (2021) and Continuity and Change in Brunei Darussalam (2021), and co-editor of the Routledge book series The Modern Anthropology of South East Asia.
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Preface

While the co-editors were working independently back in 2018 on potential edited book projects on Brunei with the international academic publisher Routledge, two fates fortuitously came together the following year when our respective separate pathways somehow came to an auspicious junction. A common objective was realised, namely a handbook-style undertaking on Brunei Darussalam. Hence the present volume, The Routledge Handbook of Contemporary Brunei emerged. Serendipity, coincidence and chance occurred in the midst of several other ongoing, mutually reinforcing projects.


A Tale of Two (or More) Projects

Out of the blue, literally speaking, Ooi Keat Gin received an e-mail invitation in 2013 to be a visiting professor at the Academy of Brunei Studies (Akademi Pengajian Brunei [APB]) at Universiti Brunei Darussalam (UBD). Coincidentally then, he was about to put the final touches to his sabbatical plans of a nine-month research sojourn split between two destinations, that is, a five-month stay in London to peruse the various archives for a new book project with short excursions to Amsterdam, The Hague and other European sites where the necessary research collections were located, and the remaining four months at the University of Michigan, Ann Arbor in accepting the invitation of Emeritus Professor Gayle Ness of the Department of Sociology. The Brunei offer was for a year-long period, but negotiable to two six-month stays (2013–2014). Such fortunate coincidences were most agreeable, and adjustments were made to spend the first six months in Brunei and the remaining three months of the sabbatical at Ann Arbor.

While at APB, in fulfilling one of his research, coordination and publication duties, he embarked on a two-stage research and publication project comprising an edited volume with contributions drawn from all academic staff of the academy and a second and final stage, a multi-volume publication (A Brunei Compendium Series) based on various disciplines, each contributed by an academic staff in his or her respective field of specialisation and/or discipline. The outcome of the first stage was the 241-page Brunei – History, Islam, Society, and Contemporary Issues (Routledge 2016). It was a sheer delight for him to be engaged in and experience this accomplishment, and undoubtedly for APB too. Victor T. King wrote a foreword to the volume.

Owing to various unforeseen circumstances, the second stage of a compendium series did not materialise. But in the course of subsequent short-term visits to APB, A Brunei Compendium Series was resurrected, albeit in modified form; instead of a multi-volume publication, a single volume was preferred. Encouragement for the latter even drew interest from other faculties across the UBD campus, in particular the Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences (FASS), the Institute of Asian Studies (IAS) and others. Following several fruitful sessions with would-be contributors, a book proposal comprising a single-volume A Brunei Compendium was sent to Peter Sowden, a long-time publishing editor of Keat Gin’s volumes at Routledge; weeks passed while waiting for the outcome.

Meanwhile in 2018, during his three-year tenure (2017–2020) at UBD as professor of Borneo studies in the Institute of Asian Studies, Victor T. King was invited by Dorothea Schaefter, editor of the Routledge Handbook Series, to undertake a volume on Brunei for the series.

He and Keat Gin, who had enjoyed a long-standing professional academic relationship, met again in Brunei in 2013 when they were both visiting professors there. In fact, Victor T. King’s appointment to IAS dated back to 2012, during the early days of the founding of the Institute by Professor Tong Chee Kiong, and he spent time there in 2012–2013 and then as a distinguished visiting fellow, periodically between 2014 and 2016. His links in Brunei go back some 40 years to the 1980s when he worked at the Brunei Museum, then with UBD as a visiting researcher and also as external examiner in sociology and anthropology (1999–2000, 2009–2010). From 2012 to 2016 he had been involved in the co-editing of a volume published by Springer through the IAS-UBD Asia in Transition series (Borneo Studies in History, Society and Culture, 2017). Then from 2017 he began a co-edited project with Stephen Druce in APB on Brunei, which subsequently resulted in two volumes recently published by Routledge (Origins, History and Social Structure in Brunei Darussalam [2021] and Continuity and Change in Brunei Darussalam [2021]). Ooi Keat Gin contributed a chapter to Continuity and Change.

Given the fact that their two projects were running in parallel, Victor T. King wrote to Keat Gin raising the possibility of a co-editing arrangement for a volume which would bring together their two separate activities on the Brunei Compendium and the Routledge Handbook. In his words, ‘A burden shared is a burden halved’. He suggested that we should endeavour to work together again while we were still in the middle of another shared project, as co-authors of a reference piece, A Handbook of Southeast Asian Studies: Pioneers and Critical Thinkers contracted with Springer International Publishing. Collaboration on yet another project, and one focused on Brunei, would be yet another enjoyable and constructive mutual venture. Dorothea Schaefter, with her responsibility for the Routledge Handbook series, affirmed that a co-editorship looked promising and responded positively. All was set to prepare and submit a firm proposal to Routledge for inclusion in their series.

Then, Peter Sowden informed Keat Gin that the proposed A Brunei Compendium was more appropriate for his colleague Dorothea’s Handbook Series and took the initiative to forward it to her. After consultation and reaching agreement with the co-editors, the proposal was forwarded to the Routledge Editorial Board for a final decision, with changes and adjustments to the title, editorship and a modest re-organisation of the content. The Routledge Handbook of Contemporary Brunei came into being.



Our Scholarly Intentions for Brunei

Victor T. King’s academic interests in Borneo go back to the early 1970s when he undertook field research in Indonesian Kalimantan and archival-based and museum research in the Netherlands and the UK. He then worked on large-scale, research-team-based, comparative projects on rural development and environmental change, and subsequently tourism in Sarawak and to some extent Sabah dating from the early 1980s. He had also worked at the Brunei Museum in 1984 and 1985. Keat Gin entered the Borneo research arena in the 1990s, but for the greater part of the 1980s he spent an extended period of time in Sarawak, mainly Simunjan in the Middle Sadong, as a schoolteacher in a government high school. Simunjan, a riverbank town, was focused on a central rectangular public space with three sides occupied by rows of shop houses, while the school was located five kilometres inland. It was an ‘entertaining’ period, for between 1983 and 1988, besides times spent in classrooms ‘entertaining’ adolescents, the greater part of his free time was spent in peaceful ‘entertainment’ watching the grass grow.

Things begin to become more ‘entertaining’ for him in a 360-degree turnaround when he embarked on his scholarly adventure in Borneo. In the course of study, research, and writing, he journeyed across the island, as well as to the various archives, libraries, and repositories that held collections of materials on Sarawak, Brunei, North Borneo (Sabah), and Kalimantan, in the UK, the Netherlands, United States, Australia, Singapore, Indonesia, and Japan.

In later years, visiting professorships, in Brunei especially, gave him the opportunity to become further and more closely acquainted with Borneo. He reflects on this experience that even in his wildest imagination when he was growing up in George Town, Penang, the island of B-o-r-n-e-o did not enter his mind, nor his vocabulary. But ironically, the greater part of his career has been preoccupied with B-O-R-N-E-O. ‘Prepare for the unexpected in reality’, an apt quote from a character from one of his favourite K-dramas.

The unexpected and serendipity in engagement with Borneo have also been Victor T. King’s experience. Coincidence, chance, sudden and unforeseen opportunity, and on-the-spur-of-the moment decisions to take one pathway rather than another brought him to Borneo, and the wider Southeast Asia region, and have kept him there for most of his 50-year career in the academy. He has explored the unexpected in three interviews on the IAS website and on YouTube, one of which was when he interviewed Ooi Keat Gin, and in an interview recently undertaken for the Malaysian Social Science Association and published in May 2021 in their journal, Southeast Asian Social Science Review.



Pathways

We have spent most of this narrative in telling the tale of two projects on Brunei that unexpectedly came together. But there are several pathways that have met in this particular endeavour. The early coming together of the two co-editors at the Centre for South-East Asian Studies at the University of Hull; collaboration on a number of projects over many years, including Ooi Keat Gin’s three-volume Southeast Asia: A Historical Encyclopedia, from Angkor Wat to East Timor (ABC-Clio 2004); the meetings in Brunei in 2013 and on subsequent occasions there; meetings at the then Institute for Southeast Asian Studies at Busan University of Foreign Studies; a strong and long-established interest in Borneo in general, and a more recent intense interest in Brunei; and mutual involvement in writing for, editing, and producing books for Routledge.

Their several experiences in research on Borneo and Brunei are presented in more detail in the introduction to the Handbook.
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1INTRODUCTIONBrunei’s Concerns

Victor T. King and Ooi Keat Gin
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The very word ‘Brunei’ means many things: a town, a river, a people, a district, a society, an empire, a stage [sic state], and, for a period, the whole of Borneo.

Brown 1970: 76




Preamble

Negara Brunei Darussalam (henceforth Brunei) is situated linguistically, culturally and historically in the Austronesian world of Southeast Asia (mainly the Malay-Indonesian world), which in turn is linked to populations belonging to the wider Austronesian language family. This substantial expanse of populations reaches in the west across the Indian Ocean to East Africa, particularly Madagascar, to the north through the South China Sea to embrace the indigenous peoples of Taiwan, then to the east across the Pacific Ocean to include Oceania (parts of Australasia and Melanesia and all of Micronesia and Polynesia). The indigenous Austronesian language family therefore includes such islands as New Zealand, Hawai’i, Samoa and Fiji.

Therefore, the indigenous population of Brunei shares characteristics with a wide spread of long-established indigenous peoples, stretching from East Africa to the easternmost reaches of the Pacific Ocean in the Easter Islands. Not only are there linguistic similarities which go back to a proto-Austronesian language which diversified over the centuries, but there are certain cultural features which are also shared between the indigenous populations of Brunei and their neighbours (for example, see Druce 2021). Yet in its most recent political and economic profile, as an oil- and natural gas–rich independent Muslim monarchy, Brunei occupies a unique position in Southeast Asia. It is the only surviving Malay-Muslim sultanate in the region, whose head of state continues to exercise full authority. Though other sultanates, as in the neighbouring Federation of Malaysia, enjoy a clear presence, they are incorporated into a political system which provides them with a constitutional position but which gives them no political power. Their status is symbolic and religious, as senior representatives of the dominant position of Islam and Malay ‘traditional’ culture in Malaysia and as reminders of the historical importance and continuity of the sultans in the Malay states.

In contrast, His Majesty the Sultan and Yang Di-Pertuan of Brunei Darussalam, Sultan Sir Haji Hassanal Bolkiah Mu’izzaddin Waddaulah is the supreme ruler of his country, and Bruneians though ‘citizens’, are more strictly, in constitutional terms, the sultan’s ‘subjects’, and His Majesty is their patron and protector and a guardian of Islam and Malay culture. In this respect, Brunei expresses a continuity with the long-established Malay concept of kerajaan (‘to be in a state of having a Raja’ in whose office all power and authority is located). Though its uniqueness is expressed in the fact that Brunei does not have ‘politics’ because all executive, legislative and judicial prerogatives are embodied in the office of the sultan, it is also firmly located in the family of nation-states of Southeast Asia, and since its independence on 1 January 1984, it has remained a firm and constant member of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN).

Supported for some 90 years by considerable wealth from hydro-carbons, initially oil exploitation on land and then offshore oil and natural gas, economically Brunei, and politically as an Islamic monarchy, bears a closer resemblance to the emirates and some of the sheikhdoms and monarchies of West Asia (Middle East) rather than the polities and economies of neighbouring Muslim countries and societies in island Southeast Asia. It is also a member of the Organisation of Islamic Cooperation (OIC). However, unlike some of the Middle Eastern territories which were incorporated into the British Empire after the disintegration of the Ottoman Empire following the end of the First World War (1914–1918), Brunei as a former British protectorate (not a colony) established in 1888, on independence in 1984, and along with Singapore and the Federation of Malaysia, became a member of the Commonwealth of Nations. However, ASEAN, the OIC and the Commonwealth are but a small part of its global connections. At last count, Brunei enjoyed membership of 36 international organisations.

The major features of Brunei’s history, culture (particularly religion), society, economy, politico-legal framework and changes in these provide the main concerns of this volume. It is also important to emphasise that many of the chapters in the volume engage with a crucial preoccupation in modern Brunei, and that is the national ideology or philosophy of Malay Islamic Monarchy (Melayu Islam Beraja [MIB]) (Md. Zain bin Haji Serudin 2013). Its basis and spirit were set down definitively in two important documents which were promulgated during the reign of the present sultan’s father, the Seri Begawan, Sultan Sir Haji Omar ‘Ali Saifuddien Khairi Waddien III, but then brought together at independence on 1 January 1984. These are the Constitution of the State of Brunei 1959 (Perlembagaan Negeri Brunei; Government of Brunei Darussalam 2006a) and the Nationality Act 1961 (Undang-Undang Taraf Kebangsaan [Laws of Citizenship]; Government of Brunei Darussalam 2011), and within the constitution, the Succession and Regency Proclamation 1959 (Government of Brunei Darussalam 2006b).

The national philosophy then has three major elements which are explored in various ways in this Handbook: (1) the concept of ‘Malay’ or ‘Malaydom’ is crucial in that it identifies seven indigenous groups (puak jati) in Brunei and comprises the overarching racial or ethnic category defined in terms of origins, culture, history and residence. It is this concept (and category) which bestows Brunei citizenship on those so defined. The linguistic basis of the category is the Malay language; (2) the official religion of the nation-state is Islam in accordance with the Ahli Sunnah Waljamah of the Shafi’e sect ‘that is practised as a complete, perfect and ideal way of life’; and (3) monarchy is the essential system of government which is based on the leadership and patronage of the Sultan ‘who holds the trust from Allah in the exercise of supreme authority to rule the nation’ (Md. Zain bin Haji Serudin 2013: 1). Unlike the constitutional Malay monarchical system of Malaysia, Brunei’s monarchy is constitutionally absolute, but it is popular, relevant and sustainable, with roots dating back to at least the fifteenth century or earlier.

Thus, the major preoccupations and issues which render Brunei a fascinating country to study and which enables us to reach an understanding of its past, present and possible futures run through the several sections and chapters of this Handbook: (1) its small size, demographically and territorially, as against its global reach and multiple international cultural, diplomatic, educational and economic connections; (2) its considerable wealth and the capacity which these resources provide to develop a modern infrastructure (roads, housing, public buildings, mosques and cultural institutions, an internet and communication network), a generous welfare and healthcare framework (which, among other things, provides for increasing life expectancy), a free national education system for citizens, with the two major languages of instruction, Malay and English (which has had, as one of its consequences, the development of a mainly professional and administrative sector in which women are playing an increasing role), and the availability of a range of modern consumer goods and a car-oriented society which relies very little on public transport; and (3) the all-pervasiveness of the national philosophy of MIB and its relationship to the culture, values and identity of Brunei and its constituent ethnic groups, minorities and migrant workers in what is a plural or multicultural society.

These ‘Brunei concerns’ are revealed in sections and chapters which cover the foundations of Brunei, its history and historiography; religion, national identity, constituent ethnic identities and material culture; language, literature and education; economics; and issues to do with gender and youth. There are certain words that regularly occur in the narratives of Brunei history and its achievements, keeping in mind that in the late nineteenth century, the Brunei sultanate, then a protectorate of Britain, was on the verge of extinction as a political entity with the annexation of Limbang in 1890 by the neighbouring protected state of Brooke Sarawak. Today it continues as an independent oil-based state, expressed in such terms as ‘survival’, ‘continuity’, ‘revival’, ‘regeneration’, ‘renewal’, ‘resurrection’ and ‘re-emergence’.



Brunei Within Borneo and Southeast Asia


Land Area

Brunei is territorially and demographically modest in size (which includes both its land and neighbouring sea). It is regarded as a ‘microstate’ or ‘mini-state’. Most sources give a land/sea area of 5,765 km2 (2,226 square miles) (The Commonwealth 2021; Wikipedia 2021a), although some sources do not include the approximately 500 km2 of sea. It also enjoys a 370-km offshore exclusive economic zone. Some of its closest ties in the region are with Singapore as another small state in terms of land area.

Brunei has a shared currency arrangement with Singapore, and a range of economic links, and military and diplomatic relations forged during the reign of the Seri Begawan and the then prime minister of Singapore, Lee Kuan Yew, when they first met in 1960. Perhaps nowhere has this ‘special relationship’ been so strongly expressed as in Lee Kuan Yew’s invitation to present the first Sultan Omar ‘Ali Saifuddien Memorial Lecture on 25 February 2009 at the Brunei International Convention Centre. The lecture was entitled ‘The Legacy of Sultan Haji Omar ‘Ali Saifuddien by his Excellency Dato Laila Utama Lee Kuan Yew, Minister Mentor of The Republic of Singapore’. In the conclusion to that address Lee Kuan Yew stated ‘Singapore and Brunei share fundamental similarities’, and continued, ‘As small states surrounded by bigger neighbours in an increasingly uncertain and complex world, we share similar aspirations and concerns’ (Lee Kuan Yew 2009).

Nevertheless, Brunei’s close ally Singapore has a much smaller land area of 719 km2 (277 square miles), eight times smaller than Brunei. Brunei stands at 163 in the world and Singapore at 175 in areal extent. Another interesting regional comparison is with the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region (SAR), which stands at 166 (2,755 km2 [1,064 square miles]). Brunei is just over twice the size of Hong Kong. Brunei’s land area is comparable to Trinidad and Tobago at 5,130 km2 (1,980 square miles), which is placed at 164 in the world (635 km2 smaller than Brunei). Just above Brunei at joint 162, and 225 km2 larger, is the State of Palestine at 6,020 km2 (2,320 square miles) (Wikipedia 2021b; and see for a somewhat different table, ranking and figures, Worldometers 2021a). Yet for a small state it has a considerable length of territorial border as a result of its division into two parts and its coastal location: one to the west embracing the most populated district of Brunei-Muara, including the capital Bandar Seri Begawan, and to the east the rural and forested outlier of Temburong. On land it is surrounded by the state of Sarawak and shares a 266-km (165-mile) border with Malaysia, and looking out to the South China Sea it has a 161-km (100-mile) coastline (Wikipedia 2021c).

Brunei was once a dominant presence in stretches of the coastal regions of northern, western and eastern Borneo, which also gave it some control over the movement of goods and people into and out of the interior of the island. It gave its name to the whole island, when early European visitors to Brunei decided that the sultanate, in some sense, represented or symbolised the island on which it is located. The name ‘Borneo’ is derived from ‘Brunei’ in that the early transliteration of Brunei had many variants in historical annals: Buruneng, Bornei, Burneau, Borney, Borneo, Bruneo, Burne, Bornui, Bruni and Barunay. At this juncture it should also be noted that, though the term ‘Borneo’ is the established name for the island, the usual convention in Indonesia is to extend the term for their territories – Kalimantan – to the whole island. They rarely refer to Borneo. Apparently, the term relates to the Sanskrit Klemantan or Kalamathana.

Be that as it may, Brunei was progressively reduced in size and status in Borneo from the mid-nineteenth century. Its land area of 5,765 km2 (2,226 square miles) constitutes only 1 per cent of the total land area of Borneo. As the third largest island in the world, and including small adjacent offshore islands, Borneo’s land area is 755,000 km2 (292,000 square miles) in extent (though the figures vary somewhat depending on the sources). Indonesian Kalimantan takes up 73 per cent of this area and the Malaysian states of Sarawak and Sabah a further 26 per cent (Wikipedia 2021d).



Population

Returning to our Singapore comparison, in population terms, the difference between Brunei and its neighbour across the South China Sea is dramatic. The last Brunei census was undertaken in 2011, when the population stood at 393,372. The live estimate for 1 May 2021 in Worldometers is 440,947; the population density is low at 83 per km2 or 215 per square miles; it is also a young population at a median age of 32.3 years and relatively urbanised with 79.5 per cent of the population classified as ‘urban’; most of the urban residents are located in the Brunei-Muara district and in the oil- and gas-producing Seria and Kuala Belait region. Data for the four major urban areas in 2020 are Bandar Seri Begawan (64,409); Kuala Belait (31,178); Seria (30,097); and Tutong (19,151). The average life expectancy is 76.35 years; the fertility rate is 1.85. Demographically Brunei stands at 175th in the world with 0.01 per cent of world population (Worldometers 2021b, 2021c). Within Borneo, with an estimated population of 23.72 million in 2020, Brunei constitutes a nominal percentage, under 2 per cent of that total (Wikipedia 2021e; and see Jones 2007).

We have to go to the 2019 estimates of population by the Department of Economic Planning and Statistics (DEPS 2020) to get a breakdown in terms of ethnicity or ‘race’. The total population was estimated at 459,500 at that time, and of these around 302,200 (65.8 per cent) were classified as ‘Malay’ which comprises the seven puak jati, defined as indigenous to Brunei (Brunei [Malay], Kedayan, Tutong, Dusun, Bisaya, Murut and Belait); ‘Chinese’ were estimated at about 47,2000 (10.3 per cent); and there is then an amorphous category of ‘Others’ at around 110,100 (24.0 per cent), made up of a whole host of migrant workers of different ethnicities, representing mainly other neighbouring Asian countries, particularly the Philippines, Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand and the Indian sub-continent (they work in the construction industry, in a range of manual jobs in the public sector and in retail and as domestic workers). Several Western countries are also represented, primarily in the diplomatic, finance, education and military sectors and in oil, gas and related industries. The three categories also map more or less onto the three categories of residents: citizens (331,000), mainly ‘Malay’; permanent residents (33,500), mainly Chinese and those from the non-puak jati indigenes, the Iban and Penan; and finally, temporary residents (94,200) who are primarily migrant workers (DEPS 2020).

These broad-brush ‘racial’ categories are not very helpful in determining the size and range of ethnic groups in Brunei. Categories have been progressively simplified in censuses, and we have to go back to over 50 years ago to the 1960 census to find a more detailed breakdown. At that time the categories were Malay, Kedayan, Chinese, Dusun, Iban, Melanau, Indian and Other, and though still deficient, they offer some indication of the multicultural character of Brunei (Wikipedia 2021f). The constructed category ‘Malay’ is, as Maxwell has argued in detail, ‘polysemous’ (2001), and the established definition of a Malay as ‘an individual who professes the religion of Islam, habitually speaks the Malay language, and conforms to Malay customs and traditions’ (Ooi 2018: 262; and, see Hitchcock and King 1997; Kimball 1975, 1979, 1991; Milner 2008/2011) does not conform in Brunei to how the concept of a ‘Malay race’ is used more generally in the Malay world. The Brunei Nationality Act 1961 (2006) designated the aforesaid seven ethnic groups as Malay. However, not all of those so designated profess the Islamic faith, use the Malay language ‘habitually’ or adhere to Malay customs and traditions (for example, see Mohd Sharol Amira Abdullah 2016: 81–99). It is a legal, constitutional and administrative construct; it merely demonstrates that the category ‘Malay’ generates a range of complexities and issues.



Location and Landscape

A glance at a map of Southeast Asia indicates that the island of Borneo is geographically at the heart of the region. Located on the southern margins of the South China Sea, it looks to the north and northwest to mainland Southeast Asia (to Thailand, Cambodia and Vietnam, and beyond to Laos and Myanmar), and to the northeast, the Philippines; to the west are the Straits of Malacca, Singapore, Peninsular Malaysia and Sumatra; surrounding Borneo to the south and east are the islands of Indonesia, specifically Java, Bali, Lombok and Sulawesi. However, though it appears to be a geographical fulcrum, the centre of the spokes of a Southeast Asian wheel, in historical, political, economic and cultural terms, it has been marginal to the dominant state systems (Srivijaya, Kediri, Singhasari, Mataram, Majapahit, Angkor, Ayutthaya among others, and then the Muslim sultanate of Malacca, and those which emerged along the Straits of Malacca [Johore, Riau, Acheh] and the north coast of Java) in the first and second millennia prior to European territorial conquest, colonisation and incorporation from the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.

Borneo remained marginal to these developments primarily as a result of its dense tropical rainforest environment and its soils and terrain: its landscapes comprised flat coastal plains with extensive areas of peat swamp forest and mangrove with infertile soils; lowland forest, often in rugged foothills; and then mountainous regions with montane forests above 1,000 metres and kerangas, or heath forests, in the interior running northeastwards to Mount Kinabalu, the highest mountain in Southeast Asia (Wikipedia 2021d). These environments offered little prospect for intensive agriculture and for the development of infrastructure for commercial activities (King 1993; Cleary and Eaton 1992; Cleary 1992; Cleary and Lian 1991). The main form of rice agriculture operated on a shifting, slash-and-burn, subsistence basis which only supported a low-density population, scattered in villages and longhouses, and did not therefore provide an easily accessible and productive labour force (Freeman 1955; King 1995a). Head-hunting, regional internecine warfare and frequent intervillage raiding also made it difficult for Europeans to establish a firm territorial presence until well into the nineteenth century.

Certainly, there were prosperous, but often modest-sized, coastal sultanates controlling upstream and downstream trade and channelling primarily products from the rainforest sought after in other Asian markets, particularly India and China. They were interconnected across the surrounding seas (the South China Sea, Java Sea and the Celebes [Sulawesi] Sea) with Southeast Asian and wider Asian markets. These sultanates included Brunei, Sambas, Pontianak, Landak, Sukadana, Kotawaringin, Banjarmasin, Kutai and Sulu (though based in what is now the southern Philippines, Sulu had a presence in northeastern and eastern Borneo). Brunei in the sixteenth century was by far the most successful and dominant of the Borneo coastal ports and, at that time, had a political presence and control of trade along the margins of the Philippine islands as far as Luzon and along the coasts of northern, western and eastern Borneo ([Hj] Mohd Jamil Al-Sufri 2000; Nicholl 1983, 1989, 1990, 2007; Saunders 1994[2002]; de Vienne 2015[2012]). However, the extent of its power and authority continues to be the subject of debate, as does its origins and ‘chronology’. Its decline as an empire set in towards the end of the sixteenth century with the intervention of the Spanish in the Philippines, the rise of the Sulu sultanate from the late eighteenth century (Warren 1981) and, during the expansion of the European presence in Borneo, the progressive absorption of Brunei peoples and territories into the Brooke Raj in Sarawak, which led to the eventual dissection of Brunei into two parts in 1890 with the annexation of Limbang by Rajah Charles Brooke (Tarling 1971; Turnbull 1980), the incorporation of northern Borneo into the domains of the North Borneo Chartered Company (in what is now Sabah) (Tregonning 1965), and the consolidation of Dutch control in the southern two-thirds of Borneo (now Indonesian Kalimantan) (for example, see Irwin 1955; Wright 1970, 1977).

The consequences of European intervention have resulted in the current political and administrative divisions in Borneo. Borneo is a unique island in that three nation-states are represented there. But the present politico-administrative configuration is again evidence of marginality. One of them, Brunei, is an independent nation-state, but its modest size, in spite of its wealth and its international reach, reduces its influence on the regional and global stage; the other two territories, Indonesian Kalimantan and Malaysian Borneo (Sarawak and Sabah), are outliers of the Republic of Indonesia and the Federation of Malaysia where power and authority are located elsewhere, in Jakarta and Putrajaya. This may change in Kalimantan with the plans to relocate the administrative capital of the Republic of Indonesia to the province of East Kalimantan (see Jakarta Post 2017).




Overview of Scholarly Works on Brunei

Up until independence in 1984 and then the establishment of Universiti Brunei Darussalam (UBD) soon after, scholarly work on Brunei was not substantial. Subsequently other universities were established (Universiti Teknologi Brunei, Universiti Islam Sultan Sharif Ali), but their focus was more specific than the wider interests of the national university. Prior to the founding of UBD, the two institutions which hosted researchers and undertook scholarly work were the Brunei Museum (Muzium Brunei) and the Language and Literature Bureau (Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka, DBP). The museum was formally operating from 1965 at the Civic Centre in what was then Bandar Brunei (subsequently Bandar Seri Begawan), then moved to its present site at Kota Batu in 1970, and the handsome, new building was officially opened in 1972 by Queen Elizabeth II. It developed its own research library, with archives that were subsequently relocated to the university and the national archives. Its scholarly journal The Brunei Museum Journal (BMJ) began publication in 1969. An analytical index was provided for issues between 1969 and 1984 (Jabatan Muzium-Muzium 1985) and then another for 1969 and 1997 (Jabatan Muzium-Muzium 2003). Up until 1997 the journal was published regularly, but ceased publication until it was resurrected in 2008. Since then, issues have been produced, but not on an annual basis. The most recent is 2021. A very useful list of publications provided by Jabatan Muzium-Muzium (Museums Department 2015) is available online as a PDF (Portable Document Format). It lists 30 issues of the BMJ, six monographs, eight special publications, eight volumes in archaeology, 13 in ethnography including several under the title Warisan Budaya, six natural history publications and 20 miscellaneous issues. It also has nine bibliographical publications including the two indexes of The Brunei Museum Journal and a very useful set of Bibliografi Negara Brunei Darussalam listing deposits to the library collection from government departments, schools, colleges, universities, research institutions and academic publishers (Jabatan Muzium-Muzium 1967–1991, 1992, 1996, 1997). Much has also been done by and through the museum in archaeology and early history (for example, see Bellwood and Matussin Omar 1980; Matussin Omar 1981; [Pengiran] Karim bin Pengiran Haji Omar 2004; Druce 2020; Sutlive et al. 1987). The discovery of an important shipwreck off the coast of Borneo and the display of some of the finds have resulted in the establishment of the Brunei Darussalam Maritime Museum (Muzium Maritim Brunei Darussalam) and the emergence of an interest in Brunei in maritime archaeology (for example, see Green and Kimuru 2013).

Though the Brunei Museum has been closed for some years but plans to reopen in 2021 or 2022, it has some significant collections in ethnography, archaeology and prehistory; a range of elements of material culture; more recent history; natural history; and the development of the petroleum industry. We can attest to the important collections of silverware, brassware, sculptures in wood, textiles and cannons accumulated over some 60 years (for example, see King and Bantong Antaran 1987, 1995; Harrisson 1969).

The DBP was established as the Language Board (Lembaga Bahasa) in 1960 and, in 1965, became a separate language and literature department. It is responsible for undertaking research on Malay and related languages; producing dictionaries, grammars and translated material into Malay; publishing books and papers in the national language; and operating public libraries. One of its most important publications is the official dictionary of Brunei Malay (Kamus Bahasa Melayu Brunei, 1991a [2007, 2010]) (and, see Deterding and Gardiner 2017), though it publishes on minority languages such as Tutong as well (1991b). It also provides bibliographies of publications and other materials on Brunei, including Bibliografi Brueneiana (2013). One of its early useful publications is M.B. Stewart’s geography of Brunei (1986), though even earlier was Khoo Soo Hock’s publication (1976). The DBP was housed in a fine building on Jalan Elizabeth Dua with its impressive national mural on its main frontage, but then moved to new premises between 1992 and 1994 in the Old Airport Area. The old building now houses a public library.

In addition, the UBD Library regularly compiles bibliographical information on Brunei, and it houses a separate and substantial collection of materials on Borneo and Brunei (for example, see S. Hasnah Simanjuntak 1987 [Perpustakaan Universiti Brunei Darussalam, UBD]).

Universiti Brunei Darussalam also produces a range of publications in the arts, humanities and social sciences. The Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences launched its journal Southeast Asia: A Multidisciplinary Journal in 2000. The Academy of Brunei Studies has its own journal, begun in 1990, Janang: Jurnal Warta Akademi Pengajian Brunei. The Institute of Asian Studies (IAS) has its book series ‘Asia in Transition’ jointly published with Springer, Singapore and its in-house Working Papers series which commenced in 2012 and has now produced over 60 issues and continues the momentum. The first librarian of UBD, Simon Francis, who also initiated and developed a Brunei and Borneo Collection in the library from the late 1980s of which UBD is proud, also compiled some important information on publications on Brunei (1993a, 1993b).


General Reference Books on Brunei and Early Works

Scholarly works on Brunei have undoubtedly focused on the dominant institution of the country, and that is the sultanate itself, examining its various dimensions (history, the monarchical system, administrative structure, its international connections and trade, MIB as the national philosophy). The numerous ethnic groups, each with their respective cultures, languages, livelihoods and spatial distribution, have also been fertile subjects for anthropological, sociological and ethnographical studies, including the Brunei Malays (for example, see Brown 1970, 1973, 1976, 2021 [and references in King 2021, and King and Druce 2021a]; Kimball 1975, 1979), Kedayan (for example, see Maxwell 1980, 1996) and Dusun (Kershaw 2000; Kershaw and Kershaw 2011; Pudarno Binchin 2014; and, see Bernstein 1997). For more general critical commentaries on minorities in Brunei, the issues they face and how these have been presented and interpreted, Eva and Roger Kershaw have given us much to think about (Eva and Roger Kershaw 2016; Roger Kershaw 1998, 2010).

Brunei’s economy and its overdependence on the oil and gas industry and related activities and the efforts and prospects for diversification have also been studied, not only amongst economists but also geographers and within political science and international relations (IR) circles, as adverse economic events can have impacts and repercussions in the area of the environment and political and foreign relations (Cleary and Wong 1993, 1994; Hamzah 1981, 1991; Tasie 2009).

Brunei in the regional context is another point of interest, in that its membership of ASEAN is a dominant theme, but bilateral relations between Brunei and other nations from within as well as from outside Southeast Asia have also been addressed to some extent, for instance, Brunei’s interactions with Malaysia, Indonesia and the southern Philippines and with other Muslim oil-producing principalities such as Bahrain and Oman (all of which share the common element of Islam). The annual publication of the ISEAS-Yusof Ishak Institute, Singapore, Southeast Asian Affairs, reports year-by-year on Brunei as a member of ASEAN, the most recent being Pushpa Thambipillai’s observations on Brunei in 2019 (2020).

Brunei studies across various disciplinary fields have long involved non-Brunei scholars, especially from the West (the United States, the UK and continental Europe [France, Germany and the Netherlands in particular]). Despite the foundation of UBD in 1985, home-grown scholarship took some time to develop with the need for the training of early career academics. Usually, they were sent overseas for postgraduate study, primarily to the West and, within the West, the UK has been a favoured country, with smaller numbers going to neighbouring Asian countries such as Malaysia, Indonesia and Japan. Locally based research and publications began to gain momentum from the late 1990s and 2000s.

In addition to the study of Brunei from within its own borders, the sultanate should be contextualised against the backdrop of Borneo itself. The study of Brunei in relation to other parts of the island of Borneo from various aspects – geography, environment, society, economy, politico-legal structure and administration – necessitates further and deeper exploration, examination and analysis. The indigenous peoples of Borneo, despite the political divide of formal boundaries and enforced bureaucratic formalities, continue to be relatively mobile and move across borders and boundaries unofficially. From the perspective of those communities, particularly between Sarawak and West Kalimantan and to a lesser extent between Brunei and Sarawak, the official territorial divisions are not of much concern. There is ample scope for studies of Brunei vis-à-vis neighbouring territories. In a similar vein, Brunei should be studied in the context of the regional perspective of Southeast Asia.

Themes and topics on and of Brunei are seemingly endless, and examining the sultanate through one discipline alone is undeniably commendable, but more emphasis should be given to multi-disciplinary approaches. A marriage for profit between history and ethnography, for example, pays dividends in a greater and deeper understanding of the ethnic communities which are resident in contemporary Brunei.

Let us undertake a brief overview of what we consider to be some of the most important areas of research and publications in the study of Brunei. These reflect the interests of the co-editors, and they are certainly not comprehensive. We are short of up-to-date general bibliographies of Brunei which are widely accessible, though Muzium Brunei and the DPB have published several bibliographies which are more localised in interest. The most well-known is Sylvia and Gerald Krausse’s Brunei (1989), now rather out of date, but still a useful reference. History is clearly an area of relative strength in Brunei studies, and a standard reference work which has proved popular and in continued demand is D.S. Ranjit Singh and Jatswan S. Sidhu’s Historical Dictionary of Brunei Darussalam (1997). Jatswan Sidhu (without Ranjit Singh) has published two further updated and revised editions (2010, 2016). In the ‘Editor’s Foreword’, to the second edition, Jon Woronoff says of Brunei, ‘a speck, two specks on a map of Southeast Asia’, but Brunei is ‘far from insignificant’. Given its wealth, infrastructure, educational and welfare system, ‘its standing is impressive’. ‘Brunei is also an intriguing place. Its history is far deeper and richer than might be expected and its domains once extensive’ (2010: xi). What this Handbook also does is address the concerns that Woronoff raises: ‘Relatively isolated until recently, still a bit remote, and also rather secretive, it is not an easy place to get to know’ (ibid.). Marie-Sybille de Vienne also says, in her substantial historical and contemporary examination of Brunei, that there are ‘few general historical, political, economic and sociocultural studies of Negara Brunei Darussalam’ and the model of development of the sultanate ‘has remained largely ignored by the social sciences and has not been the subject of much social debate’ (2015: 11 [2012]). We hope this volume will help readers ‘get to know’ Brunei rather better.

Its history is indeed of great interest in a Borneo and Southeast Asian context, and there are general histories which have been widely cited. The most well-known and accessible is Graham Saunders’s (1994 [2002]), as is B.A. Hussainmiya’s popular history from the beginning of the British Residency in 1906. However, it is locally published, and sometimes it is difficult to find copies for sale (2006). There are others which have been widely read and cited but cover a specific period and specific themes. These include Ranjit Singh’s Brunei 1839–1983 (1984), a readable narrative from the coming of James Brooke to Sarawak through to the eve of Brunei independence. Nicholas Tarling’s study of the relations between Britain, as an expanding colonial power in the East, its eccentric surrogate in Borneo, the Brooke Raj in Sarawak and the waning power and status of the Brunei sultanate is a standard historical reference, and now in its jubilee year, published 50 years ago (Tarling 1971; and, see Ooi 2012). Most recently we have three edited publications by the co-editors of this Handbook which address topics and issues in Brunei history, but also cover more generally materials in the humanities and social sciences (Ooi 2016; King and Druce 2021a, 2021b). Almost 30 years ago we had an important collection of essays produced by the Academy of Brunei Studies (Abu Bakar bin Haji Apong 1992) and then a collection in honour of the historian Robert Nicholl following shortly afterwards (King and Horton 1995).

Another strength has been the work in sociolinguistics, Austronesian linguistics, language and literature, bilingual studies and ‘language shift’, which began to emerge forcefully in the 1990s from the Department of English Language and Applied Linguistics at UBD in particular. One of the central driving forces in these endeavours was the late Peter W. Martin. Not only did staff members set their task of investigating the English language in Brunei, as well as the changing nature and use of Brunei Malay and Standard Malay, but they also examined the several minority languages in Brunei (for example, see Clynes 2001, 2005, 2012; Coluzzi 2010, 2012; Fatimah Chuchu and Najib Noorashid 2015; Martin et al. 1996; Martin 1996, 1998; McLellan 2005, 2009; McLellan and Chin 2016; Noor Azam Haji-Othman 2005, 2012; Noor Azam Haji-Othman et al. 2020; Sercombe 1996a, 1996b, 1999, 2002, 2014; Yabit Alas 1995)

Sociological and anthropological research is difficult to undertake for those academics within Brunei and even more difficult for those outside of Brunei, and there are few general works of reference in this field. However, although rather dated, there is Kent Mulliner and John Lent’s Brunei and Malaysian Studies (1994), and within that edited collection a useful chapter by Gerald Krausse (1994). The very recent publication by one of the co-editors of this volume also helps to address the lack of Brunei-wide studies in social science (see King and Druce 2021b). A chapter in the companion volume which is primarily directed to history (King and Druce 2021a) also covers much of the sociological and anthropological research and publications generated by Donald E. Brown’s pioneering historical-sociological study of the Brunei sultanate (Brown 1970, 1973, 1976, 2021; King 2021: 14–41). King also updates and reflects on his analytical and ethnographic survey of the constituent ethnic groups in Brunei from his earlier publications (King 1994a, 1996a, 2001). Donald Brown’s numerous publications on the anthropology and history of Brunei can also be found in King and Druce’s volume (Brown 2021: xiv–xxix). Frank Fanselow provides a detailed, measured and well-argued critical examination of anthropology in Brunei (2014), and Trigger and Norkhalbi address the issue of ‘indigeneity’ in Brunei (2011).

In economics there is very little in the way of general material, though there is Tan Siew Ee and Rosnah Opai’s edited book on The Economy of Brunei Darussalam: Perspectives and Insights (2008; and, see Sritua Arief 1986). The purpose of the volume was to provide a university textbook on a range of issues to do with the economy because of the shortage of materials in this field, but also to serve as a guide for policy makers. It covers areas of economic growth, development and diversification, as well as patterns of consumption and savings issues, import and export trade, monetary issues and taxation. There are also volumes, though now rather dated, addressing the economics of oil and diversification (Franz 1980; Cleary and Wong 1994; Hamzah 1991; and, see Tasie 2009). The Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU) (see, for example, 2021) provides regular updates and country reports on Brunei (and, see Oxford Business Group 2016; and Koh Wee Chian 2011).




The Handbook

This volume is primarily the result of the scholarly output from Bruneian or expatriate Brunei-based scholars drawn from various faculties and centres of UBD including the Academy of Brunei Studies (Akademi Pengajian Brunei [APB]), the Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences (FASS), IAS, School of Business and Economics (SBE), and the Institute of Policy Studies (IPS).

The Handbook comprises eight parts representing fields of interest or discipline, with each part featuring one or two chapters, single-authored or multiple-authored chapters. Part I ‘Foundations’ contains three chapters, the first is a reprinted paper (with the kind permission of Routledge, Taylor & Francis), ‘Monarchy in Brunei: Past, Present and Future’ (Ooi); then ‘Brunei and the World since 1984’ (Stephen C. Druce and Asiyah Az-Zahra Hj Ahmad Kumpoh), and ‘Demography of Brunei’ (Norainie Ahmad).

Ooi Keat Gin traces the development of the monarchy and not only its survival but the consolidation of its power, character and identity, based on the concept of MIB. The chapter takes us through the major phases of Brunei history. It evaluates the underlying strengths, characteristics and uniqueness of MIB that have successfully sustained the Brunei sultanate over the past seven centuries and continued to engineer the kingdom’s future amidst an increasingly challenging regional and global environment. A major issue addressed, which is also examined in other chapters of the Handbook, is the dependence on oil and natural gas and the need to diversify the economy. The sustainability of a generous national welfare system may be in doubt if other sources of revenue are not generated. If there is diversification as well as success in gaining returns from foreign ventures and investments, Brunei might then be able to continue some degree of welfare support. But whether it can continue to support a wide range of benefits, subsidies and a large public sector will continue to be a matter of debate and concern.

The next chapter by Druce and Asiyah Kumpoh focuses on the formation and development of modern Brunei diplomacy and foreign relations since Brunei’s independence on 1 January 1984. Applying the notion of small-state diplomacy, it examines how Brunei has managed its external relations within the Southeast Asian region as well as in the wider world. For a small state, it has conscientiously joined a wide range of international organisations, including ASEAN and the United Nations (UN). Bilateral relationships and a pragmatic approach have been essential principles in Brunei’s approach. The bilateral ties with the UK and Singapore have been and remain essential to Brunei’s foreign policy, but it has also established relations with such East Asian countries as Japan and the Republic of Korea because of the need to diversify its oil- and gas-based economy and to attract foreign investment to that end. Since 2011 these economic objectives have also led to closer ties with the People’s Republic of China (PRC) which has, in turn, become a substantial investor in Brunei. Given its size and the modest diplomatic resources that it can draw on, Brunei has sustained an impressive global diplomatic presence, though it has necessarily had to prioritise its interests. It has focused strategically on certain countries and regions and maintains over 70 resident missions. These are obviously within Asia, with Muslim nations, not only in Asia, but specifically in West Asia and North Africa, significant countries in the West (which includes Australia and New Zealand), in Latin America, including Brazil and the Argentine Republic and selected countries in Africa, given Commonwealth connections which are also important to Brunei; these include South Africa and Nigeria. The chapter also focuses on bilateralism and Brunei’s commitment to a policy of neutrality.

The chapter on demography by Norainie Ahmad addresses the major features of a small nation-state: population growth, population in terms of gender and age, fertility, birth and death rates, life expectancy, health, ethnicity or ‘race’, religion, the labour force and occupational sectors, urbanisation and literacy and education. One problem is that recent statistics are estimates. Brunei has conducted seven censuses since 1947; the last census was 2011, and we are awaiting the results of the current census for 2021. A major focus is the fall in fertility rates as a result of ideational changes in regard to birth control, the changing character of gender relations within the household and a move away from patriarchy and the increasing access of women to education and their role in the professional and public sector. These factors have resulted in women not only limiting their number of births but also delaying marriage and the age when they decide to begin procreation. This is a most significant set of processes in the sociological examination of Brunei and its future. Again, here there is ground for discourse as well as of concern.

Part II ‘History’ opens with an intriguing chapter titled ‘How Boni Became Borneo Became Brunei: An Argument for Boni in Western Borneo, Pontianak’ (Johannes L. Kurz), which addresses the protracted conundrum of whether Boni or Poli or other variations of these terms in pre-modern Chinese sources is the early name for a state on the northwest coast of Borneo, which was eventually visited by the Portuguese as ‘Brunei’ in the early sixteenth century (and, see Druce 2016). A question of misreading, misinterpretation and a case of the blind leading the blind led to a half-century of misunderstanding coupled with misplaced faith in the questionable scholarship of non-specialists. Sinologist Kurz systematically untangles this complex literature with a close reading of original Chinese historical sources. Kurz has written several searching essays on the problems of Boni and Poli and earlier Chinese identifications (for example, see 2013, 2014, 2020) arguing that earlier writers, including Robert Nicholl (1983, 1989, 1990, 2007), and then Graham Saunders (1994 [2002]) and most recently Marie-Sybille de Vienne (2015 [2012]) used translations in English of Chinese texts and did not read them in the original classical Chinese. In this regard, many of these early writers identified Boni as a trade-oriented coastal polity on the northwest coast of Borneo as early as the tenth century. However, the chapter argues that it was only identified as such from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries when the Chinese identified it as Wenlai, a term that is still in current use. Prior to that there is no firm evidence that Boni is the predecessor of the sultanate of Brunei, but rather it might well refer to a site in western Borneo. Kurz, in his forensic investigation of early Chinese sources, overturns and questions much of what has been written about Boni, Poli and their connections with Brunei.

‘Contextualising the History of Brunei’ (Stephen C. Druce and Nani Suryani Abu Bakar) offers a comprehensive outline of significant themes in the historical development of Brunei, from ancient times until independence in 1984 within a regional and global context to complement our understanding of subsequent chapters in this volume. It captures these themes by identifying and examining chronologically the various significant stages in that development: prehistory, the Brunei and the Asian ‘sea trade boom’ of the tenth to thirteenth centuries, conversion to Islam in the ‘Age of Commerce’, conflict with the Spanish in the later sixteenth century, Brunei’s progressive decline from the seventeenth century, the sultanate’s relationship with the Brooke Raj in Sarawak, Brunei on the brink of extinction in the last quarter of the nineteenth century, the establishment of a British Residential system from 1906 (Horton 1984, 1985, 1986, 1990–1991, 1994, 1995a, 1995b, 1999; McArthur 1987 [1904]), laying the foundations of modern Brunei, the Japanese military occupation, the emergence of national awareness, the first Brunei Constitution and the Anglo-Brunei Agreement (1959) (and, see Hussainmiya 1995, 2000; Hussainmiya and Tarling 2011; Matassim Haji Jibah 1983), rebellion (1962) (and, see Harry 2015; Harun Abdul Majid 2020), the Malaysia Federation (1963) (and, see [Hj] Mohd Jamil Al-Sufri 1998; Muhammad Hadi Abdullah 2002; Stockwell 2004) and independence (1984) (and, see Chalfont 1989; Eussoff Agaki Haj Ismail 1991; Horton 1990, 1995b, 1996, 1999; Leake 1990; Nani Suryani Abu Bakar 2006).

Then the chapter on ‘Brunei Historiography’ (Asiyah az-Zahra Ahmad Kumpoh, Stephen C. Druce, and Nani Suryani Abu Bakar) details the development of the writing of Brunei history in both English and Malay by historians and archaeologists and the utilisation of various source materials. It also discusses the range of debates, approaches, pertinent themes, topics and issues that have gained attention in the past and others that are on-going and continue to be addressed and in what ways or means the various discourses relate to the pivotal role of history in contemporary Brunei. The part played by the Brunei Museum (Muzium Brunei), the Brunei History Centre (Pusat Sejarah Brunei) and UBD and other government institutions in producing historical works and the pursuit of an officially sanctioned Brunei national history are also given attention.

The section’s final chapter is ‘Migration from Water to Land: A Study of Brunei’s Kampong Ayer Residents, Circa 1906 to 1941’ (Haji Tassim bin Haji Abu Bakar; and, see Tassim 2013, 2018; Haji Awang Asbol and Tassim 2016) which analyses the developmental history of migration between the introduction of the British Residential period (1906) until the beginning of the Japanese occupation of Borneo (1941). The ultimate aim of senior British administrators, following M.S.H. McArthur’s Report on Brunei in 1904 (1987), was to transform Brunei’s maritime-based economy to land-based agriculture and land-oriented economic activities with the objective of raising productivity and expanding the economy. It was also intended to address such problems as health and hygiene, the provision of service and infrastructure and fire hazards in the ‘water village’. As an encouragement from 1910, British policy was to offer the residents ‘on water’ free plots of land suitable for agriculture in designated resettlement areas. The starting point, however, was in gradually transferring the administrative centre of the sultanate hitherto on Kampong Ayer to the mainland. Although the royal family and the nobility saw the advantages of terrestrial settlement, very few residents of the water village were attracted to permanent residence there. They threw caution to the wind to the extent of disregarding policies, directives, enticements and restrictions from the British authorities. These four chapters engage with some of the primary concerns in present-day Brunei situated in their historical context.

Part III ‘Faith and Ethnicity’ comprises two chapters ‘Islamic Law in Brunei Darussalam (1425–2014): A Historical Perspective and Its Relationship with the Malay Islamic Monarchy Concept’ (Haji Awang Asbol bin Haji Mail) and ‘Addressing Ethnic Complexity and Ethnic Change in Brunei Darussalam’ (Victor T. King). Haji Awang Asbol examines the development of Islam in Brunei from the fourteenth century; the ‘golden age’ under Sultans Sharif Ali, Bolkiah and Muhammad Hassan in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries when Islam flourished; the challenge to Islam posed by Spanish Catholic Manila when it invaded Brunei in 1579; the survival of Islam during this long period of gradual European intervention; the nineteenth-century pressures on Islam, weakened as it was by the expansion of the Brooke Raj and the British North Borneo Chartered Company into Brunei territory; and the eventual establishment of the British Residential system in 1906, when the role of religion was confined to family issues. The chapter then focuses on the post-war period when Islam was re-strengthened and given legitimacy under the Seri Begawan and the present sultan in the context of the development of the national philosophy of MIB (and, see Hashim Haji Abdul Hamid 1995). This took a further turn with the introduction of Syariah Law in 2013 and Muslim-based administration, da’wah (proselytisation) and education. Overall, the chapter examines Islam in Brunei from the perspective of change and continuity through history and with particular attention to the various internal and external challenges, especially from the West. There are, however, alternative interpretations of the development of Islam in Brunei, which is an arena of intense debate (for example, see Iik Arifin Mansurnoor 1998; Müller 2018).

The second chapter examines a vitally important feature of Brunei, namely its plural or multi-cultural character. Although at first glance, present-day Brunei appears to be ethnically homogeneous (the 2011 census uses three categories: Malay, Chinese and Others) with a majority Malay Muslim population, the sultanate is far more ethnically diverse, not unlike its neighbours Sabah and Sarawak where multi-ethnicity and multi-culturalism are openly embraced and celebrated. But the Brunei context is somewhat different in constitutional and politico-legal terms. Victor T. King, in addressing ethnic complexity and change, relates the Brunei Constitution of 1959 and the Nationality Act of 1961, documents which provide the essential ingredients of the national philosophy of MIB, to the ways in which ethnicity is expressed and changed among the constituent populations of Brunei. This requires an examination of the concept of ethnicity itself, which is a more appropriate term than that of ‘race’ in the context of Brunei multi-culturalism; the same applies to the neighbouring nation-state of Malaysia. The chapter argues that ethnic classifications (‘essentialised’ in racial terms), the formal constitutional principles which underpin them and their reinforcement through dissemination in state-directed media and in curricula in schools, colleges and universities are mechanisms used to ‘imagine’ and ‘construct’ the nation-state. In this context, what is written in constitutions and other official documents may not, and frequently does not, reflect everyday ethnic realities, nor can these documents capture the fluid nature of identities. Rather than embrace ethnic change, they serve to freeze ethnic units and the relations between them in a model or template constructed by those charged with managing identities and the complex relations within a multi-cultural and multi-ethnic state. What is happening in Brunei is a gradual realisation of the objectives embodied in the Constitution and the Nationality Act and that is the creation of an increasingly Malay-Muslim identity supported by the ideal of monarchy and the bond between the sultan and his subjects.

‘An Overview of Bruneian Literature: History, Historiography and Critical Approaches’ (Ampuan Hj Brahim Ampuan Hj Tengah and Kathrina Mohd Daud) heads Part IV, ‘Literature’. It provides a critical survey of Bruneian literature, from the traditional and the classical to the contemporary both in Malay and English, and from oral narratives and folklore, to the modern novel, with particular attention to several notable literary works. It devotes attention to distinctive characteristics in Brunei literature, its ideological developments and influences, situating it in a regional and global context and within the local publishing industry and national education policies in relation to neighbouring Southeast Asian countries. Some insights are provided into future likely trajectories based on regional trends.

The second chapter is ‘Fantasising Masculinity in Bruneian Anglophone Fiction’ (Grace V. S. Chin) which addresses the themes of Malay masculinity, gender and sexuality in the context of contemporary Brunei and the ways in which Bruneian authors have represented these. Despite growing conservatism concerning gender and sexual identities, Brunei is also a modernising society with access to global discourses and images of gender and sexuality in addition to narratives that celebrate equality and freedom. The topic raises some contentious issues and, as a result, ideas and views on gender and sexuality are adapting to contextual and contingent forces in the country and beyond. This chapter examines how gender and sexual identities are imagined and articulated through fantasies of Malay masculinity in two male-authored anglophone science fiction novels: Amir Falique’s The Forlorn Adventure (2014) and Aammton Alias’s The Last Bastion of Ingei (2016). These novels engage Malay masculinity in ways that shed light on local-global tensions and contestations about masculinities and correspondingly, gender and sexual identities.

Part V ‘Language and Education’ features two chapters, ‘Language, Society and Change: Shifting Identities?’ (Noor Azam Haji-Othman and James A. H. McLellan) and ‘Education Policies in Brunei Darussalam (1954–2020): Developments and Their Relationship With the Concept of Malay Islamic Monarchy’ (Haji Awang Asbol bin Haji Mail, Ampuan Hj Brahim bin Ampuan Hj Tengah, and Haji Tassim bin Haji Abu Bakar). Utilising the sociolinguistic approach, examining the interrelatedness between language, society, the sociopolitical environment and linguistic shift, the first chapter addresses three major issues, namely whether or not changes in patterns of language use reflect shifts in identity; has the national philosophy of MIB served to maintain and stabilise national identity? and, do the changing patterns of bilingualism and multilingualism serve as unifying or divisive factors? The chapter also provides a brief historical account of the sultanate’s sociolinguistic landscape from the Residency period to the current era of MIB. It focuses on two main issues: the selection of Malay as the ‘official language’ of Brunei with its implications for education policy and nationality and from 1984 the Dwibangsa (bilingual) policy and ‘Sistem Pendidikan Nasional Abad ke-21’ (SPN-21, National Education System for the 21st Century).

The chapter then addresses change in linguistic and cultural diversity in Brunei. Noor Azam has argued in previous publications (2005, 2012), alluding to the levelling of identities initially ascribed to Sercombe (2002), that there is linguistic evidence of a reduction in linguistic diversity. The chapter examines the evidence for this contention of the past decade in relation to the current use of standard or official Malay by younger Bruneians today and to what extent, as a shared lingua franca of all Bruneians, it differs from Brunei Malay which is the first and local language of the dominant Brunei Malay ethnic group. The chapter then analyses the gradual intrusion of English as the second ‘official’ language and the use of a mixed Malay and English language, especially in the context of the growth of social media among young Bruneians. Language use patterns observed in various forms of social media provide clues to the directions of online computer-mediated communication (CMC), at least in the foreseeable future, given the rapid changes in communication technologies and the very high levels of online connectivity and social media use by Bruneians before and after 1984 (McLellan 2005, 2009). The main consideration in this chapter is the relationship between language and identity among young Bruneians and how these may be projected and negotiated in an online world. The conclusion reached is that Brunei language shift does not necessarily entail changes in identity.

The second examines the interrelatedness between education policies (enacted between 1954 and 2007) and MIB and whether they complement one another or are in contradiction. The authors demonstrate that the development of national education policies had a close relationship with the MIB concept, both directly and indirectly. These relationships are seen in the period between 1954 and 2020 under several different policies. The National Education Policy 1962 united the Malay and English schools under a single education system which raised the status of Malay as the main medium in schools. In the Education Policy 1972, the use of Malay as the main language continued. These two policies had a direct relationship with the MIB concept through upholding the Malay language. The English language began to supersede the Malay language as the medium of instruction in SPN-21 launched in 2008, though Malay was still used in several subjects from primary through to tertiary levels. The justification in revising the then education system, particularly at the higher levels of instruction, was that it was unable to provide appropriate academic programmes for the fast-changing information technology field. The SPN-21 policy caused dissatisfaction among Muslims in the country because subjects such as ‘Islamic Religion’ and ‘Malay Islamic Monarchy’ were no longer core subjects, but instead were relegated to optional subjects. The aforesaid subjects were then reinstated as core subjects in the following year (2009).

As for the Islamic component, the education policy required Islamic subjects to be taught alongside secular subjects (in the period between 1954 and 2008). The emphasis on Islam continued until 2018 when His Majesty ordered that Islamic history be taught in schools and learning institutions. In addition, such policies as the National Education Policy 1962 and the Education Policy 1972 required a pledge and commitment to be loyal to the sultan. The chapter also draws attention to the fact that MIB is also a subject taught in secondary schools and higher learning institutions.

Part VI ‘Economics’ has three offerings, viz. ‘The Economic and Social Progress of Brunei Darussalam’ (Roslee Baha and Hartini Mohammad Yussof), ‘Fiscal Policy Challenges in Brunei Darussalam’ (Wee Chian Koh) and ‘ASEAN Economic Community: Regional and Economic Integration of Brunei’ (Siti Fatimahwati Pehin Dato Musa and Khairul Hidayatullah Basir). The first chapter addresses the preparedness of Brunei to achieve its Wawasan 2035 (Vision 2035) to transform and develop the country on the basis of a dynamic and sustainable economy supported by a well-educated and highly skilled population. Various strategies and initiatives to achieve this have been planned and put in place through five-year National Development Plans to ensure that the goals for Brunei Vision 2035 are achieved. The chapter evaluates these objectives by examining the economic and social progress of the sultanate, particularly since the announcement of Vision 2035 in 2007, through the analysis of a range of indicators such as gross domestic product (GDP), economic structure and growth, government finance, diversification and health and human resources. Moreover, the authors highlight the pertinent and ever-pressing concern, and that is the decline in oil and gas production and prices that have imposed a significant challenge for this rentier country to achieve its visionary goals. ‘What economic solutions can be introduced to address this inevitable and daunting future?’ and ‘Are there other more viable alternatives?’ are but some of the pertinent concerns to ponder and subsequently to address.

The second chapter in this section argues that Brunei’s fiscal policy plays a crucial role in shaping social and economic outcomes for current and future generations. The major problem in Brunei, however, is that the operation of fiscal policy is complicated because oil revenues are uncertain and volatile, exhaustible and largely originate from abroad through exports. Although government expenditures have generally increased during oil price rises and decreased as prices fall, they have been adjusted by less than the amount of revenues. This has resulted in substantial savings which have enabled the country to adjust more slowly and manageably to low oil prices. In the context of a possibly prolonged period of low oil prices and elevated uncertainty amid the COVID-19 pandemic and geopolitical tensions, the immediate priorities are fiscal adjustment and rebuilding buffers to ensure sustainability. The chapter concludes by suggesting some possible policy solutions to strengthen the fiscal framework, including streamlining expenditures, increasing non-oil revenues, reviewing subsidies, establishing a medium-term fiscal perspective and adopting fiscal rules.

The third chapter on regional integration examines the ASEAN Economic Community (AEC) which was formally introduced on 31 December 2015 to develop closer economic relationships between the 10 member countries. The AEC offers opportunities in a single, more liberalised market and production base of US$2.6 trillion and over 622 million people. The main objective is to provide increasing trade and business opportunities within the region. This is in line with Brunei’s Vision 2035 to create a more attractive environment for investment, economic initiatives and new core industries through the development of a stable and economic climate within Brunei and to integrate more closely with its neighbours. The chapter highlights the critical need to diversify away from dependence on the oil and gas sector by taking advantage of opportunities created by the AEC through foreign direct investment (FDI) and the growth of micro, small and medium enterprises (MSMEs). As such, two of the four key pillars, namely, the creation of a single market and production base and the realisation of equitable economic growth, are relevant to Brunei. In addition, the chapter discusses the structural problems of the economy in relation to what is happening in the rest of the AEC countries and how integration will assist Brunei in improving its economy.

Part VII ‘Material Culture’ presents a chapter on the ‘Tawhidic Worldview and Islamic Aesthetics in the Art of Bruneian Tenun (woven textile)’ (Ampuan Hj Brahim bin Ampuan Hj Tengah, Pengiran Hajah Siti Norainna Pengiran Haji Besar and Dayangku Nurul Faten Nazurah Binti Pengiran Zul Amli). The authors argue that the concept of Tawhid (the unity or oneness of Allah) is the most significant element in Islamic arts. Islam is a religion, but also a way of life that influences cultural practices in Brunei society, including the creation of Bruneian tenun (weaving) textile art in terms of designs, motifs, arrangements and colours. The study focuses on three important points of intersection to uncover in the relations between religion and material culture. Firstly, we need to conceptualise the fundamental aspects of the Tawhidic worldview, and its interpretation in Islamic aesthetics. Secondly, there is a consideration of the ways in which certain Islamic beliefs held by the designers and weavers are expressed in textile patterns and motifs. Thirdly, it examines the relationship between Islamic aesthetic principles and the production of Brunei traditional textiles. The chapter also provides the first comprehensive listing of known scholarship on this subject in English, Malay and Arabic and draws out the historical and cultural perspectives and interpretations necessary in the understanding of the links between religion and material culture.

The final section, Part VIII ‘Empowerment’ has two chapters, firstly ‘Women’s Empowerment in Brunei Darussalam’ (Norainie Ahmad, Khairunnisa Hj Ibrahim and Norhazlin Muhammad) and the second, ‘Culture of Volunteerism: An Overview of Youth Participation in NGOs and Youth-Led Platforms in Brunei Darussalam’ (Abdul Hai Julay and Siti Mazidah Mohamad). The first chapter provides an overview of the various dimensions of Muslim women’s empowerment in Brunei. Women’s roles and statuses have undergone considerable change since independence, and though there are still certain prescribed gender roles for women, especially in the domestic context, their access to education and to professional employment have increased significantly. The chapter therefore considers the contextual factors that have enabled women’s increasing levels of education, healthcare and their continued participation in the labour force. A starting point is a discussion of the definitions and contexts of empowerment of Muslim women’s lived experiences in an Islamic society, and from here, continues with a discussion of civic and social engagement and feminist activism and the relationship of these changes to MIB.

Another changing social sector in Brunei is that of youth. In the past two decades the country has seen a significant increase in grassroots, youth-led organisations established by young people themselves to address key social and humanitarian issues in development. The final chapter offers a pioneering analysis of such active youth mobilisation and empowerment through non-governmental organisations (NGOs) in support of the nation’s development and progress in pursuit of the goals of Vision 2035 and an invaluable insight into the culture of volunteerism, collaboration, networking and youth mobility. It therefore poses and addresses a series of questions: ‘Why is this surge in the voices of young people and their involvement taking off now?’, ‘What have been the driving factors that have paved the way for this phenomenon?’, ‘What are the conditions that sustain youth engagement?’ ‘How does this youth network operate within the parameters of the country’s national philosophy of Melayu Islam Beraja?’ and ‘How do these youth-led movements align their strategies with those of the government, particularly in the interest of fulfilling the country’s national Vision 2035?’

The topics, themes, issues and challenges addressed in this Handbook are but samples of a range of contemporary Brunei’s concerns. The offering of such a sampling is intended to encourage further inquiries and research into the various matters, themes, topics and questions raised. This collection of chapters across several disciplines, some adopting multi-disciplinary approaches, showcases the work of early and mid-career Brunei scholars. Regardless of their current standing, the present assembly of authors is part of the sultanate’s present-day pool of expertise that will continue to contribute to the current lacunae in Brunei studies and to the need to continue research in crucial areas of social, economic and cultural concern. Innovation and novel research and publications are entrusted in their hands to carve the future direction in their respective fields of expertise and specialisation. Scholars from within should take the lead in the study of Brunei that has long been in the hands of academics from without. Such an opportune shift is here promoted and supported for the future of scholarship and intellectual engagement in contemporary Brunei.



An Addendum


Brunei and the Co-editors

It may seem a little odd that having made the case for the importance of locally generated Brunei research and publication that this Handbook has been co-edited by two senior expatriate academics, one from Malaysia and the other from the UK.
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