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Picture 9: “Widenining the Discourse”: Programmatic signboard at the lobby of the Islamic
Religious Council of Singapore„s (MUIS) headquarters, 2016. (Photo: Dominik M. Müller)

These and other, less widely known places are regulated as well – each Muslim grave outside of a
graveyard must be registered with the state-Islamic bureaucracy – and the holding of “religious
ceremonies” in groups is explicitly forbidden at Fort Canning, as is the practice of leaving behind
food sacrifices (although these rules are regularly ignored by worshippers).

Pictures 10, 11, and 12: Touristic site and
active worshipping place: Keramat Iskandar
Shah, Singapore. 2016/7. (Photo: Dominik M.
Müller)
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However, these rules are not justified on religious doctrinal grounds, and individual worshipping
there is both permitted and an observable everyday reality. Many of Singapore‟s once numerous
Malay keramat shrines73 have disappeared to make way for commercial development or
infrastructural city-planning projects. Other, not touristically marketized shrines (e.g., at Bukit
Kasita, and at the Old Malay Cemetery) are still taken care of and regularly attended by
worshippers. Some state-registered mosques in Singapore (e.g., Masjid Malabar Muslim Jama-Ath)
even serve as caretakers of “exceptional graves”, where they conduct Sufi-style worshipping
practices (especially on Thursday nights).74 At the shrine of Bukit Faber called “Makam Puteri
Radin Mas Ayu”, where a Javanese princess is said to be buried, a caretaker (penjaga) belonging to
the Naqshbandiyyah Sufi order stays on site and basically lives there (reflecting earlier traditions of
caretakers of such places). Pak Daeng, the caretaker, accepts the idea of getting in contact with the
deceased princess and asking her to covey one‟s wishes to Allah, but rejects some other traditional
keramat practices as sinful (syirik) and insists on upholding orderly “manners of grave visiting”
(adab ziarah makam).75
The interlocutor from Brunei, described
above, who spied on a bomoh for the
authorities (but has a more “secular”
working background), had learned in
Brunei that any such practices are
incompatible with Islam found my
account of the Singaporean caretaker‟s
stance this visibly bewildering and
downright wrong76 because it would
clearly deviate from the aqidah.
Singapore‟s most well-known and
highly frequented keramat grave shrine
(also with a caretaker staying on site),
Habib Noh has even recently been substantially renovated with funding from the Islamic
bureaucracy‟s central institution, MUIS in spite of some of its members‟ theological disagreement
with the practice of saint worshipping and their intellectual reflections on their own understandings
of the “true” aqidah in a Sunni Shafi‟i, Muslim Malay-dominated framework.
The elites of both Singapore‟s and Brunei‟s Islamic bureaucracy often hold degrees from the
same Islamic educational institution abroad, namely al-Azhar University in Egypt, albeit usually
combined with additional degrees from other countries; in Singapore‟s case this often also includes
degrees from prestigious Western universities. Furthermore, Singapore‟s MUIS maintains a “MUIS
Academy” that regularly hosts international academics scholars from various backgrounds and
religious leaders, both Muslim and from other religions, for lectures, workshops, and dialogues –
not to endorse their views, but to broaden intellectual horizons and actively practice diversity and
Picture 13: Bukit Kasita
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Described in invaluable depth in, for example, The Straits Times, “Singapore‟s Keramats: Wonder-Working Shrines
Sacred to Many Nationalities”, 11 June 1939, page 16, and Rivers 2003.
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At the Old Malay Cemetery in Singapore, there is an elevated plateau with royal graves, marked with yellow cloth and
signboards. On the stairs, an inscription asks the visitor to “give a greeting” (beri salam). In a more “wahabi”-style
orthodox reading, communication with deceased persons is neither possible nor is it permissible to attempt this.
75
Author‟s observations and conversation with Pak Daeng (the Radin Mas shrine‟s caretaker), Singapore, October 2014.
76
Interview (anonymised), Brunei, July 2017.
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inclusion beyond mere lip-service, as high-ranking MUIS representatives told me and their
numerous publication materials and well-documented outreach activities testify.

Pictures 14 and 15: Touristic site and active worshipping place: Habib Noh, with a MUIS flag and
signboard in front of it. Singapore 2017. (Photos: Dominik M. Müller)

In line with Malay keramat tradition, yellow and white cloth placed at gravestones or used to
wrap other objects (e.g., Malay daggers kept at one‟s home) can easily be found at many places in
Singapore, whereas in Brunei, one of the two exhibitions of confiscated objects at the Ministry of
Religious Affairs mentioned earlier shows precisely such cloths as an illustration of “deviant”
traditions. One of these showcased objects, for example, was a “royal throne” wrapped in yellow
cloth; the throne had been used by a self-declared bomoh king (raja bomoh), as the officers
explained to me. A Bruneian citizen similarly showed me a “powerful” Malay dagger at his home,
wrapped in yellow cloth – if reported, the authorities might well have confiscated it from him.77 I
have not seen a single grave in Brunei where a yellow or white cloth would still be placed.

Picture 16: Yellow cloths at a grave, Malabar Muslim Jama-Ath Mosque,
Singapore, 2017. (Photo: Dominik M. Müller)
77

Personal observation at a private home during fieldwork (anonymized), Brunei, October 2014.
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In Singapore, Indonesia, and Malaysia, bomoh (in Indonesia better known as dukun), may
sometimes be arrested, but for different reasons than in Brunei, namely usually in connection with
fraud accusations or sexual offenses, not doctrinal crimes. Furthermore, in Singapore, bomoh
practitioners openly advertise their services in newspapers and on the internet78 – a practice for
which they could now face jail terms in Brunei under the SPCO. However, a member of MUIS told
the author how some non-state Islamic groups contact Singapore‟s Islamic bureaucracy because
they consider practices such as those of bomoh and Sufi-inspired keramat shrine worshippers to be
superstitious and would like to see their Islamic authorities (MUIS) taking a more orthodox and
forceful and explicitly exclusionary (if not punitive) stance on these issues. This illustrates how in
Singapore, quite differently from in Brunei, the bureaucracy does not just serve as a governmentinstalled tool for propagating a state-friendly version of Islam or neutralizing Islamic opposition –
although it surely does this! (and MUIS representatives I spoke with self-critically reflect upon it) –
but is also simultaneously under pressure to navigate between top-down and bottom-up pressures.
To be sure, there is much agreement on the more uncontroversial fundamentals of Islam among
Southeast Asia‟s Islamic bureaucracies, all of whom primarily adhere to Sunni Islam of the Shafi‟i
legal school and even have close contacts and regular international exchanges. But when it comes
to the boundaries of formalized truth claims, the treatment of intra-Muslim minorities, controversial
traditional practices, and the question of (in-)tolerance towards the plurality of beliefs and
practices, the nationally conditioned contents of categorical schemes of bureaucratized Islam and
their implications for conceptions of (not) being a “good Muslim” differ widely. Another case in
point are groups like the Ahmadiyyah and Shia Muslims, who in Singapore maintain community
centres and mosques and hold public activities – something that would be unimaginable in
Brunei.79 As these brief examples show, the social meanings produced through the BoI in both
countries are enormously different, although a functional (as opposed to hermeneutic) analysis
asking for characteristic features of bureaucratic Islam would more likely identify partial
similarities.

78

For a vivid journalistic account addressing a smartphone app (Carousell) that is locally widely used for booking
supernatural services, including black magic, see “Mystcism and Modern Tech: The Life and Times of a Caroussel
Bomoh”, Coconuts Singapore (Ilyyas Sholhyn), 26 September 2017, URL: https://coconuts.co/custom-feature/mysticismand-modern-tech-the-life-and-times-of-a-carousell-bomoh/, accessed 7 December 2017.
79
MUIS‟ stance towards these two groups is complex, ambivalent and has evolved over time. While an earlier fatwa
declares the Ahmadiyyah (or rather a certain branch of it) deviant, not everybody today is happy with this fatwa anymore.
Notably, it is common for MUIS‟ fatwa committee to self-critically reassess its earlier positions vis-à-vis new
information and thought processes. As for the Shia, MUIS has an ective engagement with the Shia community, despite
the doctrinal differences. Similarly, Singapore‟s sharia judiciary seeks to include the jurisprudence of diverse Islamic
legal schools into its daily work, based on case-specific requirements, rather than simply imposing a singular, monolithic
state-brand of Islam.
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Picture 17: Advertising for “bomoh service” in Singapore, 2016. Source: Internet.

A partial overlap exists in how Islam is translated into the “language” of bureaucracy on a more
formal level, namely through the establishment of categorical schemes of a national brand of Islam.
The powerful acronym here is not Melayu Islam Beraja (MIB), but SMI, the Singapore Muslim
Identity, which programmatically consists of ten desired attributes80 (see also Rizwana Abdul Aziz
2014; Tuty 2014). MUIS itself sums up the SMI‟s essence more briefly as “knowledge, principlecenteredness, progressiveness and inclusiveness, which describe the identity of Singaporean
Muslims today” (ibid.) while presenting a normative statement in descriptive terms. SMI, however,
is not a national ideology like MIB, but one exclusively targeted to the Muslim minority
population. Another such categorical scheme, made mandatory in 2017, is the ARS, an acronym for
the Asatizah Recognition Scheme (Tuty 2014: 571), according to which all religious teachers
(Singaporean term: asatizah) are required to register with MUIS and fulfil certain “minimum
standards of qualification”. In line with the “inclusiveness”-oriented contents of the SMI, that the
inclusion of “various schools of thought” is emphasized.81 However, this doctrinal inclusiveness,
which stands in contrast to Brunei‟s monolithic approach, now excludes those who refuse to submit
to the coercively imposed categorical scheme. Here, again we see overlaps in the functional
analysis, namely the attempt to increase state control over Islamic discourse through bureaucratic
agencies and to outlaw those who reject the state‟s claim to set the rules for Islam-related public
80

MUIS, “Risalah for Building a Singapore Muslim Community of Excellence”, 2nd edition (2006), viii, URL:
https://www.muis.gov.sg/officeofthemufti/documents/Risalah-eng-lr.pdf, accessed 15 October 2017.
81
“Asatizah Recognition Scheme to Become Compulsory from January 2017: Yaacob”, Channel NewsAsia, URL:
http://www.channelnewsasia.com/news/singapore/asatizah-recognition-scheme-to-become-compulsory-from-january-207799112, accessed 15 October 2017.
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communication and practice. According to Singapore‟s Minister-in-Charge of Muslim Affairs, the
state will now assure that “Islamic education providers engage only teachers registered under the
scheme”.82 Through this obligatory registration, which is presented as giving “benefits” to Islamic
scholars, the field of Islamic teaching is being made further “legible”83 to the state. Nevertheless, it
must be stressed that influential MUIS representatives themselves critically interrogate some of
their own categorical schemes, such as the MUIS slogan of building a “Muslim Community of
Excellence”, and engage in intense reasoning about what the initially vague signifier “Excellence”
could or should mean very specifically in their context. Also, while “taxonomical thinking” (e.g.
Handelman, see above) has often been attributed as a defining characteristic to bureaucracy,
leading MUIS members challenge their community to overcome simply dichotomies and narrow
forms of Islamic legalism, and develop a sensitivity for intellectual reflections upon ambivalence,
dialectics and contextual hermeneutics in their personal reasoning about the meanings of the sharia
(as I have myself witnessed at a large event organized by the Fatwa Commmittee for mosque
community members in 2017). They also criticize simplifying scholarly and popular views and
attitudes towards the question of halal certification, for example, for which MUIS is responsible,
and exhibit a remarkable openness to modern technologies (as e.g. its fatwa-making on the latest
bio-technologies, and intense exchanges with academic experts from these fields demonstrate). It
could be argued, however, that paradoxically, in the attempt to overcome “taxonomic thinking” and
“simple categorical schemes”, new taxonomies are established, such as the SMI, which seeks to
bureaucratize an openness to diversity and inclusiveness on Islamic grounds. After all, even
ideologically anti-taxonomical bureaucracies remain bureaucracies.
This brief glimpse at social and doctrinal differences in bureaucratized Islam in Brunei and
Singapore illustrates that the regional scope of Malay-speaking Southeast Asia covers national
environments in which Islamic bureaucracies have standardized state-brands of “Islamic truth” and
“heresy” by formalizing classificatory lists of banned “deviant” teachings and practices (especially
in Brunei and Malaysia), but also countries with much more diversified and inclusive classificatory
notions of Islam, such as Singapore and Indonesia. Although in Brunei and Singapore the state has
taken a strong interest in influencing the direction Islamic discourse is taking in its territory, and
both countries‟ bureaucracies engage in translating Islam into the “language” of modern
bureaucracy, the contents, social meanings, and knowledge production of bureaucratized Islam
differ massively.
Finally, it could be argued that Islam lends itself from the very beginning to bureaucratization in
a way that the other world religions do not, although, clearly, each religious tradition has its own
modes of bureaucratization. The traditional authoritative group of ulama – i.e., theologically
qualified religious scholars who are in the exclusive position to interpret Islam in certain spheres –
and their hierarchical institutionalization in multiple settings across time and space are a striking
example in this regard. Yet, it is important to study the specific unique local and temporal
manifestations of such processes: As we have seen, the modern nation state of Brunei has elevated
the concept of ulama and its social and political status to an entirely new level by defining it as
exclusively referring to people who are civil servants and making them the only persons authorized
to engage in public Islamic discourse (by the threat of legal sanctions for transgression). The
government of Singapore, with its ARS initiative, is pursuing its own bureaucratized and “nation82
83

“Asatizah Recognition Scheme to Become Compulsory from January 2017: Yaacob.”
Cf. Scott 1998 on the role of “legibility”.
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stateized” path in that regard. The social status of such state ulama and the meanings ascribed to
them within local Muslim communities differ in many aspects between these two countries, yet
they both reflect the outcome of a process of “translating” a long-standing institution of
bureaucratized Islam, the ulama, into the structures, codes, symbols and procedures of the modern
nation state.
Concluding Remarks
Brunei may be the most “successful” case of a state securing a monopoly on defining the contents
and boundaries of Islamic normativity, controlling Islam-related public communication and
practice, and informing politically desired national Muslim subjectivities. However, the wider
phenomenon of the BoI, which has been outlined in this article with an analytic focus on the state‟s
classificatory power (something that is necessarily co-produced and contested in society), has much
broader implications. As illustrated, in both Brunei and Singapore the BoI is not simply a process
of building and further empowering state-Islamic institutions and legal frameworks. It is also a
multifaceted social phenomenon, and as such far transcends its organizational boundaries. Notably,
it is also neither per se a one-directional nor irreversible process, although in the case of Brunei,
counterforces aspiring for a potential “de-bureaucratization” (Eisenstadt 1959) of Islam appear to
be marginal.
By investigating the BoI anthropologically as a larger phenomenon to be theorized beyond
country-specific single case studies, we can develop a more complex understanding of the microlevel dynamics of Islamic discourse in the context of state power in Southeast Asia, with potential
analytic implications beyond the region. National histories, discursive contexts and power relations
differ, but in all the countries in the region that have politically significant Muslim populations
(including minority situations), states aim to exert control over the direction Islam is taking in their
territories through bureaucratization practices; this control is not only concerned with expanding
state power, but also shapes specific social and doctrinal meanings of Islam. This development has
often not been just a passive reaction to “popular” Islamic revival but also an active quest to utilize
religious sentiment and produce conformity for political ends. In Brunei and Malaysia, religious
bureaucracies have become driving forces in the dynamics of Islamic revival, which is still often
narrowly conceived of as a popular and oppositional project to capture the state from the outside,
rather than something that is actively pushed forward by state actors themselves together with
members of state-sponsored institutions in a wider sense (including, among others: religious
educational institutions, corporate bodies like “outsourced” state-zakat service providers or halal
institutions in Malaysia, see Müller 2017b: 86, and state-approved organizations like Brunei‟s
Darusysyifa, which would not fall under the category of bureaucracy in a purely legal sense). The
formation, legal expansion, and empowerment of state brands of Islam are in many cases
inseparably intertwined with the politics of bureaucratizing Islam, be it in the Islamic monarchy
Brunei, or the “secular” state of Singapore. Yet in other countries, such as Indonesia and the
Philippines, which will be part of the research group‟s investigations but this article hasn‟t
addressed, the extent of contestation of BoI and movements aspiring for a de-bureaucratization of
Islam are much more salient, as suspicion toward bureaucracy has powerful popular histories in
both countries. Nevertheless, in these contexts as well, state elites and certain religious actors
invest enormous energies in attempts to bureaucratize Islam, while the processes of
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bureaucratization and de-bureaucratization operate in a dialectical relationship.84 Across the region,
the attempted BoI has had profound consequences for citizens, and in some settings for the very
notion of citizenship, and it deserves a more systematic and comparative study. This article
presents the starting point for a larger, collaborative anthropological project in this direction over
the next several years. As I have outlined conceptually and illustrated with ethnographic examples
from my Bruneian case study, this project needs to be based on long-term fieldwork concerned
with actors and local knowledge, and it must combine both functional (power-, resource- and
interest-oriented) and hermeneutic (knowledge- and meaning-related) modes of analysis.
The BoI in Brunei, which has been addressed in most depth here, is a process that has many of its
institutional roots in the colonial period and has acquired unprecedented social and political
significance since the late 1980s. Multiple factors contributed to this development, including
changing contexts of knowledge production among religious elites, an unprecedented emphasis on
public piety, and a popular Islamic revival. The conventional functional explanation, according to
which states bureaucratize Islam to control or neutralize religious opposition, has very limited
explanatory force in the Bruneian context, as the country never witnessed any organized religious
opposition. At best, it could be argued that the state‟s Islamization policies were meant to foreclose
such opposition or, more relevantly, to fulfil the ideological demands of the religious establishment
within the fragmented state apparatus which have been the driving forces in the lobbying for and
drafting of these policies. Undeniably, the state‟s standardization of Islamic orthodoxy, which has
the effect of socially marginalizing and legally outlawing the (mostly non-existent) public
expression of any alternative interpretations of Islam, serves to reproduce and enhance the absolute
monarchy‟s power and legitimacy and further cements the monopoly of state ulama on defining
and speaking about Islam. But it would be inadequate to claim that these functional aspects or
material benefits can provide a comprehensive explanation of the primary motivation of the
involved actors, many of whom have deeply internalized their own discourse‟s truth claims,
passionately believe that they are supporting a divine mission, and hope to actively shape their
bureaucratic and societal environment. They also react to and appropriate popular trends of
religiosity and shape these trends in turn, while social meanings of bureaucratized Islam are
produced that are unique to the country‟s discursive settings and can only be sufficiently
understood vis-à-vis their deep local embeddedness in the context of the Bruneian post-colonial
nation state, i.e., the MIB state. The same is true for Singapore, in spite of, or even precisely
because of the fact that the specific local contents, meanings and power structures are very
different.
The Bruneian state‟s exercise of classificatory power through Islamic bureaucratic agencies is not
simply a forcefully imposed process: it also depends on popular normative compliance. To achieve
this, the MIB state‟s educational measures since the 1980s to manage religious knowledge and
meaning production have been crucial. But no matter how powerful Islamic bureaucracies are, the
BoI does not simply determine social changes in a unidirectional manner, and the bureaucratic
attempt to “to define the situation” should not be confused with its contingent outcomes and
popular reactions through which state-power becomes actively appropriated and potentially
contested in multifold ways. By taking the micro-level social negotiations and hermeneutic
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An unpublished paper on the dialectics of the bureaucratization and de-bureaucratization of Islam in contemporary
Indonesia presented by Martin Slama at a panel organized by the author at the AAS-in-Asia conference in Korea in
March 2017 and presented again in a deepened version at the Emmy Noether Guest Lecture Series 2017 at the MPI for
Social Anthropology in October 2018, should be credited here.
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dimensions of the MIB state‟s BoI seriously, rather than just pursuing a conventional functional
analysis, we can develop a much more multifaceted and anthropologically meaningful picture of
the BoI and its socio-legal dimensions in Southeast Asia.
The Emmy Noether project‟s conceptual framework presented in this paper is an initial point of
departure for the group work. After a one-month field orientation trip in July 2017, each PhD
student is scheduled to conduct 11 months of fieldwork from December 2017 until 2018. Grounded
in these ethnographic case studies, the group will further develop, productively question, and
deepen the project‟s conceptual approach. Our work has been, and will continue to be enriched by
the extensive exchanges with cooperation partners and experts working on related matters that
started with an international workshop at the Max Planck Institute for Social Anthropology in Halle
in September 201785 and will continue through various formats throughout all phases of the project.
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I am deeply grateful for the intense discussions and personal advice given to the PhD students by our workshop guests
Marie-Claire Foblets, Patricia-Sloane White, Mirjam Künkler, Michael Feener, Michael Peletz, Kerstin Steiner, Alicia
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