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Preface and Acknowledgements

This volume’s seed was planted in the early days of the Institute of Asian Studies,
Universiti Darussalam Brunei, when several staff were recruited in 2012. One of
the first tasks of the institute was to set up a Working Paper series and, after some
deliberation on whether they should appear online or in hard copies, it was decided
that the former would better serve the rapid publication and ready accessibility of
work done by local and foreign scholars on Borneo and the region. The first paper
came online in 2012, and 10 years later over 70 contributions have been published.
It has served as a repository of research conducted in the region and on Brunei
Darussalam in particular, and a ready reference for scholars and students in the
social sciences.

Over time, as the papers accumulated, the hope grew that selected and relevant
pieces on Brunei would eventually be revised and updated in a published volume.
After much cultivation and coffee break musing, that hope finally sprouted into life
in early 2020. An editorial team coalesced around the idea to articulate composite
and interior views of everyday life in contemporary Brunei in order to reveal its
nuances and diversity. We were able to identify a blend of local early career and more
established scholars from different disciplines currently working on contemporary
Brunei who embraced and reflected ‘sociology of the everyday’ sensibilities. Our aim
was to provide a volume of self-selected, grounded and disaggregated case studies
with the potential to achieve a level of polyphonic resonance—one that gives voice to
a spectrum of lived experiences and varying aspects of everyday Brunei in context.
These ranged from wedding practices, halal certification and youth religiosity to
homeownership, migrant experiences, aging and hybrid identities.

The contributions in this book will hopefully encourage a more critical reflection
on the ways in which we approach the social science study of contemporary Brunei
and the utility of a sociology of the everyday for that task. The editors wish to
express sincere thanks to both the Institute of Asian Studies and Universiti Brunei
Darussalam for their ongoing support in making the volume possible. A debt of
gratitude is owed not only to all the contributors for their fulsome support of this
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project but also to our ever-reliable editorial team at Impress Creative and Editorial—
Gareth Richards, Helena Dodge-Wan, Eryn Tan and Aoife Sacker Ooi—and to the
editorial and administrative staff at both Springer and the Institute of Asian Studies
for their efforts and patience.

Gadong, Brunei Darussalam Lian Kwen Fee
December 2022 Paul J. Carnegie
Noor Hasharina Hassan



Prologue

Victor T. King

I responded willingly to the editors’ request to write a foreword for this volume. It
was a task I took to with alacrity as the chapter contributions demonstrate some of
the current exciting research accomplished by young and early career researchers
in Brunei Darussalam. However, sometimes we do not exercise immediate control
over what we write, and it extended way beyond my original remit. My foreword
expanded subsequently into what I chose to refer to as a foreword essay. In discussion
with the editors, it transmuted into a prologue. In defence of my extravagant essay, I
would suggest that it is a product of my long association with Brunei Darussalam, the
Brunei Museum (Muzium Brunei) and Universiti Brunei Darussalam (UBD) going
back to the 1980s. The key impetus for writing such a long piece is that this volume
on everyday life in Brunei attracted my intense interest. It reignited memories which
I have of reading into the literature on everyday life in the 1970s and 1980s as well
as the work of Georg Simmel in particular. In this regard, I wish to commend the
editors for bringing this volume to fruition. It is an important book in the context
of Southeast Asian sociology and even more important for the development of our
social, geographical, cultural and historical knowledge of Brunei. It provides a wide
range of dimensions of everyday life in the sultanate and demonstrates cogently how
rapid the increase of research has been in the social sciences and humanities at UBD
and within other neighbouring institutions. It is worth noting that all the contributors
to this volume are based in Brunei and the majority are local scholars.

In addition, it is important to emphasise that, in capturing the complexities and
diversities in people’s everyday lives, this task cannot be achieved solely within
the disciplinary framework of sociology. The day-to-day activities, behaviours and
situations, and the meanings, understandings and perspectives which people bring
to and take from their experiences, cultural encounters and expressions, and their
social interactions require a range of multidisciplinary approaches. This realisation
is evidenced in the interests and varied disciplinary backgrounds of the contributors to
this edited collection. While the volume is positioned within a field of studies whose
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X Prologue

rubric is the ‘sociology of the everyday’, it also draws on the knowledge, expertise and
insight of a range of disciplines, among them: sociology, anthropology, geography,
psychology, history, language and linguistics, political science and economics, as
well as other multidisciplinary fields of study, including area studies (in this case
Brunei and Southeast Asian studies), and studies of gender, migration, development,
environment, media and education.

The editors, in their incisive, thoughtful and wide-ranging introduction, draw
attention to the main issues which have been and continue to be addressed in studying
everyday life, and they skilfully place these in a Brunei context. A major focus is
the relationship and interaction between social structures and institutions, on the one
hand, and individuals in their everyday lives, on the other, and the ways in which
individuals respond, adapt to, negotiate with and live with overarching structures
of power, authority, control and inequality. In this regard, it was Michel de Certeau
who made the distinction between the ‘strategies’ used by those in power who wish
for obedience and discipline and ordinary people who adopt ‘tactics’ to manipulate,
negotiate and resist, or adapt and respond positively to, or acquiesce in the face
of those whose goals are to define, categorise, administer, control and discipline
(Foucault 1977; Rabinow 1984). In any case, de Certeau (1984) suggests that even
acceptance and acquiescence are a tactic, and those who are subject to the exercise
of power and control are never entirely passive but make decisions in their everyday
lives about how they engage, respond, behave and interact. In other words, they
have agency. As Willem (Wim) Wertheim (1974) argued many years ago, there are
always ‘counterpoints’ and ‘conflicting value systems’ in any given social formation.
I'should add a qualification here that although analytically useful, the construction of
binaries between those above and those below, between those who have power and the
ability to apply sanctions and those who do not is never as crisp and clear-cut as they
might first appear. These analytical devices are useful in addressing complexities.
Once we delve into everyday lives, we have to acknowledge the predictable and
translate these into patterns and structures. In popular terms, we might refer to these
as the ‘habitual” and ‘routine’, but we then have to grapple with the unexpected, the
imagined, the innovative and the exercise of agency.

In the Brunei context, and more widely, the editors of this volume point to the
continuing influence of colonial (Western-based) discourses and the preoccupation
with classification, categories, constructing boundaries around territories and ethnic
groups, essentialising and reifying groups and communities, and rationalising, struc-
turing, determining and fixing complex and changing social and cultural realities.
But it should be noted here that, from some 70 years ago, social scientists in the West
were in search of ways to analyse social and cultural change. In the British social
structuralism of the 1950s, which was preoccupied with order, system and structure,
it was established figures like Raymond Firth (1951a, 1951b, 1964), in his distinction
between social structure and social organisation, and that between the arrangement
of social persons and the arrangement of activities, who sought to understand mech-
anisms of change in individual choice and decision-making. Edmund Leach did the
same in his analysis of the relationships between the political organisation of the
Shan and Kachin in highland Burma. He argued that the ‘larger total system in flux’
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was ‘too full of inherent inconsistencies’ in which there were ‘violent and very rapid
shifts in the overall distribution of political power’ (Leach 1954: 6, 9). In the political
realm, at least, individuals were increasingly seen as not the victims of structures
but as agents of change; they made their own futures in their everyday lives. And
as Fredrik Barth also argued in his early 1950s study of Swat Pathans, structures
and corporate bodies are borne out of ‘personal relations’ and ‘individual actors’;
in doing so he promoted the concept of ‘transactions’ (Barth 1959, 1966; see also
Nader 2020: 342). Yet the preoccupations seemed to rest with the ways in which
structures and systems are created and reproduced rather than examining individ-
uals and the everyday lives of ordinary people in their own right. Nevertheless, it is
difficult to escape context. How do we work out the respective influences of struc-
tures of power and inequality, on the one hand, and Barth’s view that individuals,
in pursuing their self-interest as freely consenting individuals, make decisions and
choices in weighing personal as against group advantage, on the other? Talal Asad
(1972), in his criticism of Barth’s Swat Pathan study, focused on class structure and
inequalities and the ways in which caste, lineage and kinship gave some Pashtuns
advantages over others in such fields as land tenure and property rights. It was not a
level playing field and, as Asad argues, some individuals have greater leverage than
others. In weighing these issues, where would we place Brunei along the spectrum
of structure/system/control and individual autonomy and the freedom to make one’s
own futures?

Nevertheless, the study of day-to-day existence has redressed the balance to some
degree and brought individual action and agency to the fore, demonstrating that
rather than fixed and determined social and cultural forms and identities, everyday
life also injects fluidity, flexibility and movement into what we refer to as society
and culture. It examines on-the-ground agency, understandings, perspectives and
identity formation, and the ways in which social structures and institutions are
changed by the continuous passage and interactions of everyday life. It addresses the
contents, conditions and contexts of social experience. As Patricia Adler et al. (1987)
propose, everyday life sociology comprises a wide range of ‘micro perspectives’, but
because of this diversity there remains a ‘lack of systematic integration’ among the
multidisciplinary approaches and perspectives which address everyday life. In this
regard, differences of view are revealed in Thomas Luckmann’s review (1972) of
Jack Douglas’s (1970) ethnomethodological excursion into everyday life. However,
there have been attempts to bring coherence to the sociology of the everyday. A
very good example is that by Josée Johnston et al. in Introducing sociology using
the stuff of everyday life (2016). It is designed as a student textbook and introduces
sociology through the medium of what is familiar to students, and this applies to both
students in the West and those beyond. The hook they use to hang sociology on is
oriented to consumer culture and the objective is to see and understand ‘the strange
in the familiar’. The ‘stuff’ for the authors comprises everyday objects and material
expressions of modernity: jeans, coffee, food, mobile phones, cars, the internet and
SO on.

The editors of this volume on everyday life in Brunei also refer to sensibilities,
subjectivities and narratives in the engagement between people on the ground among
themselves and with powerful others. This enterprise also requires us to tease out the
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ways in which people express, make sense of and give meaning to their ‘lifeworld’,
a term coined by Edmund Husserl (1970 [1936]) in the 1930s, but given greater
exposure subsequently by Jiirgen Habermas (1984, 1987; and see Baxter 1987),
Alfred Schiitz and Thomas Luckmann (1973, 1983; and Schiitz 1967) and Peter
Berger (Berger and Luckmann 1966). These interventions in the debates about the
lifeworld are not without criticism (see, for example, Habermas 1982). Even David
Carr (1970: 331), who translated Husserl’s The crisis in European sciences and
transcendental phenomenology (1970), is not sparing of his criticisms of Husserl, in
that his influential volume has ‘many faults and confusions’. Carr takes issue with
some followers of Husserl, since ‘some have come to see the investigation of the
life-world as either synonymous with phenomenology itself or as forming its most
profound stratum’ (Carr 1970: 331). I do not think that, in this current volume, we
are straying into these more complex philosophical fields, but only to point out that
even at the level of ethnography we do not necessarily enjoy shared views of the
lifeworld or lived experiences.

Habermas in particular captures the dilemmas researchers face in understanding
relationships, sometimes complementary and reciprocal, sometimes tense and in
conflict, at the micro and macro levels in his twin concepts of ‘lifeworld’ and ‘system’.
The lifeworld in Habermas’s work is far from ordinary. Yet we have to recognise that
Habermas is one among many who have contributed ideas or concepts—I hesitate
to refer to them as theories—that have fed into the enterprise which we now label
the sociology of everyday life. Devorah Kalekin-Fishman (2013: 714) points out that
‘[a]lthough everyday life is the core focus of anthropology, it is relatively new as an
explicit concern to sociologists’. The major influences, it seems to me, and some of
them are referred to in the introduction of this book, derive from a number of sources:
Erving Goffman (1956) and his dramaturgical analyses; Harold Garfinkel’s (1967)
ethnomethodology; the phenomenology of Schiitz, Luckmann and Berger referred
to above; and Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1962) and his phenomenology of perception
and his concept of the body-subject. All of these scholars had gained inspiration
from Husserl. Then there is Habermas’s work on the dual perspective of lifeworld
and system; Anthony Giddens (1981, 1987, 1990) on the sociological importance
of time and space/place in identity formation and his work on modernisation and
structuration; and perhaps forgotten, but I would include Zygmunt Bauman’s (1976,
2000a, 2000b) examination of hierarchical bureaucracy, the desire for control and
order, for obedience, and the imposition of rules and regulations at the macro level,
and, at the local level, the ways in which individuals, including ‘strangers’, address
these constraints in the context of ambivalence, uncertainty and insecurity in the age
of ‘liquid modernity’. Bauman also delves into the issue of the relationship between
time and space. Finally, Henri Lefebvre (1991 [1974]), in his study of space/place,
demonstrates how people in their everyday lives engage with, construct and give
meaning to space. In other words, it is a social construction that forms part of local
identities and it is one that is renewed day by day, but, at crucial points, it is also
subject to change (see also Foucault 1986).
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As this book reveals, the interest in the sociology of the everyday is only just
emerging in published form in Brunei, hence the importance of this collection of
multidisciplinary case studies. Having said this, recently we have also witnessed
research undertaken by early career Brunei academics working in the disciplines of
geography and history (some of whom are contributors to this volume). These include
Noor Hasharina Hassan’s coauthored study of the quality of life and consumerism in
Brunei which draws attention to aspects of everyday life (Gweshengwe et al. 2020;
see also Noor Hasharina 2017). Likewise, Asiyah Az-Zahra Ahmad Kumpoh et al.
(2017) have published on the sociocultural dynamics of Brunei society, while others
have studied migrant workers (Ullah and Asiyah 2019). These are but a few exam-
ples, and there are several others. It also raises our awareness of a significant resource
in Brunei, generated primarily within the Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences (FASS)
at UBD. This is expressed in the final year undergraduate research project in such
areas of FASS as sociology and anthropology; geography, environment and devel-
opment; English language and linguistics, and historical and international studies;
and in neighbouring areas of business and economics, and policy studies, and at the
Academy of Brunei Studies. Obviously, there is a range of academic performance in
this student exercise, but it marks a steady increase in empirical data collection and
on-the-ground research in Brunei. It also demonstrates a learning experience between
students and supervisors over some two decades. Much of the work remains unpub-
lished, though in this volume on everyday life there is visible evidence of student
achievement in their final year research projects, even though these authors, when
they embarked on their research, may not have explicitly situated themselves in the
field of the sociology of everyday life.

To elaborate, some years ago a detailed paper by Anthony R. Walker (2010),
the then Professor of Anthropology at UBD (1999-2011), gave us a comprehen-
sive account of the origins of student research in sociology and anthropology there
from 1999 up to 2010 and established an important catalogue of this repository of
local knowledge (although it must be said that other social science and humanities
programmes at UBD have longer antecedents). Walker says that the intention of the
final year research project is to encourage ‘first-hand ethnographic reporting’ (ibid.:
11). Walker is candid and critical in his evaluation of much of this early work. This is
hardly surprising when we consider that the sociology and anthropology unit, orig-
inally set in motion by Frank Fanselow in 1997, only offered minor programmes
in a three-year degree (see Fanselow 2014). It was not until 2005-2006 that a fully
fledged Department of Sociology and Anthropology was established with its own
four-year degree, and a two-semester ethnographic research workshop was launched
in 2007-2008.

Allen Maxwell (1980), who had conducted fieldwork among the Kedayan of the
Labu Valley for four years from the late 1960s, and as a visiting professor at UBD
in 1999, set up the ethnographic workshop, which was then taken over by Walker
from 2000 to 2006. With its own degree programme, the department then developed
a full-year ethnographic workshop and the number of students increased, as did the
quality of their work. I was privileged to serve as external examiner in 1999-2000 and
2009-2010 to witness the growth of the programme and to read a spread of final year
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projects over that decade. In my view it would be productive to undertake a follow-up
survey of what has been done since 2011 across the social sciences at UBD as a sequel
to Walker’s study. I am convinced it would reveal very promising work in the second
decade of the development of on-the-ground research at UBD, not only in sociology
and anthropology through the efforts of past and present scholars such as Zawawi
Ibrahim, Bianca J. Smith, Lian Kwen Fee, Magne Knudsen, Muhammad Arafat bin
Mohamad and Paul J. Carnegie, but also in the geography and development, language
and history programmes.

Walker provides us with summaries of what he saw as some of the most interesting
and well-presented essays. Perhaps his choice also reflected his position as a strongly
committed fieldwork anthropologist interested in rural communities and minorities.
In his long career he mainly studied in rural areas, undertaking research among the
Toda of southern India, the Lahu and Akha and other hill populations in northern
Thailand, communities in Fiji and the Indian minority in Singapore. Interestingly, as
an anthropologist he also coauthored a book on everyday life in Fiji (Biturogoiwasa
and Walker 2001). From the 75 pieces of work produced from the academic years
1999-2000 to 2009-2010 at UBD, Walker selected five examples from the earlier
three-year minor programme and five cases from projects undertaken by final year
students in the later four-year integrated sociology and anthropology degree. It is
worth listing these because they demonstrate not only the breadth of what was being
undertaken in student research but also an interesting shift in focus and priorities.
The three-year degree projects comprised: ‘Transvestites in Bandar Seri Begawan’;
‘Growing up in Kedayan society’; ‘A Chinese temple in Muara’; ‘A village of Hakka
vegetable growers’; and “Youth dress culture in modern Brunei’. The later four-year
degree projects selected were: ‘Traditional medical practices’; “Two village studies’
(one on Kedayan and the other a comparative study of Dusun and Bisaya); ‘A village-
based community study (Kedayan)’; and ‘From musical instrument to raucous party:
The gambus in Brunei’. The themes make no direct reference to the national ideology
nor do they refer in any substantial way to the majority Brunei Malay culture. As
we shall see, in the current book on everyday life in Brunei, preoccupations have
changed and the national ideology and its requirements and effects have become
increasingly important in on-the-ground research. We can see how structures have
consequences for everyday lives. But in my experience of supervising and assessing
final year projects from 2017 to 2021 students still retain a range of interests in Brunei
multiculturalism, minorities and transformations in Brunei society and culture which
are not always in line with the national ideology. They also continue to demonstrate a
high degree of imagination in exploring the interstices and margins of Malay identity,
Islam and monarchy.

I would wish to argue strongly that the work of young and talented researchers at
UBD should be celebrated. Around two-thirds of the chapters in this book have been
produced by social science students whose work is grounded and based primarily
on qualitative research methods. The remaining chapters have been contributed by
academic staff in the university who also work at the local level. The range of topics
and issues that the contributors embrace is wide. Yet we can anticipate some of the
main themes that they address in a Brunei context which have become increasingly
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important during the last decade. Everyday life in Brunei has now to engage with and
respond to the national ideology, Malay Islamic monarchy (Melayu Islam Beraja),
and within that context issues of the construction, maintenance and adaptation of
Malay identity come to the fore. The following themes are pursued in the volume:
the increasing importance of Islam, Islamic law (syariah) and halal-certified food
and drink products; the negotiation, tensions and accommodation between Islam
and tradition embodied in custom (adat) in such areas of Malay life as wedding
ceremonies and the role of female ritual specialists (pengangun); the effects of the
internet and social media on young people’s identity and their perspectives on Islam;
the learning process among Malay primary schoolchildren on gender and male—
female characteristics and behaviour; the orientation of older Malay women to their
aging and to Islam; the language use by young bilingual Bruneians, specifically the
increasing intermingling of Malay and English; the position of Indonesian female
domestic workers in Malay households; the transformations in the architecture, phys-
ical space and demographic composition of the material symbol and embodiment
of Brunei Malay history and culture, Kampong Ayer; the role played by place and
space in identity formation exemplified by notions of belonging and unbelonging
in Kampong Ayer and the attitudes of Malays to homeownership, given the impor-
tance of state-owned housing in resettlement accommodation for those moving from
Kampong Ayer; and the position and response of minority populations and migrant
workers in Brunei to the dominant Malay Muslim culture; other case studies comprise
the hybrid Chinese-Malay population, the Iban of Melilas, Belait and migrant workers
residing in Kampong Ayer.

This book is most welcome. It brings Brunei into the fold of the sociology of
everyday life from multiple disciplinary directions. Although the field of studies
is now well established in the discipline of sociology and others, it seems to have
previously eluded explicit framing in Brunei terms, which this current volume helps
remedy in a judicious and rewarding way. Despite considerable research having
been done in the past, there has been very little in the way of the deployment of
this research in a particular direction and the provision of a degree of integration.
Having read this book, I am suitably convinced that attention to everyday life in
Brunei is an appropriate umbrella to cover a significant proportion of the sociological
(anthropological and other social sciences) on-the-ground research that has been
undertaken by students and staff at UBD. It also offers an effective framework and
promising direction which has already been worked out, as I have indicated, in a
substantial literature in this field of studies.

I would like to end this prologue with an observation and one which this book
might help to acknowledge and promote. The history of sociological thought, as
it has been taught in higher education institutions both in the West and the non-
West, has focused on certain ‘founding fathers’ of sociology, among them Auguste
Comte, Karl Marx, Emile Durkheim and Max Weber. Of course, none of them was
involved in the sociology of the everyday. How could they be? However, they did
use evidence from that everyday world that they could garner to develop theories
of society and social change. In my view, a social philosopher who tends to be left
out of consideration is Georg Simmel. He was also not a grounded researcher, but
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he seems to me to be firmly located in the spirit of the everyday. Donald N. Levine
(1971: ix) says of Simmel:

Of those who created the intellectual capital used to launch the enterprise of professional
sociology, Georg Simmel was perhaps the most original and fecund. In search of a subject
matter for sociology that would distinguish it from all other social sciences and humanistic
disciplines, he charted a new field for discovery and proceeded to explore a world of novel
topics in works that have guided and anticipated the thinking of generations of sociolo-
gists. Such distinctive concepts of contemporary sociology as social distance, marginality,
urbanism as a way of life, role-playing, social behavior as exchange, conflict as an inte-
grating process, dyadic encounter, circular interaction, reference groups as perspectives, and
sociological ambivalence embody ideas which Simmel adumbrated more than six decades
ago.

When we list the topics and issues which Simmel (1971) had decided to study and
explain we can ascertain how close he was to realising some of the later projects
in the sociology of everyday life. Importantly, he always returns to the individual
and he examines the relationship between the subjective experience of the individual
and what he refers to as ‘objective culture’. As we have seen, Habermas phrases
this in terms of the twin concepts of ‘lifeworld’ and ‘system’, and de Certeau in
terms of ‘strategies’ and ‘tactics’. It is worth listing Simmel’s themes in his collected
writings: how is history possible? how is society possible? the problem of sociology;
the categories of human experience; forms of social interaction: exchange, conflict,
domination, prostitution, sociability; social types: the stranger, the poor, the miser
and spendthrift, the adventurer, the nobility; forms of individuality: freedom and the
individual; subjective culture; Eros, platonic and modern; individuality and social
structure: group expansion and the development of individuality; fashion; metropolis
and mental life; subordination and personal fulfilment; forms versus life progress:
the dialectics of change; social forms and inner needs; the transcendent character of
life; and conflict in modern culture (Rabinow 1984; and see Kaern et al. 1990).

Within Simmel’s work there are most emphatically the seeds of a sociology of
everyday life and several of the themes that exercised him are to be found, in a Brunei
context, in this book. I am also placing some confidence in Weber’s verstehen (to
understand in a deep way) because is this not what we are doing as social scientists
in engaging in the sociology of everyday life? (Weber 1930, 1968; see also Oakes
1977; Faught 1985; Scaff 1988). We want to understand through direct observation
and, in empathy with the motivations of the actors, why they are doing what they
are doing. And investigate if, why and how they make sense of and give meaning to
their actions. I tend to think in everyday life we do play roles, embedded as we are
in structures of power and control.
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Chapter 1 ®)
Introduction: Towards a Sociology Gzt
of the Everyday in Brunei Darussalam

Lian Kwen Fee, Paul J. Carnegie, and Noor Hasharina Hassan

Abstract To borrow Bourdieu’s (1990) terminology, the habitus of everyday life
is a lifeworld simultaneously constrained by and resistant of more powerful social
structures and institutions. It alerts us to the idea that everyday life and ‘ordinariness’
can serve to mask extraordinary levels of adaptability, fortitude and reciprocity. This
introductory chapter details a sociology of the everyday and its utility for developing
our understanding of the ways in which people and communities in Brunei Darus-
salam perceive and interpret their contemporary reality. It considers the new angles
of vision and scale that such an approach may offer on this most discrete of countries.

Keywords Brunei Darussalam - Ethnic identity + Knowledge production *
Positionality - Sociology of the everyday

Nestled on the northern shores of the island of Borneo, Brunei Darussalam has
often been portrayed by overseas scholarship as one of the most self-contained,
circumspect and resolutely monarchical countries in Southeast Asia. Over the years,
international scholars from history, politics, sociology and anthropology have got to
‘know’ Brunei (Tarling 1971; Nicholl 1975, 1980; Ranjit Singh 1984; Sutlive et al.
1987; Siddique 1992; Saunders 1994; Cleary and Wong 1994; Kershaw 1998, 2001;
Fanselow 2014). Several have achieved remarkable clarity and detail on aspects of its
history, traditions, culture, ethnic make-up, social structure, system of government,
economy and nation-state-(ness) (Brown 1970, 1980; Kimball 1979; Maxwell 1980;
King 1994; Hussainmiya 1995; de Vienne 2012, 2015; Ooi 2016; King and Druce
2021a, 2021b; Ooi and King 2022).
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As one of the few remaining absolute monarchies to persist in an age of modern
nation-states, it is fairly unsurprising that quite a few scholars (from the perspec-
tive of ‘outsiders’) have turned their attention to the efficacy of a monarchical state
(Krause and Krause 1988; Leake 1989; Braighlinn 1992; Gunn 1997; Naimah 2002;
Schottmann 2006; Lindsey and Steiner 2016; Miiller 2017). This has produced
a tendency to focus variously on the ruling national ideology of Malay Islamic
monarchy (Melayu Islam Beraja) as the lynchpin of social cohesion that commands
the support of the sultanate’s subjects, the challenges of the Islamisation process, or
economic issues associated with tradition, modernisation and globalisation. Yet apart
from its natural resource wealth and Malay Islamic monarchy, the everyday life of this
microstate remains relatively unfamiliar to the outside world. Despite several selec-
tive ethnographic studies and collective thesis contributions from students at Univer-
siti Brunei Darussalam (UBD), as detailed by Anthony Walker (2010), the ways in
which its contemporary everyday plays out are little documented (see Maxwell 1980,
1996; Chi et al. 1994; Kershaw 2000; Pudarno 2004; Fanselow 2014; Mahirah and
Lian 2020; King and Knudsen 2021).

Indeed, when we think and talk about Brunei, so much of what we think we know
sociologically about it, its people and places has often been refracted inadvertently
through layers of knowledge production entangled with colonial era discourse and its
broad and ready use of classification and categories (see Noakes 1950; Leach 1950).
As Victor T. King (2021) remarks, ‘many Borneo specialists have tended to conform
to the boundaries that had been set by the colonial powers’. Benedict Anderson
(1991: 165-166) also presaged this epistemological limitation in his reflections on
British and Dutch East Indies colonies:

These ‘identities’, imagined by the (confusedly) classifying mind of the colonial state, still

awaited a reification which imperial administrative penetration would soon make possible....

The fiction of the census is that everyone is in it, and that everyone has one—and only
one—extremely clear place. No fractions.

Itis a legacy of colonial rule and governance that has not infrequently influenced the
lenses of social scientists working on both Sarawak and Brunei. There are notable
contemporary exceptions and things are changing, but a not insignificant amount of
what has been produced, circulated and given credence to is enmeshed in intellectual
traditions and political legacies of that past." And for the editors at least, one of the
consequences of this process of epistemological sedimentation and entanglement is
that, to varying degrees, a rather essentialised view of local groups and communities
has emerged and gained purchase (for notable exceptions on Brunei, see Maxwell
2001; Yabit 2004; Siti Norkhalbi 2005; Kershaw 2010; Asiyah 2015, 2016; Fatimah
and Najib 2015; Pudarno 2016; Tassim 2018; Noor Hasharina and Yong 2019; Awang
et al. 2020; Asiyah and Nani Suryani 2021; King and Druce 2021a, 2021b; Ho
and Deterding 2021; Ooi and King 2022). It is probably fair to say that past and
present asymmetries in the production and consumption of knowledge have shaped,

! This enmeshment is traceable in J.L. Noakes (1950) and E.R. Leach (1950) through to Nicholas
Tarling’s Britain, the Brookes and Brunei (1971) and Robert Pringle’s Rajahs and rebels (1970),
and tangentially in seminal works such as Derek Freeman’s Report on the Iban (1970).
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consciously or unconsciously, the way we make sense of everyday life in this part
of the world (see also Alatas 2000; Heryanto 2002; Zawawi 2008, 2017). As such,
the intent of our volume is not to denigrate the quality of past scholarship on Brunei
(far from it), but rather to unsettle the genealogies of previous preoccupations and
positionalities relative to the study of contemporary Brunei.

Anthropologists working in the region since the 1990s have judiciously high-
lighted the significance of fluidity in identity formation through day-to-day activi-
ties (Rousseau 1990; King 2001a, 2001b; Chua 2007; Sillander 2016). ‘Identity’, as
Janet Carsten (1995: 329) notes, ‘is not fixed at birth; people become who they are
gradually through life as they acquire different attributes derived from the activities in
which they engage and the people with whom they live’. The cultural boundaries and
markers that may have seemed so apparent to the outsider in the colonial period have
over the years since been denuded in a practical sense, and undergone a thoroughgoing
(if ambivalent) process of acculturation and deculturation. What is more significant is
the situatedness of place and locality to how people make sense of their lives and their
identity (ibid.). Why does place matter? Simply put, it is where ‘people congregate for
culturally valorized, focussed activity’ (Rosaldo 1988: 167). In this sense, contem-
porary place becomes a more movable and less fixed site under modern conditions.
Viewed from such a perspective, the manifestations of ‘ethnicity’ are ‘at once arbi-
trary, external, and material’ (ibid.: 165-166). Moulded by everyday concerns, the
exercise of ethnicity is imbued with a sense of pragmatic performativity. Where and
when people gather at a place to share or celebrate life events such as births, deaths,
coming of age and marriages, they are doing so not only as an act of recounting the
pastbut as a process of selecting, discarding and improvising in response to situational
demands (ibid.: 169). Nonetheless, despite these conceptual and interpretive advances,
there is still a tendency in mainstream social science to underplay the intersubjective
ways in which individuals manage social and cultural material within the context of
everyday life (Gardiner 2000). Together with the other concerns noted above, the unin-
tended consequence has been to elide more contemporary and nuanced appreciations
of Brunei and its people from the ground level up.

Which brings us to the gradual emergence of what we could loosely term a third
generation sociology of the everyday and its utility for studying contemporary Brunei.
In short, a sociology of the everyday comprises a wide range of micro-perspectives
that focus on day-to-day social existence of various scales. And in a broad schematic
sense, this differs from a first generation sociology with a predisposition towards
social organisms, functions and systems, or a second generation geared to unpacking
social behaviour and action. While everyday life is and has been a focus of anthro-
pology, itis comparatively new as an explicit matter to sociologists (Kalekin-Fishman
2013: 714). Often everyday life was taken for granted in abstract thinking about the
social and remained largely hidden in plain sight. There was a tendency in main-
stream sociology to overlook it and give greater credence to studying and explaining
the existence, structures and behaviours of societies. Drawing on earlier work of the
likes of Georg Simmel (1858-1918) (1971), the term does crop up in the late 1940s
in Henri Lefebvre’s Critique of everyday life (1991a [1947]) and in the 1950s with
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Erving Goffman’s Presentation of self in everyday life (1956), alongside further elab-
orations by various scholars such as Guy Debord (1994 [1967]), Jiirgen Habermas
(1984, 1987) and Pierre Bourdieu (1990). But as a trend of sociological inquiry, it
only began to gain serious purchase in the early 1990s in the wake of the so-called
postmodern turn. This shift in the sociological imagination loosened an exclusive
fixation and focus on classification, social organisms, systems and behaviour, and
opened the way for new avenues of less schematic and less deterministic renderings
of social existence and events (Sztompka 2008). In turn, everyday life became a
particularly relevant site of inquiry.

Underpinning a sociology of the everyday is the view that humans are at the fore-
front of their experience. Furthermore, if people construct their perception about the
world they live in through their embodied activity and interactions, then that requires
scholarly articulation. Itis important to understand the ways in which they perceive and
interpret any given reality even if it is shaped to varying degrees by forms of political
ordering. Cultivating a sensibility of the everyday is by extension a way to appreciate
human beings as complex social animals and further decode the contours and struc-
tures of meaning that give shape to their day-to-day lifescapes. What it does emphasise
is a relational sensibility that draws attention to attachment, affective belonging and
narratives of place-identity alongside reflections upon space as material and symbolic.
However, recognising beliefs, desires and values and interpreting the ways these struc-
tures of meaning unfold in the circumstances in which they arise is not straightforward.
As Lefebvre (1991b: 26) notes, ‘(social) space is a (social) product’, it ‘serves as a tool
of thought and of action’. For Lefebvre, contemporary everyday life may be inhabited
by the commodity and tinged with inauthenticity, but it also remains the site of resis-
tance and change. To borrow Bourdieu’s (1990) terminology, the habitus of everyday
life is a lifeworld simultaneously constrained by and resistant of more powerful social
structures and institutions. Here we begin to grasp that everyday life is full of extraor-
dinary levels of adaptability, fortitude and reciprocity. It is the ways in which its very
‘ordinariness’ serves to mask the latter aspects that require unpacking. In this sense, the
task ofasociology of the everyday is toilluminate the nuanced complexity of ‘ordinary’
lifeworlds (Kalekin-Fishman 2013).

The attempt to decode the social logics and interests that constitute life as ordinary
reality does, however, present certain phenomenological and ethnomethodological
puzzles. In large part this is due to the fact that the ideas and meanings through
which individuals construct their worldviews are steeped in the contingencies of
their everyday lives. We are led to considerations of the ways they understand their
location, the norms that affect them and their own interests, beliefs and desires.
Further, it may involve (but is not limited to) unravelling how mundane social reality
is constructed as a meaningful experience and how social interaction works at the
level of face-to-face communication and even delving into the ways in which social
life is ‘performed’ in an everyday context, as in Goffman’s (1956) dramaturgy or
Clifford Geertz’s (1973) symbolic interaction. Our attention may also turn to the
ways social space and time are constituted and operationalised or how people deal
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with social stigmas, the formation and reproduction of social identities, and finally,
the ways ordinary life can pose extraordinary challenges for people (Swingewood
1991: 252-274).

If we are to articulate ‘everydayness’ in the taken for granted sensibilities, traits
and ‘ways of doing things’ that are embedded in ties of kinship, authority and senses
of (un)belonging, we must remain open to a range and combination of qualitative
methods and data collection techniques from the social sciences. This can include (but
not be limited to) participant observation, reflective accounts of personal experience,
photo-elicitation or detailed descriptors of events or places. Being open to a suite of
qualitative methods on data collection is a way to traverse the restrictive boundaries
that patrol and control the disciplinary terrains of who is qualified to speak about
what. It is a way to retain a level of reflexivity in the embeddedness of the encounter
and a certain intellectual discretion when working out how best to animate and
lend visceral immediacy to the extraordinary behind the ‘ordinariness’ of everyday
lifeworlds. The plural data collection techniques embraced in this volume form an
amalgam or collage of research related to the everyday.

%k kok

By investigating the everyday in Brunei, there is an opportunity to bring into focus
the various ways Bruneians perceive their lives and construct rationales to support
their perceptions. It invites us to explore new and different angles of vision and
scale. The lives and goings-on portrayed in this volume are relatively undocumented
and underappreciated. In a first of its kind, each of the contributions to the volume
constitutes a distinct but interrelated case study of the everyday, whose lead authors
are local Bruneian scholars, embedded in Brunei society and having access to infor-
mants in their social networks. We could say their work represents the interior views
of ‘insiders’ with well-honed social science sensibilities. Collectively, the chapters
thread together scholarly observations and experiences of life at a range of sites across
Brunei over the last 10 years into a weave of continuity, contestation, negotiation
and transformation that lends fine-grained texture to our understanding of Brunei
society.

The volume is divided into four distinct but interrelated parts covering religious
life, gender expression, interpreting space and place, and identity formation in the
everyday life of Bruneians, with a total of 14 chapters. The contributions on the social
organisation of religious life capture changes in Brunei society and culture as conse-
quences of modernity, bureaucratisation and globalisation. Custom (adat) has been
an important cultural marker in Brunei but some of its practices in Malay traditional
marriage customs have declined, giving way to different forms of accommodation.
Somewhat similarly, the formal regulation of what is permissible (halal) through the
introduction of certification and compliance has meant a period of adjustment for
small- and medium-sized enterprises—the mainstay of the domestic economy. The
ubiquitous presence of the internet and social media in everyday life is also examined
and its impact on the ways in which young Bruneians perform religiosity. Finally,
the consumption and choice of food by the Malay Muslim middle class reveal a
cosmopolitan lifestyle that is grounded in families influenced by Islamic practices.
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The section on gender begins with an ethnographic account of how Malay primary
schoolchildren understand gender and become gendered. The work on aging in
Brunei illustrates how, as a gendered process, older Malay Muslim women maintain
their identity by extending their roles in the traditional family, at the same time finding
inreligious activity a comforting experience to ameliorate the negative consequences
of growing old. The lives of the sultanate’s female domestic workers (who play such
a significant role in many middle-class Bruneian families) remain largely underap-
preciated and undocumented. In the chapter on domestic workers from East Java in
the Bruneian household, interview data suggest that such work is not only a menial
or exclusively oppressive experience but contains aspects of determination, agency,
value and empowerment. The discussion of ritual specialists in marriage ceremonies
(pengangun) highlights the role of women in performing the rituals alongside men;
but both have had to adapt to the introduction of Islamic law (syariah).

Space and place are a taken for granted reality in everyone’s lives, yet they belie
a significance that is often given scant attention. In the chapter on Kampong Ayer,
the reference point for Brunei’s origin, history and culture, they have seen their fair
share of embellishment through narratives of national identity largely constructed
after Brunei became independent in 1984. Fires, resettlement and development over
the years have resulted in displacement and the mobility of its inhabitants. Migrant
workers have moved in, attracted by low rents and accessibility to the city. As home
and neighbourhood, Kampong Ayer provokes an ambivalent reaction from older
generations of Bruneians who have lived there: nostalgia and regret. This leads us to
our next piece that examines the significance of homeownership to Bruneians and its
links to housing policies, cultural practices and consumption behaviour. In the last
chapter of the section, the narratives of Javanese migrants are recounted. By analysing
their worldview, captured in the concept of the rite of passage when someone leaves
home (merantau), these migrants are able to make sense of the uncertainties and
challenges that they put themselves through away from home.

No volume on everyday life would be complete without contributions on how
ethnic and social identity formation occurs in the sultanate. While official and many
academic narratives tend to gloss over the diversity of the local population on the
ground, the study of the lived experiences of the offspring of mixed Chinese-Malay
marriages foregrounds bicultural practices and the ways in which boundaries and
belonging are negotiated. Significantly, for the authors the influence of assimilation
has largely precluded the formation of hybrid identities as expressed in other parts of
the region. Rather, the bicultural subjects under investigation have to contend more
with the ‘inbetweenness’ of their lives. It is easy to overlook that Bruneians who
have been born around the millennium, Generation Z or the zoomers, have a high
degree of exposure to the influence and interactions of the internet and social media.
In this chapter, a case study of female undergraduates uncovers how their identities
are shaped by both bilingual practices and social media language. To conclude the
section, a case study of the Iban of Melilas documents how one particular community
has negotiated and managed their acceptance as full citizens of Brunei while retaining
their Iban identity.
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Given the comparatively limited attention Brunei has received from mainstream
social scientists working on Southeast Asian societies, the contributions in this
volume draw attention to how structures, institutions and processes work their way
into and reflect in the lives of ordinary people. They animate the ways in which
religion, gender, place, ethnicity, nation-state formation, migration and economic
activity operate through complex processes to influence the lives of inhabitants.
As mentioned at the beginning, we contend that the ability of a sociology of the
everyday to document the banal and daily routine embodied in people’s lives—
microsocial processes—can mitigate mainstream social science’s preoccupation with
establishing macrosocial processes and its tendency to privilege prior categorisations
and explanatory abstraction. Much gets overlooked. Detailed, grounded fieldwork
and engagement with the lives of informants can assist in further deciphering the
varied peoples and communities in Brunei.

Our volume does not pretend to provide a definitive or conclusive analysis of
Brunei, but rather speaks to contemporary day-to-day existence: its nuance, diversity
and ambiguity. This is something that we can inadvertently overlook if we focus
too much on social structure and categorisation rather than the everyday relations
that form in particular settings. Having engaged and amplified local scholars to
speak their truth on everyday affairs that matter to them (not us), the hope is that a
window will be opened on interior renderings of life in Brunei that were previously
neglected or simply considered unworthy of inquiry. For the editors, it is vitally
important to encourage such endeavours, especially when you consider that in the
past Bruneians (with notable exceptions as mentioned) were largely omitted from
the production and consumption of the very knowledge that putatively sought to
represent them. Much of what was deemed important areas of sociological inquiry
and thus ‘relevant’ to and about Brunei and Bruneians was set, for want of a better
word, by outsiders. By taking the reader into the lives of Bruneians, we hope the
contributions in this volume will allow their everyday reality to speak from more
disaggregated and grounded standpoints. The aim is to stimulate thinking on the
complexity of contemporary Brunei, at the same time as emphasising the significance
of a sociology of the everyday for that task.
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Chapter 2 ®)
Traditional Malay Marriage Ceremonies <o
in Brunei Darussalam: Between Adat

and Syariah

Nur E’zzati Rasyidah Samad

Abstract Brunei Darussalam is an Islamic Malay state well known for its local
cultural heritage and adat (customs and traditions) that have been steadfastly main-
tained to this day. Adar is considered to be one of the most significant practices
that reflects the unique identity and foundation of Brunei Malay society and culture.
It is part of what is referred to as ‘calak Brunei’, the Brunei mould or way, and
has been practised and passed down from one generation to another. Adat functions
as a social, political and cultural marker of Brunei Malay society. However, with
increasing Islamisation, there has been a decline in the performance and practice of
adat, especially in traditional Malay marriage customs which are in part regarded as
religiously incompatible with adat. This chapter explores the tensions and contesta-
tions between adat and Islam in the practices of marriage customs, and documents
the various changes and negotiations made to accommodate adat within Islamic
practices and values.

Keywords Brunei Darussalam - Adat - Islam - Marriage ceremonies *
Contestation * Negotiations + Accommodation

2.1 Introduction

In Brunei Darussalam, culture and religion are intimately connected. Adat and Islam
act as defining mechanisms for Brunei Malay identity and function as a stable source
of reference and a framework to regulate society against the constant shift of moderni-
sation. According to the Ministry of Culture, Youth and Sports (2017b), adat forms
an important core component of Brunei Malay history, culture and way of life. Adat
is regarded as the manifestation of what is referred to locally as ‘calak Brunei’,
the Brunei mould or way, and has a long history. The importance of adat in Malay
society can be further illustrated through a well-known proverb, ‘Biar mati anak,
Jjangan mati adat’, which means that it is acceptable to let a child die so long as
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long-standing customs and traditions still live on and are upheld by society. This
proverb illustrates how deeply rooted and prized adat is in Malay norms and values.

According to Badaruddin Othman (2018), Brunei is a ‘negara zikir, negara
beradat’, which captures the idea of a nation centred on both Islamic devotional
acts and the remembrance of God as well as its customs and traditions. Clearly, adat
is a central element of its national self-image and culture, helping to define its identity,
boundaries and morality. However, as a consequence of Islamisation in Brunei, many
elements of the traditional lifestyle have been revised and modified to be compat-
ible and aligned with the nation’s values and philosophy of being a Malay Islamic
monarchy (Melayu Islam Beraja), the guiding national principle. Islamisation was
further intensified by the implementation of syariah law in 2014, which followed
on from the proclamation made by the Sultan of Brunei at the time of independence
in 1984: ‘We are determined to continue to modernise our country while also still
keeping faith with the principles and values of Islam’ (Ministry of Culture, Youth
and Sports 2017a). With the implementation of syariah law there has been more
pressure to reconsider the practice of adat. In particular, adat has been modified in
some significant ways and this has led to a decline of the cultural traditions of the
past and ushered in social transformation.

This chapter addresses the tensions and conflict between adat and Islam by
focusing on traditional Brunei Malay marriage ceremonies. It also takes into account
the influence of animism and Hinduism in the performance of cultural traditions.
In short, the discussion analyses processes of change, adaptation and negotiation in
adat in the context of deepening Islamisation.

2.2 Data Collection

This research presented here mainly uses a qualitative approach and draws from both
primary and secondary data. This approach was deployed to gain a closer insight into
the perceptions and issues raised concerning the practices of adat in traditional Malay
marriage ceremonies. The primary data and information were collected through a
series of interviews with respondents from two generations, representing older and
younger groups. Three respondents from the older generation and two respondents
from the younger generation participated in the study. Interviews were carried out
from December 2017 to February 2018 in three different districts: Brunei-Muara,
Tutong and Belait. The locations were strategically selected to identify the differences
and variations of marital practices and customs between the different districts. Acces-
sibility to respondents was obtained through snowballing, in which study subjects
recruit other subjects from among their acquaintances. In addition, I interviewed
two female ritual specialists or wedding attendants (pengangun) from Brunei-Muara
and Tutong who provided valuable insights regarding the significance of the marital
customs practised in the past and present. Participant observation was also conducted
in December 2017 and January 2018, mainly in Brunei-Muara and Tutong which were
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the two main locations for many wedding ceremonies. Access to fieldwork sites was
obtained through wedding invitations. The fieldwork was conducted through social
interaction and informal interviews with the people attending the ceremonies.

2.3 Understanding Adat and Its Practices

In a pioneering study, Taufik Abdullah (1966) discusses the potential conflict between
adat and Islam in the context of Minangkabau society in West Sumatra, Indonesia.
He argues that the conflict is not a struggle between two distinct social forces, but as a
tension within a single social system. Abdullah’s work is relevant to Brunei as it deals
directly with similar conflicts, and pinpoints the somewhat ambiguous position of
adat in society. Prior to exploring the conflict between adat and Islam, it is necessary
to examine the meaning and importance of adat in Brunei Malay society.

Based on the research findings, the respondents interviewed had different under-
standings and interpretations of what they regarded as adat. Generally, it could be
concluded that defining adat does not only refer to the guidelines and regulations
of ideal patterns of behaviour, but it also functions as a basic foundation of society
which shapes all ethical, legal and social judgments. According to Muhammadrorfee-
E Musor (2013: 267), adat is referred to as the ‘norm in Malay society, being the
living law at a certain time in a certain place’. It is therefore considered flexible and
‘adaptable to social needs’ and context and should not be regarded as fixed and perma-
nent (ibid.: 367). This claim is also endorsed by Nurhalimatusyahirah (2015), who
argues that adat in Malay society does not necessarily only refer to social and cultural
habits, usage and traditions but also to rules, decrees and guidelines that control and
organise society. Therefore, ‘the primary purpose of adat is threefold [as it functions
for] the protection, regulation and preservation of the society’ (Muhammadrorfee-E
2013: 267).

Given the apparent differences in defining the meanings of adar and its practices
as integral to society, I conceptualise adat as a form of ‘words in motion’. This term
is used by Carol Gluck (2009) to suggest that the meanings and definitions placed
upon certain usages of words tend to shift contextually across different times, spaces
and societies depending on how they are being circulated in that period. As Gluck
suggests, ‘“Words are always in motion, and as they move across space and time, they
inscribe arcs of our past and present’ (ibid.: 3). In this sense, the term adat originally
derives from the Arabic word ‘Gda, which refers to the ordinary habits, customs and
practices that are often not addressed in Islamic laws. In Southeast Asia, the term is
used to refer to the variation of local traditions and customs that is usually found in
Malay and analogous societies. Muhammad Takari (2014: 1) proposes that adat is
frequently ‘“synonymous” with the culture as [a] whole’. It is something that could
or should not be separated from the Malay way of life as it is considered a stable
framework comprising guidelines and reference points for cultural identity, history
and everyday behaviour, as in the case of Brunei.
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Performing adat in society is reinforced through the practice of passing it down
from one generation to another. Local customary practices are regulated by the act of
conformity to the normative rules, obligations and consequences in order to ensure
their continuity and persistence within the society. According to Zainal Kling (1987),
the generational concept involved in a cultural practice will eventually become the
society’s tradition, history and way of living.

According to Mohd Jamil al-Sufri (2003), one of the main contributing factors to a
decline in awareness of the importance and structure of adat in Brunei is because it is
usually not written but is instead passed down directly or indirectly to the community.
This view is supported by Muhammadrorfee-E’s (2013) study of Sarawak, where adat
is an oral tradition communicated within the community. As a result, the traditions
and practices vary over time so that what is practised is subject to interpretation. Due
to its fluidity and variation, misinterpretation and confusion often arise. Mohd Jamil
al-Sufri (2003) argues that it is inevitable for new interpretations and assumptions to
develop as adat is passed down. Shifting meanings and interpretations of practices
have an impact in cultivating a sense of appreciation, awareness and importance of
performing adat.

Norazit Selatet al. (1997: 36) place adat as a form of practice that exercises, unites
and cultivates kinship relations, while kinship itself is one of the most important bases
for social relations. It is through the similarity of culture and practice that individuals
are able to create and cultivate a sense of unity and community which will ensure
harmony in society. Therefore, in a collectivist society such as Brunei, the Malays
accept the importance of performing adat in order to maintain and unite family
relations. The family is highly regarded and valued as the focal point of the overall
social structure. Within the kinship community, the older generation and elite groups
take an active interest in maintaining local cultural practices from one generation to
the next. One of the respondents, Nor (aged 55), stated:

In the past, those who dared to break or abandon the rules of adat and its practices would
be subjected to punishment. The punishment was often in a form of a heavy payment such
as a dagger [keris], a large jar for storing water or paddy [tajau], a thin gong [canang] and a
gong. At that point of time, these items were very difficult to own and therefore were often
high in value. Thus the Malay proverb, ‘Biar mati anak, jangan mati adat’, illustrates the
value of adat as equally important and valuable as having children.

In general, according to Hashim Hamid (2003: 67), any Malay family that tries to
reduce or abandon any of the customary practices, especially in marriage ceremonies,
will have to face the negative judgment and hostile perceptions of the wider commu-
nity. Many claim that societal pressures and expectations are often what drive people
to practise adat customs. In particular, social pressure is often felt by those who
have or those who wish to acquire high social status. This view was supported by the
account of Suria (aged 60), in which she shared that those with a high social status
and background often insist on holding and performing all the adat in an orderly way
to maintain their standing. Being highly regarded by the community, it is expected
that their status should also reflect their knowledge, respect and value for Malay
practices, manners and identity. Thus, according to Suria, there are no excuses for
them to neglect performing adat as they are financially able to do so.
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In this sense, this observation can be linked to Gluck’s (2009) argument that
certain uses of words—such as adat—have social and political implications that
function as a way to organise, mobilise, inspire or exclude. The use of adat is thus
a form of recognition and used to identify different social groupings. Zainal Kling
(1987) argues that Malay identity is contentious. However, through identification with
cultural practices and their historical context, one can establish group identity and a
sense of belonging. Being one of the most significant of local customary practices,
the traditional Brunei Malay marriage ceremony both reflects and distinguishes the
identity of the Brunei Malays from other Malay societies. There is thus a strong
emphasis on the importance of performing and maintaining adat as it is regarded as a
core criterion for performing ‘calak Brunei’, the Brunei mould or way (Hashim 2004:
92). In addition, based on the research findings, the practice of adat distinguishes
between being a person with culture (orang yang beradat) as opposed to a person
without a culture (orang yang tidak beradat) in Malay society. Being perceived as
someone without a culture connotes a negative stigma compared to being labelled as
having a culture, which reflects the good morality, knowledge, character and wisdom
of a person. Hence, adat basically serves to carry significance, symbolic meanings,
representations and functions in society. Taking into account its practicality, positive
values and acceptance in society, it continues to be practised and is accepted as
normative.

In sum, it is relevant to conceptualise adat as a ‘word in motion’ in order to
understand the importance and meanings of the practice which shift contextually
and culturally. To some extent, the meanings and structure of its practices may also
become localised. Based on my observations during the research, many Bruneians
do not have knowledge and understanding of local customary practices. As a conse-
quence, adat has gradually lost its essence and meaning. However, some groups still
insist on retaining these customs and practices out of respect and concern for the
wishes of their family and ancestors. Therefore, it could be suggested that the social
significance of adat in daily life is dependent on the degree of cultural reinforcement
and understanding of adat in the community.

2.4 The Assimilation of Ideas and Culture

It has been suggested that prior to the arrival of Islam in Brunei in the four-
teenth century there were three major ideologies that have shaped and influenced
Brunei Malay culture and society: animism, Hinduism and Buddhism. The Malay
Archipelago during that period was a centre of significant trading routes and, as a
result, there was a great deal of migration and many intercultural marriages. Nor
noted:

At that period of time, there were no religious beliefs or institutions. Hence, when other
religions came to Brunei, it was relatively easy for the people to passively accept what was
being circulated as the degree of exposure and knowledge from other religions at that period
of time was also low.
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Cultural assimilation and diffusion occurred and influenced many Malay customs and
traditions. Victor T. King (1994) argues that between the fifteenth and seventeenth
centuries, Brunei was a historically and politically significant power incorporating
and influencing various populations. Hence, various cultural practices and customs
from other sources were introduced, incorporated and further modified into the prac-
tices of Brunei Malay society. In light of this history of assimilation and adaptation,
Yussof (aged 72) suggested:

Logically, no one would actually have any idea on how to perform adat or a particular
marriage ceremony properly. Thus, through observation and exposure to other cultures, adat
was created, modified and claimed as belonging to the society. Moreover, it is part of human
nature to observe and imitate what they see. Through this lens, individuals are able to learn
and understand the consequences of their actions. And to some extent, maybe this is part of
the reason why there are similarities and resemblances with other cultures. It is inevitable.

The arrival of Islam in Brunei clearly had a great impact, influencing and chal-
lenging the pre-existing beliefs, customs and attitudes of the local population. Islam
introduced new values, ideals and perspectives, including concepts of rationality and
intellectualism, as well as a community-based system in which individuals had equal
status as opposed to a caste-based system of Hindu society. According to Mohd Taib
Osman (1984), Islam transformed the lives of the Malays in the archipelago. Most
importantly, the transformation was seen to be necessary as Islam should not only
be practised on the basis of beliefs and faith but also through all aspects of life
including customs and traditions. This view was articulated by the Sultan of Brunei
on the occasion of the Prophet Muhammad’s birthday in 1984: ‘Islam should be
practised as a complete guide to the way of living in reference to the prescriptions
and proscriptions that have been set by Islamic teachings and values’ (Information
Department 2018).

Other external influences and interactions have also constantly challenged the
cultural heritage and practices of the past, and these interactions have shaped how
individuals rationalise their practices. They expose people to the idea that local
customary practices and traditions are part of ‘backward’ cultural practices that are
not aligned with the present context and are seen as being old-fashioned.

2.5 Adat in Traditional Brunei Malay Marriage Ceremonies

In this section, I illustrate the long-term processes of assimilation by discussing
traditional Brunei Malay marriage ceremonies, locally referred to as adat istiadat
perkahwinan Brunei, one of the most significant customary practices of the Brunei
Malays. Yussof remarked:

Marriage is a once-in-a-lifetime experience that should be celebrated with joy and traditions
with all members of the family. Marriage marks the end of the responsibility held by the
parents which is further passed down onto the husband.
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The traditional marriage rites consist of 10 ceremonies:

® Berjarum-jarum: the start of the wedding process when parents from both sides
meet each other.

® Menghantar tanda pertunangan: the groom’s side goes to the bride’s side and
offers rings to signal his real interest, the beginning of a formal engagement.

® Menghantar berian: delivering of gifts from the groom’s side; the bride may
reciprocate in kind.

® Berbedak siang/mandi: blessing of the soon-to-be bride and groom, and cleansing
of the whole body.

® Akad nikah: solemnisation ceremony.

® Malam berbedak: the night of applying coloured powders in which family
members anoint the bride and groom with a special ointment.

® Berinai/berpacar: ceremony of the application of henna.

e Bersanding: wedding reception where the couple are recognised by the wider
public.

® Berambil-ambilan: post-wedding reception where both families get to know each
other better.

® Mulih tiga atau tujuh hari: the couple move to the bride’s home and stay there
for three days or seven days, and then to the groom’s home and stay for another
three days.

These ceremonies illustrate the three important elements that shape Brunei Malay
customs and traditions: the ideology or expressions; the cultural materials; and the
proper ethics and manners adopted in performing each of the ceremonies. Before
the process of entering married life, there are certain rites of passage embodied
in local adat that should be conducted in order to fully prepare the couple for their
wedding day and future life. The Malays believe that for the duration of their marriage
ceremonies, both the bride and groom are in a state of ‘sweet blood’ (darah manis) in
which they are vulnerable to various sources of harm. Adar was therefore created to
protect these individuals from harm—either by humans (purposely or otherwise) or
by spiritual beings. For this reason, it is strongly asserted that the ceremonies should
be practised in the proper order.

Here, I focus on five ceremonies: berbedak siang/mandi; malam berbedak;
berinailberpacar; bersanding; and mulih tiga atau tujuh hari. The details illustrated
here are be based on Norazah Muhammad and Masnah Amit’s Adat perkahwinan
etnik-etnik di negara Brunei Darussalam (Ethnic marriage customs in Brunei Darus-
salam, 2014) and an unpublished study by Ahmad Daudy and Syamsul Bahri Tanrere
(1993) which provide descriptive overviews of traditional marriage ceremonies. The
information on details, functionality and symbolic meanings of customs and mate-
rials involved in these ceremonies were mainly gathered from my field observations
and interviews with the older generation respondents and pengangun.
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2.5.1 Berbedak Siang/Mandi

Berbedak siang/mandi is considered to be the opening ceremony of the official
wedding week. The ceremony is usually held separately for the bride and groom. It is
this ceremony that indicates that the bride and groom have successfully entered into
the precautionary (berjaga-jaga) phase that often signals the start of their prohibition
(pantang larang) week. At the start of the week, both the bride and groom are not
allowed to go outside of their home. Suria noted that it is the pengangun who has
full control of the couple. In addition, during this week, the bride and groom will
be required to dress in white until the end of the ceremony. Curious to understand
the symbolic meaning of dressing in white, I asked my informants the motives and
reasons behind this practice. According to Yussof:

It is a must for the bride and groom to wear white during this week. It functions as a way to
mark which [ones] are the bride or groom of the house. White is also symbolic, it represents
purity and cleanliness. Marriage is regarded as similar to stepping into a new rite of passage.
Another way to explain is that dressing in white is symbolically similar to how women veil
themselves in a white prayer cloth [telekung] to pray.

Suria added:

White represents purity and cleanliness. Many brides and grooms are encouraged to keep
track of their food intake during this week. It is preferable that they eat enough eggs and
milk. Actually, it’s not only the way they dress, but food intakes, interactions and movements
of the bride and groom will all be regulated and controlled.

From the berbedak siang/mandi ceremony onwards, the bride and groom are regarded
as the king and queen of the day (raja permaisuri sehari) during which time they
are pampered by the pengangun and their family members, and strict disciplines and
regulations are imposed on them.

During the berbedak siang/mandi ceremony, the bride or groom are called out to
the centre of the room and asked to sit on a special woven patterned fabric known
as jongsarat, used most often for royal occasions and weddings. The bride or groom
are surrounded by four candles that are lit prior to the start of the ceremony. The
act of applying aromatic powder (memaliti bedak) is first given to the elders of the
family (orang tua keluarga) as it is considered an act of paying respects to them and
receiving blessings from them. This is followed by other family members who attend
the ceremony. Later, the pengangun finishes the ceremony by taking the bride and
groom back to their room to complete the act of cleansing, scrubbing and bathing the
whole body. This act is regarded as a symbolical way to replenish the individual’s
blessings, happiness and fertility upon entering a new phase of life with their spouse.
According to Suria, the residue of the scrub (lulut) from the bodies of the bride and
groom is collected and mixed, and then kept by the representative of the family until
the end of the wedding ceremony. In some practices, it is believed that the residue
of the bride or groom could be used in many harmful ways against the couple and
so should be dispersed or buried. In a different practice, the residue is collected and
mixed together at the end of the ceremony as it is believed this will strengthen the
relationship of the couple for a lifetime.
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Later, the bride or groom proceed with the bathing ritual performed by the
pengangun who are accompanied by five or seven children dressed in colourful
shawls (selendang) on their shoulders, each holding a lit candle. The candles are
then collected by the pengangun to be blown out by the bride or groom after the
bathing rituals. The bathing rituals include water that is mixed with wood of the
whiteflower albizia (langir), Key lime (limau nipis), and different kinds of flowers
such as jasmine (bunga melur) and gambier (bunga gambir), which have been prop-
erly mixed and recited over by the pengangun prior to the bathing ceremony. While
bathing the bride or groom, the pengangun also recites spells (bacaan jampi) as part
of completing the ritual act to cleanse the outer and inner parts of the body.

2.5.2 Malam Berbedak

A similar ceremony to the berbedak siang/mandi called the malam berbedak is also
held at night. On this occasion the bride and groom are dressed in traditional Brunei
Malay clothing and adorned with ornaments made from gold, such as headdresses
(tajok and ayam-ayam), which are tied with a black cloth or to the hair to prevent
them from falling, decoration for the nape of the neck (karong tembusa), a comb
(sisir) that is slipped into the hair, an elaborate, butterfly-shaped necklace (kancing)
and many others. In addition, most brides are dressed in red and often their faces are
covered with a cloth until they reach the wedding stage (pelaminan). The bride and
groom are asked to sit on the stage as the powdering ceremony takes place.

According to Yussof, seven coloured powders and a potpourri of flowers (bunga
rampai) are prepared for the malam berbedak ceremony. These seven colours
symbolise the seven layers of the sky, earth and rainbows. The powdering cere-
mony is usually initiated by the elders, followed by the other invited guests. Suria
said that proper ethics and manners are observed during the powdering act. This
refers to the importance of using the ring finger to dip into the seven powders and
applying them to the forehead of the bride and groom as a way of increase their glow
(menaikkan seri muka pengantin).

Later, the potpourri of flowers is scattered all over the bride or groom signifying
a form of blessing and the end of the powdering act. The bride or groom are then
brought back to their room. Specifically for the bride, the pengangun proceeds to
perform the phase called adat masuk pengangunan in which the bride is seated in the
middle of the elders. A candle is lit by the pengangun and passed to those surrounding
the bride. The bride is later asked to put her arms around the pengangun and she is
led around the bridal bed three times. To signify the end of the initiation, the bride
then blows out the lit candle. This masuk pengangunan phase is strictly observed
to signify a period of control and regulation for both the bride and groom. This is
mainly because they have completed all the initiation rituals and customs and are
regarded as being in a state of purity. According to Suria:
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In the past, the bride or groom would be restricted from leaving their rooms. This is because
the pengangun feared the risks of harmful things that may happen to them. Many individuals
were devoted to black magic practices back then. There was even a competition between
them to display their skills and knowledge to the public. The wider society often feared
these people which thus offered them some kind of status, privileges and respect from the
community. Marriage is often one of the most common occasions in which these practices
are tested out. In addition, as the initiation and customs are completed, leaving the home or
room is also believed to be able to cause the bride or groom miserable consequences [libas
in the Bruneian dialect] as they are often regarded as ‘attractive’ and ‘sweet’ to be followed
and harmed by spiritual beings.

2.5.3 Berinai/Berpacar

The berinai or berpacar ceremony is usually held in a small gathering attended by
close family and friends. In this ceremony, the bride and groom are pampered by their
family members when each of them take turns to put henna (inai) on their hands and
feet. Applying henna is considered to be a significant part of the wedding practices
as it is regarded by many as an indication to others that they are married. According
to my informant Emah (aged 62):

Other than to cleanse and purify the bride and groom, applying a mixture of henna is also
regarded as a form of protection. This is because the bride and groom are considered to be
in a state of ‘sweet blood’ [darah manis] and therefore often an attraction to be followed or
harmed by spirits.

According to Nor, the application of henna is similar to that found in Indian cultural
practices. Today, many brides add decorations to their hands making it even more
similar to the Indian wedding style. These decorations, according to Nor, might cause
religious issues as the practice is closely associated with Hindu society and culture.
However, Osman (aged 45) disagreed, believing that wearing henna is similar to
the practice of Arab society and he regarded this as part of the beautification and
decoration permissible to Muslim women.

2.5.4 Bersanding

The wedding reception itself (bersanding) is usually a grand affair attended by both
families, relatives and friends. It is considered to be the second main event after the
solemnisation ceremony (akad nikah) as this is the time when the bride and groom
are united and presented together in front of all their families. Both are dressed in
full traditional Brunei clothing and walk together to the wedding stage (pelaminan).
Then a spiritual man guides the groom and performs the three circles of a dragon
(pusing naga) ritual before he goes onto the stage towards his wife. According to
Yussof, this ritual has its significance in the practices of the past since, as already
noted, the bride and groom are believed to be in a state of sweet blood. By performing
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this ritual, the harmful things that have been following them will eventually disappear
as they are distracted. In another respect, Osman said that this practice is performed
to give extra time for the bride to prepare herself before meeting the groom. On the
other hand, Nor compared the similarity between this ritual and the Hindu practice
in which both the bride and groom walk around circling a fire.

2.5.5 Mulih Tiga atau Tujuh Hari

The Malay term ‘mulih’ refers to going or returning back home. In this context, the
mulih tiga atau tujuh hari ceremony refers to the day that the groom is expected to
bring home his wife after their third or seventh day of staying at his wife’s house.
According to Suria:

In the past, the purpose of this ceremony was often used to mark the third or seventh day of
the newlyweds’ marriage. It is the day that the family members await as the main highlight
of this ceremony is to announce the state of purity of the wife publicly to the other family
members through the use of a white cloth (kain lapik pinang) that is delivered along during
the previous exchange of gifts (menghantar berian).

2.5.6 Summarising Wedding Customs

There are a number of interim conclusions that can be drawn from this description
of some of the most important traditional Malay ceremonies. First, the ideas and
ideologies adopted in the marriage customs and ceremonies very much relate to the
natural environment and spiritual beings. This can be witnessed in the need to follow
the prohibition (pantang larang) week, the recital of spells (bacaan jampi), the use of
henna (inai), the practice of scrubbing the body (lulut) and many other examples. The
main purpose of these customs and rituals is to safeguard those individuals, notably
the bride and groom, from any sources of harm through the natural and spiritual
callings. In earlier times, a large proportion of the Brunei Malay community lived
near to forests and rivers (Ramlee 2009). In such circumstances, they learned to
adapt, survive and reason with their spiritual interactions with nature. This helps
explain why the ideology, expressions and rituals involved in the adat of traditional
marriage ceremonies seem to relate to nature and spiritual beliefs in significant ways.

It is true that the ideas adopted in these customs do, to a certain extent, resemble
the pre-existing beliefs of animism and Hinduism. Animism is based on a belief
in the efficacy of supernatural and magical powers in nature such those contained
in plants, animals, the weather and other phenomenon. According to Mohammad
Rahman (2001: 23), in such a small-scale community, these beliefs were functional
as they provided a sense of direction and purpose for the community to live their lives.
Therefore, with the existing knowledge and beliefs acquired by the community in the
past, such practices and traditions were created to safeguard the individuals involved
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in marriage ceremonies with the assistance of the pengangun. As Mufidah Abdul
Hakim (2014) stresses, pengangun hold an important role in performing as well
as maintaining rituals and customs involved in marriage ceremonies. They acquire
knowledge and skills that guard and protect the bride and groom from any source of
harm. Their acquired knowledge and beliefs, drawn from the ancestors, have formed
the basis of customs and rituals performed in marital ceremonies today. Nonetheless,
some question whether such traditions, derived from a pre-Islamic past, are still
relevant in a contemporary society that is now thoroughly Islamicised. In this regard,
Osman commented:

The knowledge, purpose and rationality of past practices may not be relevant at present as the
contents and structures were often formed on the basis and reasoning of the state of society
and its conditions. Therefore, it might be difficult to justify and rationalise everything with
reason as the past practices rely heavily on the knowledge, purpose and values held by our
ancestors and they may no longer apply or fit into our present context.

2.6 Adat and Islam in Brunei Darussalam

Given the ambiguities expressed in relation to some of the rituals, there are a number
of adat in the marriage ceremonies that are regarded as irrelevant and incompatible
with current Islamic practices (Ahmad and Syamsul 1993). This section examines
the potential and actual conflicts and tensions between traditional customs and Islam
in contemporary Brunei.

There is a remarkable quotation cited in an article written by a representative
of the Office of the Secretariat of the Malay Islamic Monarchy Supreme Council
that proposes that local customs should cause no conflict with the practices and
beliefs of Islam: ‘Adat bersendikan syarak, syarak bersendikan Kitabullah® (Adat
is based on and united by Islamic teachings and laws, Islamic teachings and laws
are based on and united by the Qur’an) (Muhammad Melayong 2016). At present,
this is the principle held by many individuals concerning adat and its practices,
and receives endorsement by the official state agency authorised to regulate Islamic
affairs. According to Ahmad Dusuki Abdul Rani (n.d.), specifically in a Malaysian
context, the understanding and usage of this adat have caused confusion and have
helped create diverse views and interpretations. He makes the case that Islam does
not entirely prohibit what is considered as adat.

Nonetheless, from a religious perspective, some of the customs and rituals
performed during the marriage ceremonies are regarded as sensitive and even incom-
patible with Islam. As we have seen, rituals and customs performed by the pengangun
are considered to be the most important in the entire marriage ceremony as they serve
not only to protect the bride and groom from harm but are also a manifestation of the
knowledge and ritual power of the pengangun (Mufidah 2014). As Syed Husin Ali
(2008) points out, this could partly explain the reason for conflict as some individuals
may put their faith in the supernatural world and depend heavily on the power of the
pengangun for assistance and protection.
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In addition, the recitation of spells during the initiation process in most marriage
customs is also regarded as deviating from and being incompatible with the beliefs
and teachings of Islam. This is because the recitation involves a form of worship
in acquiring protection from spiritual beings. Furthermore, there is also constant
physical contact between the pengangun and the bride and groom. In Islam, it is
strictly prohibited for Muslims to have intimate contact with non-family members,
particularly between those of the opposite sex. Rituals such as bathing involve such
contact.

Amran Kasimin (1989) notes that Malay marriage customs have similarities to
practices found in India. These similarities were fully acknowledged by my infor-
mants, especially those associated with the exchange of gifts (menghantar berian)
and the wedding reception (bersanding). For instance, Indian Muslims also apply
henna as part of their marriage beautification customs. On the same day as this ritual,
the foreheads of the bride and groom are also dabbed with turmeric powder which
signifies fertility and protection from any harm. As part of the rituals, the elders also
assist in cleansing the body of the couple using turmeric and scented powders; this
is usually done in front of all the family members. This practice is similar to that of
berbedak siang/mandi as, for Indians, it also marks the beginning of the prohibition
week.

From an Islamic perspective, the application of henna for men is regarded as no
longer acceptable, as beautification is only permitted for women. Suria also noted
that the use of henna in the past was believed to be a form of identification of marriage
in the hereafter, which contradicts the values and teachings of Islam. Other practices
such as publicly announcing the state of virginity of the bride are also abandoned as
they may put the couple and their families at risk of shame and humiliation. Such
personal and private matters are now kept confidential.

According to Syed Husin Ali (2008), the Malays do acknowledge the incom-
patibility and consequences of their actions and beliefs. However, they justify such
cultural practices as a means of assistance and protection. Further, any potential
conflict between adat and Islam may only arise if the belief in the supernatural
world supersedes the belief in Allah. In any case, Ahmad Dusuki (n.d.) contends that
one of the basic assumptions about adat and Islam is that they are closely connected
and basically synonymous with one another. As a consequence, many Malays believe
that performing these cultural practices is compulsory (wajib) and must be fulfilled
as part of their duty as Muslims. To reinforce the point, Syed Husin (2008) argues
that these practices are deeply embedded in Malay life and organisation, part of the
normative worldview. Many of my respondents pointed out that their main concern
is not with the possible conflict between adat and Islam, but with the decline in adat
practices which may weaken the bonds of kinship relations and social institutions.

Some scholars suggest that modifying or redefining of adat may not necessarily
be negative since it could help to preserve the cultural heritage of Brunei. Adat is no
longer regarded as fixed and permanent but is actually the product of a process of
negotiation between religious and cultural practices as well as between traditional and
modern practices. In the course of time, modern practices of wedding rituals have
been transformed in response to economic and social conditions. This issue was
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raised by the State Mufti Department which warned that the extended celebration
of marital customs and ceremonies was too lavish, and should be avoided from
an Islamic perspective, since they could lead to waste (membazir) and may also
encourage haughtiness (riak) among the individuals involved (Syed Husin 2008: 59;
Hasrulaizan 2013). On this issue, Amirah (aged 30) said:

One of the main reasons why many young couples today decide to delay their marriage
intentions and plans is due to the high financial expenses involved in a Brunei Malay marriage.
The costs involved in the preparation, completion as well as the list of dowry exchanges could
also be impractical. In addition, most of the financial burden and responsibility is largely
placed on the groom. Besides this, the groom has to also worry about paying special requests
such as adat tabus bangsa [dowry from the groom to the bride if the bride’s family is of a
higher rank/title than the groom] or adat langkah dulang [payment from the groom to the
bride’s unmarried older siblings]!

For her part, Sarah (aged 23) said: ‘This form of ceremony is seen as burdensome
as some families may not be financially qualified or stable to present such expected
gifts’.

2.7 Negotiating Adat and Islam in Traditional Marriage
Ceremonies

In this section, I highlight the changes that have occurred in traditional marriage
ceremonies which reflect the processes of negotiation and adaptation that have taken
place between adat and Islam in Brunei.

2.7.1 Berbedak Siang/Mandi

Noted as being the opening ceremony of the official wedding week, many fami-
lies today include a recitation of the Qur’an (khatam al-Qur’an) as part of the
berbedak siang/mandi. This ceremony indicates the completion of the recitation
of the Qur’an by the bride or groom, with members of the family also participating.
Amirah commented:

Atfirst, I was quite against the wishes of my parents as there are already so many ceremonies
to go through. However, when my mother explained that this ceremony holds an Islamic
significance, I complied with their wishes as the main purpose of this event is to ask for
Allah’s blessings and mercy upon the completion of my ceremonies.

In addition, since the berbedak siang/mandi is often held on Friday, it seems appro-
priate to include the recitation of the Qur’an, since Friday is significant in Islam as
being the best day of the week (penghulu segala hari).

Referring back to the main practices of this ceremony which involve the act of
powdering and cleansing of the body, the respondents were in favour. Most of them
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understood and accepted the positive function that this ceremony holds, which is to
pamper and prepare the bride and groom before their big day. The act of cleansing
the bodies is regarded as acceptable as long as the pengangun avoids skin contact.
However, according to Suria: ‘Some families now also take the initiative to take over
the role of the pengangun and perform it. The pengangun will only assist and guide
from afar’. Suria further explained that the items used during the initiation, such as
the mixture of waters and aromatic materials, were the only ones readily available
in the past and were believed to be beneficial in cleansing, scrubbing and giving a
pleasant scent to the bodies of the bride and groom. Therefore, due to the benefit that
they hold, the materials are still widely used today.

In addition, Emah noted that after the recent implementation of syariah law, many
pengangun are also advised that it is best to avoid the reading of spells as their recital
is incompatible with the beliefs and teachings of Islam. Pengangun are recommended
to replace spells with verses from the Qur’an. Furthermore, according to Amirah, the
order of initiation often depends on the decisions made by the pengangun. She said:

Based on my experience, the pengangun I had did not request any children to accompany me
during my bathing or cleansing rituals. The reason was because, according to my pengangun,
it is not important to perform such practices today as it is believed that such practices were
done due to the lack of electricity in the past and therefore children were needed to accompany
such custom.

However, Suria presented a different view. She said the participation of children
was regarded as crucial as it could indirectly function as a way of passing down the
knowledge and experiences of local Malay customs as a way reviving the cultural
memories. Sarah stated that a few of the berbedak siang/mandi that she attended were
held at night instead of the afternoon. One practical reason is that most individuals
have to work in the afternoon and thus it is more convenient to hold the ceremony at
night.

2.7.2 Malam Berbedak

Adaptive practices are also found in the malam berbedak ceremony. Based on my
fieldwork, many families today consider chanting phrases or prayers in order to
remember God (zikir) and salutations to the Prophet Muhammad (selawat Nabi) to
accompany the whole initiation ceremony. Invited guests no longer have to apply
powder to the foreheads of the bride and groom but do so on the palms of their hands
as this is seen to be more practical and appropriate. In addition, Yussof noted that
many families today prepare brushes made out of screw pine (pandan) or lemongrass
(serai) leaves which are used to dip into the powders and apply them on the bride’s
or groom’s palms, thus avoiding skin contact.
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2.7.3 Berinai/Berpacar

According to Amirah and Suria, the berinai/berpacar ceremony is still being actively
practised. Amirah said that, although this ceremony is similar to some Hindu and
Buddhist practices, the application of henna to women is still widely accepted as
part of the marriage ceremony as it is believed to cause no conflict with Islam. Sarah
commented:

I think it is partially because there was no such thing as a nail polish back in the olden days.
I think this might be the closest that we can adorn and beautify ourselves on our special day.

Suria said:

Although it is not mentioned anywhere in the Qur’an, it is stated in the hadith that Islam
encourages women to wear henna as a form of gender identification that distinguishes men
and women. However, it is important to note that men are not allowed such practices, as
beautification is peculiar to women and Islam prohibits its followers to imitate the opposite
gender. Therefore, many men today do not wish to participate in such practices anymore.

In other words, the berinai/berpacar ceremony is only practised by women at present.
Men no longer associate themselves with the application of henna.

2.7.4 Bersanding

Based on the number of wedding invitations received, the bersanding ceremony still
holds its importance as the closing of the wedding week. It is the only day when all
family members, relatives and friends have the opportunity to see the couple officially
as husband and wife, so everyone invited tries to attend. Brides are advised to cover
themselves with a hijab and not wear revealing clothes that might upset religious
sensitivities.

Many bersanding today are held in rented halls, with ceremonies modified to fit
the surroundings. According to Nor, some families still perform the three circles
of a dragon (pusing naga) ritual, particularly when the ceremony is held at home.
However, the practice has changed in that the groom is no longer required to recite
spells when performing the act. The groom is advised to replace these with the
readings of verses from the Qur’an and praises to Allah. Based on my observation,
when the ceremony is held at a rented hall, many families no longer perform the
three circles of a dragon ritual. In addition, many respondents also emphasised the
importance of having a pure motive in performing these customs and rituals. For as
long as the intention is clear, for the sake of Allah and none other, it is acceptable to
perform such customary practices.
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2.7.5 Mulih Tiga atau Tujuh Hari

The mulih tiga atau tujuh hari ceremony has lost importance. It is seen as inappro-
priate and irrational to announce such personal and private matters to the public. For
example, Nor stated that this could cause harm and shame for the family. Moreover,
many of the newlywed couples go for a honeymoon right after their bersanding and
so such a ceremony is no longer relevant. Nor, however, disagreed on the timing of
the honeymoon:

By right, it is not appropriate to leave your family right after the end of your wedding
ceremony. It is important to be considerate of your family’s feelings, and most importantly,
those of your parents. My advice is to return back to the parents’ house first and then go
for your honeymoon. This is the reason why adat is important. It helps to hold, nurture and
educate the character of an individual.

2.8 Conclusion

The research presented here addresses the issue of the resilience or decline of adat in
traditional Malay marriage ceremonies. Traditional customs and traditions in Brunei
have been shaped historically by a number of external influences, including those of
animism and Hinduism, so that there were three stages of change and adaptation. First,
the early influence of animism left an impact on Brunei Malay culture and society.
Second, the arrival of Hinduism in the first millennium CE helped to cement the
basis of existing belief and structure. And third, the arrival of Islam in the fourteenth
century initiated changes in and negotiation between adat and Islam, so that they
have been able to coexist to some extent.

Two well-known Malay proverbs—‘Biar mati anak, jangan mati adat’ and ‘Adat
bersendikan syarak, syarak bersendikan Kitabullah®—offer arationale for the need to
maintain both culture and religion. Itis clear that Islam has become the most important
contributor to the transformation of culture in Brunei and, as a result, adat has in some
senses gradually lost its significance. This is because Islam encourages right conduct
and correct practices that should reflect and be aligned with the prescriptions and
proscriptions of the religion. However, not all cultural practices associated with adat
are prohibited in Islam. Indeed, adat still retains its own social significance. In other
words, Bruneian Muslims at present live by the idea that local customs should cause
no conflict with the practices and beliefs of Islam, a notion that reminds them to keep
their actions and practices aligned with their Islamic religious faith. In relation to
traditional marriage ceremonies, they are governed and practised today by dynamic
processes of negotiation and adaptation between the traditions associated with adat
and the practices authorised by Islam.



32 Nur E’zzati Rasyidah Samad
References

Abdullah, Taufik. 1966. Adat and Islam: An examination of conflict in Minangkabau. Indonesia 2:
1-24.

Ahmad Daudy, and Syamsul Bahri Tanrere. 1993. Adat istiadat perkahwinan Melayu Islam Brunei
Darussalam: Satu kajian tentang pandangan masyarakat Brunei dan tinjauan dari syariat Islam
[Brunei Darussalam Muslim Malay wedding customs: A study of the views of the Bruneian
community and an overview of Islamic syariah]. Unpublished.

Ahmad Dusuki Abdul Rani. n.d. Menjaga agama: Antara adat dan tuntutan [Caring about reli-
gion: Between customs and claims]. Kuala Lumpur: Jabatan Agama Islam Selangor, Bahagian
Penyelidikan dan Pembangunan.

Amran Kasimin. 1989. Istiadat perkahwinan Melayu: Satu kajian perbandingan [Malay wedding
ceremony customs: A comparative study]. Kuala Lumpur: Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka.

Badaruddin Haji Othman. 2018. Calak bangsa [Way of the nation]. Bandar Seri Begawan: Dewan
Bahasa dan Pustaka Brunei.

Gluck, Carol. 2009. Words in motion. In Words in motion: Toward a global lexicon, ed. Carol Gluck
and Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing, 3—10. Durham, NC: Duke University Press.

Hashim bin Haji Abd Hamid, Haji. 2003. Islam di Brunei Darussalam: Satu analisasi sosio-budaya
[Islam in Brunei Darussalam: A socio-cultural analysis]. Bandar Seri Begawan: Universiti Brunei
Darussalam, Jabatan Kesusasteraan Melayu.

. 2004. Campur: Langkah bicara [Hybridity: Ways of dialogue]. Bandar Seri Begawan:
Universiti Brunei Darussalam, Jabatan Kesusasteraan Melayu.

Hasrulaizan. 2013. Hentikan adat perkahwinan menyeleweng [Stop deviant marriage customs].
Media Permata. 5 June.

Information Department, Prime Minister’s Office, Brunei. 2018. Titah KDYMM di Majlis Sambutan
Maulud Nabi Muhammad S.A.W. pada 6 Disember 1984 [Speech by His Majesty at the birthday
celebration of the Prophet Muhammad S.A.W. on 6 December 1984]. http://information.gov.bn/
Lists/TITAH/ItemDisplay.aspx?2ID=208. Accessed 15 Apr 2022.

King, Victor T. 1994. What is Brunei society? Reflections on a conceptual and ethnographic issue.
South East Asia Research 2(2): 176-198.

Ministry of Culture, Youth and Sports, Brunei. 2017a. Titah Kebawah Duli Yang Mulia
Paduka Seri Baginda Sultan Haji Hassanal Bolkiah Muizzaddin Waddaulah, Sultan dan
Yang Di-Pertuan Negara Brunei Darussalam, pada 23 Februari 1984 di Istana Nurul
Iman [Speech by His Majesty Sultan Haji Hassanal Bolkiah Muizzaddin Waddaulah,
Sultan and Yang Di-Pertuan of Brunei Darussalam, on 23 February 1984 at Istana Nurul
Iman]. https://www.kkbs.gov.bn/Lists/Koleksi%20HK/DispForm.aspx?ID=1&ContentTypeld=
0x010007D09A6B26591F45B629D523B4727C74. Accessed 13 Apr 2022.

. 2017b. Dasar Kebudayaan Negara: Mukadimah [National Cultural Policy: Introduc-
tion]. http://www.kkbs.gov.bn/Dasar%20Kebudayaan%?20Negara/Dasar%20Kebudayaan%20N
egara.aspx. Accessed 13 Apr 2022.

Mohammad bin Pengiran Haji Abd Rahman. 2001. Islam di Brunei Darussalam [Islam in Brunei
Darussalam]. Bandar Seri Begawan: Dewan Pustaka dan Bahasa Brunei.

Mohd Jamil al-Sufri. 2003. Adat istiadat diraja Brunei [Royal customs of Brunei]. Bandar Seri
Begawan: Jabatan Adat Istiadat Negara, Jabatan Perdana Menteri.

Mohd Taib Osman. 1984. Bunga Rampai: Aspects of Malay culture. Kuala Lumpur: Dewan Bahasa
dan Pustaka.

Mufidah Abdul Hakim. 2014. Pengangun as ritual specialist in Brunei Darussalam. Gadong:
Universiti Brunei Darussalam, Institute of Asian Studies Working Paper No. 12.

Muhammad Hadi Md Melayong. 2016. Perkembangan, kegemilangan Brunei [Development, the
glory of Brunei]. Pelita Brunei. 16 November.

Muhammadrorfee-E Musor. 2013. The roots of law in Malay Muslim society. Journal of
Sociological Research 4(1): 267-2717.


http://information.gov.bn/Lists/TITAH/ItemDisplay.aspx?ID=208
http://information.gov.bn/Lists/TITAH/ItemDisplay.aspx?ID=208
https://www.kkbs.gov.bn/Lists/Koleksi%20HK/DispForm.aspx?ID=1&amp;ContentTypeId=0x010007D09A6B26591F45B629D523B4727C74
https://www.kkbs.gov.bn/Lists/Koleksi%20HK/DispForm.aspx?ID=1&amp;ContentTypeId=0x010007D09A6B26591F45B629D523B4727C74
http://www.kkbs.gov.bn/Dasar%20Kebudayaan%20Negara/Dasar%20Kebudayaan%20Negara.aspx
http://www.kkbs.gov.bn/Dasar%20Kebudayaan%20Negara/Dasar%20Kebudayaan%20Negara.aspx

2 Traditional Malay Marriage Ceremonies in Brunei Darussalam ... 33

Norazah binti Pengiran Haji Muhammad, Dayangku, and Dayang Masnah binti Amit. 2014. Adat
perkahwinan etnik-etnik di negara Brunei Darussalam [Ethnic marriage customs in Brunei
Darussalam]. Bandar Seri Begawan: Jabatan Muzium-Muzium Brunei.

Norazit Selat, Hashim Awang, and Nor Hisham Osman, eds. 1997. Meniti zaman: Masyarakat
Melayu antara tradisi dan moden [Stepping through history: Malay society between tradition
and modernity]. Kuala Lumpur: Universiti Malaya, Department of Malay Studies.

Nurhalimatusyahirah Mudim Haji Matassim. 2015. Budaya perkahwinan etnik Melayu di Brunei
Darussalam [Ethnic Malay marriage culture in Brunei Darussalam]. Bandar Seri Begawan:
Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka Brunei.

Ramlee Haji Tinkong, Haji. 2009. The socio-cultural change of Brunei Malays. Bandar Seri
Begawan: Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka Brunei.

Syed Husin Ali. 2008. The Malays: Their problems and future. Kuala Lumpur: The Other Press.

Takari, Muhammad. 2014. Adat in Melayu civilization. Medan: Universitas Sumatera Utara,
Fakultas Ilmu Budaya.

Zainal Kling. 1987. Kepelbagaian sistem sosiobudaya: Struktur dan antistruktur dalam perkem-
bangan kebudayaan di Malaysia [Diversity of the sociocultural system: Structure and antistructure
in cultural development in Malaysia]. In Sastera Melayu dan tradisi kosmopolitan: Kertas kerja
Hari Sastera ‘85 [Malay literature and cosmopolitan traditions: Literature Day 1985 working
papers], 240-260. Kuala Lumpur: Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka.

Nur E’zzati Rasyidah Samad graduated with a BA (Hons) in Sociology-Anthropology (2019),
Universiti Brunei Darussalam, and she is currently writing her MA thesis on car ownership in
Brunei.

Open Access This chapter is licensed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0
International License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits use, sharing,
adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as you give appropriate
credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons license and
indicate if changes were made.

The images or other third party material in this chapter are included in the chapter’s Creative
Commons license, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not
included in the chapter’s Creative Commons license and your intended use is not permitted by
statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from
the copyright holder.


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Chapter 3 )
Halal Certification in Brunei R
Darussalam: Bureaucratisation

in Everyday Life

Siti Norfadzilah Kifli

Abstract This chapter examines the ways in which halal is regulated and practised
in Brunei Darussalam by highlighting the process of halal certification and the recent
enforcement of the Halal Certificate and Halal Label (Amendment) Order 2017. The
analysis considers the impact this has had on the local food and beverage industry,
particularly micro, small and medium enterprises. By comparing halal certification
in Brunei with Singapore and Malaysia, the chapter identifies the operational concept
used to regulate halal in Brunei, namely permissible, good and hygienic food through
halalan thayyiban.

Keywords Brunei Darussalam - Halal certification - Halalan thayyiban - Micro,
small and medium enterprises

3.1 Introduction

Hygiene and cleanliness are both strongly emphasised values in Islam. These values
comprise every aspect of personal hygiene, dress, and the equipment and premises
where food is manufactured and processed (Wahab 2004). Halal means ‘permis-
sible’ and ‘lawful’ in Arabic, and halal is commonly understood to entail the ritual
slaughter of animals and a prohibition of the consumption of pork (Fischer 2011:
1). According to Baker Ahmad Alserhan (2011: 54), halal ‘indicates a product that
is prepared according to the Shariah principles and using Shariah-compliant ingre-
dients and processes’. Moreover, the term tayyibat refers to ‘purity, wholesomeness
and lawfulness’ (ibid.). It can also be defined as the goods and services that are
syariah-compliant by which the consumption of these commodities will lead to the
ethical and spiritual wellbeing of consumers.

Since the 1990s the increasing significance of food preparation and prohibitions in
Muslim societies reflect the interplay of Islam, politics and markets (Fischer 2011: 4).
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In recent years, Brunei Darussalam has taken serious measures towards the certifica-
tion of food products as halal, and standardisation has been introduced in phases since
a speech by the Sultan of Brunei in 1998 on the importance of halal. The significance
of the most recent legal framework, the Halal Certificate and Halal Label (Amend-
ment) Order 2017 (HCHLO), is that it emphasises the compulsory participation of
micro, small and medium enterprises (MSMEs) to apply for halal certificates and the
use of correct labelling and logos (Brunei Darussalam 2017). This chapter examines
the ways in which the regulation and practice of halal in Brunei compares to Malaysia
and Singapore. It pays particular attention to implementation and enforcement under
the 2017 order. The discussion suggests that halal certification and labelling are not
only part of a local food quality and hygiene standardisation process but also a means
to compete in the lucrative high-end international halal industry.

3.2 Methodology and Data Collection

This chapter adopts a broadly qualitative approach to garner respondents’ percep-
tions and experiences of current halal regulation and practice in Brunei. Respondent
data were collected from a range of sites including relevant authorities, professional
experts on halal and interviews with owners of MSMEs. I also attended several local
halal seminars and roadshows and collected further information from news outlets
and government publicity on the HCHLO. Interviews with six MSME respondents
were conducted predominantly based on semi-structured interviews. The questions
for the MSME respondents focused primarily on their views about the enforcement
of the order and the challenges they encountered in complying with the procedures to
obtain halal certificates, labels and logos. All the respondents are name-coded with
pseudonyms to preserve their anonymity.

3.3 Halal Certificate and Halal Label (Amendment) Order
2017

The implementation of compulsory halal standardisation on all food and beverage
businesses forms part of a development strategy towards Brunei Vision 2035
(Wawasan Brunei 2035) (Izni Azrein 2016: 79). In 2017 the halal certification and
labelling provisions targeted MSMEs. The HCHLO announced in May of that year
requires all food and beverage business operators—specifically those who produce,
supply and serve food—to apply for halal certification. They were given a grace
period until November 2017 to comply (Azli 2017). The HCHLO covers all busi-
nesses ‘dealing with consumption products ... such as restaurants, food factories or
home-based food [businesses]’ for Muslim customers (Azaraimy 2017). The halal
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Table 3.1 Amended halal

. . No Classification/industry New rate
permit charges according to
business scale classification 1 Micro BND5 for each product
2 Small BND150 for every 20
products
3 Medium BND300 for every 20
products
4 Macro BND700 for every 20
products
5 Multinational BND1,000 for every 20
products
Source Rasidah (2017)

certification is separated into two categories: the halal permit (Iabel) applies to busi-
nesses that manufacture and produce food for supply; and the halal certificate applies
to those who prepare and serve food in establishments or premises, hawker stalls and
restaurants. The HCHLO also imposes a penalty for failure to comply within the
grace period of up to BND8,000 or two years’ imprisonment. The key difference
between the HCHLO and the previous Halal Certificate and Halal Label Order 2005
is that the latter introduced voluntary compliance while the former is now compul-
sory for businesses engaged in the preparation, production and distribution of food.
A BNDYO0 fee is charged for the halal certificate which is valid for three years, while
the cost for the halal permit was initially BND50 per product. With the amendment,
the validity of the permits also changed to only three years while previously they
were valid for life so long as no changes were made to the products. Businesses
are now required to reapply when the permit expires. In December 2017 an official
announcement by the Ministry of Religious Affairs (MORA) revised the charges for
halal certification and the halal permit in order to accommodate the size and scale of
businesses that manufacture and produce food (Rasidah 2017). The fee charged for
certification remains at BND90, while the revised fees structure for permits is shown
in Table 3.1.

3.4 Situating Brunei’s Halal Certification Comparatively

Southeast Asia is home to more than 260 million Muslim consumers. Malaysia,
Singapore and Indonesia are at the forefront of halal certification and other coun-
tries in the region like Thailand and the Philippines accept their certification (Riaz
and Chaudry 2003: 169). According to Florence Bergeaud-Blackler et al. (2016:
9), Brunei’s neighbours, Malaysia and Singapore, are examples of model countries
that are leading in the halal market globally, and their governments ‘have become
increasingly and explicitly committed to an indirect supervisory role in halal and
audit [that] is both a solution to a technical problem as well as a way of redesigning
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the practice of government’. The certification process involved in halal food and food
products requires the implementation of new standards for halal production, prepa-
ration, storage and enforcement in keeping up with the demands of a globalised
market for halal products. Standards and standardisation cover production, prepara-
tion, handling, storage and relevant authorities. It also includes ‘persons with certain
qualifications, knowledge or skills’ (ibid.). As such, the process of standardisation
involves an interplay between the tenets of Islam, state certification and markets.

The discussion here on standardisation and the involvement of state authorities is
drawn from Malaysia and Singapore, two countries leading the rest of Southeast Asia
in the global expansion of the halal market. The state in each of these countries is
responsible as the halal-certifying authority, meaning that they have largely ‘certified,
standardized and bureaucratized halal production, trade and consumption’ (ibid.: 8).
To do so, Malaysia and Singapore have passed and implemented certain laws and
guidelines for halal food production applicable not only to imported products but
also food products manufactured for domestic sale (Riaz and Chaudry 2003: 51). The
following sections detail similarities and differences between the current systems in
operation in Malaysia, Singapore and Brunei.

3.4.1 Halal Certification System: Malaysia

In the 1970s global food establishments such as franchised outlets and imported food
producers started to become established in Malaysia, exposing Muslim consumers to
more options. This led to consumer demands for halal assurances on all the products
they consumed. As a result, the Malaysian government enacted laws and established
procedures and guidelines with regard to halal food, and applied these to both domestic
and imported items. Under the Trade Description Order (Usage of the Term ‘Halal’)
1975, it was an offence for any company to falsely display signs and other labels
claiming the food sold was halal. Such enactments were gradually instituted over the
next few years, until a general agreement to gazette a proper halal certification scheme
was reached. This had been preceded by the Research Centre of the Islamic Affairs
Division of the Prime Minister’s Office issuing halal certification letters from 1974,
with the authority to monitor food suppliers, the producers, distributors and importers.
The importance of the work of the division was then given recognition in 1997 with the
establishment of anew Department of Islamic Development Malaysia (Jabatan Kema-
juan Islam Malaysia, JAKIM). Under its authority, all halal certificates for meat and
poultry must be issued and signed by any Islamic organisation approved by JAKIM. In
addition, prior to the importation of all processed food products to Malaysia, the halal
certificates for products must first be recognised by JAKIM (ibid.: 52).

As Johan Fischer (2011: 2) points out, JAKIM regulates halal at the interfaces
between consumer culture, the institutions of the state and Islamic revivalism. Among
the deeper structural reasons for the rapid increase of halal certification were steady
economic growth over the past 30 years and the increasing number of Malay Muslim
middle-class consumers with higher disposable incomes. Moreover, by having its
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own certifying bodies Malaysia has unequivocally elevated halal production, trade
and consumption (ibid.: 41). The transformation of halal in Malaysia can also be
traced back to the Islamic revivalism movement in the late 1970s. The rise of divergent
proselytisation (dakwah, literally ‘invitation to salvation’) groups, together with the
criticisms of the Islamic opposition party Parti Islam Se-Malaysia (PAS), contested
the secular foundations of the state and challenged the ruling United Malays National
Organisation’s (UMNO) policies that leaned towards secularism (ibid.: 35). The
emergence of the Darul Arqam religious sect in the mid-1970s, which was later
labelled ‘deviant’, was also seen as a threat to the establishment. Darul Arqam
‘followers ... [engaged] in an ascetic’, self-sufficient lifestyle that renounced Western
luxuries and modern amenities (ibid.: 34). They cultivated a range of halal food prod-
ucts in several parts of the country. However, since Darul Arqgam was regarded as a
sectarian organisation, it was banned in 1994 by the National Fatwa Council. The
UMNO government then took an alternative way to ‘aggressively [engage] in a
reconceptualization of consumption that [envisioned] the amalgamation of Malay
ethnicity, consumption practices, and Islam’ to pre-empt these Islamic revivalists
(ibid.: 34—35). In other words, the activities of Islamic revivalists provoked the state
to ‘nationalise’ Islam. As a consequence, Malaysia has strategically employed halal
as ‘a material sign of Islamic credentials and to allay concerns of excessive secu-
larisation. In fact, halal is promoted as bridging the religious and the secular, as an
example of the compatibility of the ethnicized state, modern Islam, business, and
proper Islamic consumption’ (ibid.: 36).

In establishing its own halal-certifying authority and standardised practices,
Malaysia aspired to become a world leader in the expanding global halal market.
In accordance with the country’s halal vision, the former prime minister, Abdullah
Badawi, claimed that Malaysia aimed to become a global halal hub and so the stan-
dard MS 1500:2004 was introduced as ‘an international benchmark for the certi-
fication of halal products’ (ibid.: 37). Moreover, Malaysia is portrayed as a model
country in having drafted procedures in food processing and the export-import trade,
represented in its systemization and standardisation of halal certification (ibid.: 38).
At present, there is considerable political will to promote Malaysia as a producer
of halal food internationally, and this indicates a major shift towards an expanding
global market.

3.4.2 Halal Certification System: Singapore

As Fischer (2016) and Kamaludeen Mohamed Nasir et al. (2010) both detail, Singa-
pore has also successfully penetrated the global halal market over several decades.
Although Singapore’s domestic market for halal products and services is relatively
small compared to that of Malaysia, its ambitions were to become a leader in the
global halal market. As Fischer (2016: 36) notes, ‘the marketing and regulation of
halal in Singapore is to a large extent [driven] ... by transformations in the global
market for halal that took place from the 1990s onwards’. Like Malaysia, Singapore
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passed specific laws and established halal guidelines and agencies to certify halal
products. Halal services are usually organised by the Islamic Religious Council of
Singapore (Majlis Ugama Islam Singapura, MUIS) which was established in 1968
(Faizah n.d.). Issuing its first halal certificate in 1978, MUIS is the sole authorita-
tive body in Singapore in monitoring imported meat (including poultry) and meat
products whose halal certification it must approve.

Other than ensuring that imported products are halal-certified, MUIS is involved
in facilitating the halal food trade through other activities such as certifying local
exporters prior to exportation of their products to the global halal market. MUIS is also
entitled to certify local establishments as well as participating in forums on the stan-
dardisation of halal certification (Fischer 2016: 175). MUIS’s role was enhanced in
1999 when the Singapore parliament passed an amendment to the Administration of
Muslim Law Act (AMLA). Through this amendment, MUIS was given sole authority
to regulate, promote and enhance the halal business: ‘to administer matters relating
to the Muslim religion and Muslims in Singapore including any matter relating to
the Haj or halal certification’ (Singapore 1999). There are a number of government
agencies liaising with MUIS in halal enforcement, most notably the Singapore Food
Agency in the Ministry of Sustainability and the Environment. In 2009 a further
amendment to the AMLA was passed with specific reference to halal certification in
which the false display of halal logos or fake MUIS logos is considered a violation
of the law (Fischer 2016: 180). Under Section 88A (1) of the AMLA, for example,
any person who misuses the halal certificate or falsely displays halal certification
without being approved by MUIS is guilty of an offence that carries a significant fine
of up to SGD10,000 or one year’s imprisonment (Kamaludeen et al. 2010).

Despite Muslims constituting a relatively small minority in Singapore, state regu-
lation through the authority of MUIS to ensure the ‘halalness’ of particular food is effi-
cient with a high degree of compliance. As Fischer (2016: 190) notes, halal training
plays a crucial role as it helps embed awareness, understanding and knowledge of
standards and standardisation in halal practices.

3.5 Halal in Brunei

3.5.1 Halal Food Control Division

In Brunei, the Halal Food Control Division (Bahagian Kawalan Makanan Halal,
BKMH) is one of the units under the Syariah Affairs Department of MORA. Its
role is to control and handle the oversight of halal food products in the country,
including for restaurants, the food and beverage industry, food stalls and other similar
establishments. This includes products intended for the local market, imports and
exports that want to use the official halal logo of the Islamic Religious Council of
Brunei (Majlis Ugama Islam Brunei, MUIB).
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The BKMH was established in response to a speech by the Sultan of Brunei in
1997 in which he stressed the importance of halal and instructed relevant govern-
mental bodies to take action (Prime Minister’s Office 1997). Initially, the BKMH
was primarily concerned with meat regulation under the enactment of the Halal Meat
(Chapter 183) law of 1998 (Brunei 2014). The promotion of halal led to the Halal
Certificate and Halal Label Order 2005 but it took almost three years to complete the
standard guidelines with the first audit operation in 2008 (Brunei Darussalam 2005).
Halal-related matters in terms of preparation, food handling and site auditing are
carried out solely by the BKMH except if relevant officers from other departments
are needed for audit efficacy purposes. For instance, members from the Department
of Agriculture and Agrifood can be called to join the audit if it involves inspecting
premises involved in food production. If the audit is of pharmaceutical products or
cosmetics, both the BKMH and the Pharmacy Section from the Ministry of Health
will be involved.

3.5.2 Piawai Brunei Darussalam

National standards are covered by the Brunei Darussalam Standard (Piawai Brunei
Darussalam, PBD) (on the Brunei Standard, see Ministry of Finance and Economy
n.d.). This aims to provide comprehensive national guidelines in areas such as perfor-
mance, service, systems, processes and products. The national standard on halal
food—PBD 24:2007—is the general guideline or manual for halal food, that is, what
is permitted under the authority of MUIB (MUIB 2007a). The standard covers general
guidelines on the production, preparation, handling, distribution and storage of halal
food, and makes clear that in its preparation references were made to a range of other
national and regional best practices, including: the Halal Certificate and Halal Label
Order 2005, Malaysian Standard MS 1500:2004 on halal food, the State Mufti’s
fatwa of Brunei Darussalam, the Halal Meat Act, the ASEAN General Guidelines on
the Preparation and the Handling of Halal Food, and the Guidelines on the Control of
Muslim Consumption Goods and Foods, Brunei Darussalam, Indonesia, Malaysia,
Singapore.

The PBD 24:2007 manual provides mostly practical guidelines for the food
industry on the preparation and handling of halal food and also some essential
definitions. The standards are used in conjunction with the laws of Islam (hukum
syara’) and mazhab Shafi'i (Shafi‘i jurisprudence) implemented in Brunei and any
other relevant standards and guidelines recognised and passed by the then Energy
and Industry Department of the Prime Minister’s Office.' Under PBD 24:2007, halal

! The Energy and Industry Department was upgraded to the Ministry of Energy and Industry in
2018, and then restructured in the same year, and renamed the Ministry of Energy, Manpower and
Industry. In 2019, the non-energy industry portfolio—including the food and beverage industry—
was subsumed under the restructured Ministry of Finance and Economy.
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food is defined as that which is fit for human consumption and permitted by law. The
necessary conditions to follow include:

(a) the food or its ingredients that do not contain any parts or products of animals
that are non-halal to Muslims according to Hukum Syara’ or products of animals
which are not slaughtered according to Hukum Syara’;

(b) the food does not contain any ingredients that are najis [polluted] according to
Hukum Syara’;

(c) the food that is safe and not harmful,

(d) the food that is not prepared, processed or manufactured using equipment that
is contaminated with things that are najis according to Hukum Syara’. (ibid.: 7)

The manual emphasises the importance of hygiene, sanitation, sanitisation and food
safety in preparing halal food, while inspectors to oversee compliance are appointed
by MORA. Much of the content of PBD 24:2007 is fairly similar to that of Malaysia’s
standard inscribed in MS 1500:2004. Having said that, respondents indicated that
although PBD 24:2007 may function as the national standard for Brunei, the Guide-
line for Halal Certification (BCG 1) and Guideline for Halal Compliance Audit (BCG
2) are the most accurate standards for the BKMH to follow (MUIB 2007b).> These
documents specify precise guidelines on the proper procedure and conduct of audits
along with the preparation requirements for all applicants. PBD 24:2007 is more
applicable to food factories and industrial production, whereas food establishments
such as food premises and restaurants largely come under the auspices of both BCG
1 and BCG 2.

3.6 Impacts of Halal Certification on the Food
and Beverage Industry

3.6.1 The Respondents

There are limited studies on the effects of halal food standards implementation for
the food and beverage industry in Brunei (Izni Azrein 2016). This section examines
the impact of the HCHLO in particular by drawing on interview data from a range
of respondents who work in the industry. Diana’s company was among the first
companies to be officially certified as halal in 2008. She has established six restaurants
and her food production includes both packaged products and specialist traditional
crackers. Diana had experience of applying for both the halal permit and halal label.
Anita is an employee of the Brunei Halal Foods brand of Ghanim International
Corporation and a forerunner of the halal food industry in Brunei. The brand was
established in 2009 with the aim of becoming the platform for the development of
local MSMEs and providing market access support internationally. Kevin is a local

2 Interviews were conducted with several officers of the BKMH who deal with halal certification
and halal labelling from application and site auditing to certification and follow-up audit.
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Chinese business operator selling ice cream in the Brunei-Muara district. He runs
a showroom at a local hypermarket. The business manufactures ice cream products
at their kitchen near their showroom in Gadong. Rose is a home-based online seller
who supplies desserts and cakes to shops. She applied for both the halal logo and
halal certification in 2017. Alique works for a government agency during the week
and operates a stall on weekends to generate extra income. He had not yet applied
for halal certification.

3.6.2 Halal Certification and the Halal Logo

According to Diana, although halal certification and the halal logo are new, the
process associated with them has been gradually developing over the past 10 years.
She expressed support for both initiatives in that they prioritise cleanliness and
hygiene regulation for food handling and preparation. For Diana, food-related busi-
nesses have been expanding in Brunei, and this has raised concerns over hygiene
and cleanliness and the responsibilities of vendors. She noted that halal certifica-
tion would help reduce doubts among consumers. She explained that the function of
certification is similar to barcode verification, in which products from overseas can
be traced to the manufacturer.

Anita agreed that the production of halal food by vendors at the moment is fairly
open and unrestricted. The HCHLO is the first phase in regulating the food industry.
Its aim is to facilitate its development and not to burden people. According to her,
this is necessary because the value of the Brunei Halal Foods brand is reliant on its
ability to ensure the trustworthiness of the process. Nonetheless, Anita was aware
that enforcement does present challenges:

I do think it is a good idea. However, of course as usual the government has limited resources.
So sometimes when it is implemented, it is not implemented in phases, they just directly
announce and expect people to comply immediately. But so far, I heard, people were initially
unclear about what this means for their business. But I think now in the past few months that
MORA has done a little bit more of communication in terms of what this means for their
businesses. It has got a lot clearer. For us, as food manufacturers, we always have to follow
the standards, the process of having our products certified within 45 days and the fact that
we have to follow. So, it’s not been a problem but it’s not also a problem for our MSMEs,
because we work with a lot of MSMEs where we take a lot of their products.

Anita also noted that many local MSMEs were not ready to expand overseas, and
Brunei food industries were still largely reliant on imports.

3.6.3 What is Halal? Between Practice and Certification

For BKMH officers, halal in Brunei encompasses the notion of halalan thayyiban,
which encapsulates what is permissible, good and hygienic in food products. Halal,
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accordingly to Alique, involves ritual slaughter of products like poulty and meat and
it is easily identified from the label and logo commonly on display in local shops.
Alique and his wife sell traditional delicacies and asserted that everything they sell
is entirely halal starting from the raw ingredients and meat used in cooking and
preparing the food. Alique claimed to only purchase necessary items for food and
consumption in local shops unlike other vendors who might use items smuggled
across the border from Limbang or Miri in Sarawak. Although there are significant
price differences between the two, Alique insisted that it is his responsibility to
provide customers with the same halal food he consumes. He prefers to purchase
things from local markets as he trusts the control of halal in Brunei:

Since our business is entirely based on halal, we do not buy things from outside. Besides,
the question on the halalness of the things we buy from outside is doubted. We buy things
locally, and we keep the receipts of our purchases in case there is a sudden inspection. If so,
we can justify to the inspectors where we get our things from, they are from local stores. But
there are some among the same vendors like us who would just go for easy option. I don’t
want to be nosy and it’s their business, but some would actually just sneak them here. Yes, I
do acknowledge the price is cheaper there compared to the local markets. Well, you’re lucky
if you don’t get caught, otherwise you’ll be fined. So rather than risking fines, the efficient
way is just to buy things here where the halalness and cleanliness are guaranteed.

Similar to Alique, Kevin expressed that applying for halal certification is not only
about the ritual slaughter of products, but also concerns hygiene and cleanliness of
the premises as denoted under halalan thayyiban.

Somewhat differently, for Rose, halal is not only about hygiene but the processing
and production of halal food entirely by Muslims. She cited several cafes that display
halal certification but their cooks are non-Muslims. She maintained that this makes
people question whether halalness is linked exclusively to certification or actual
ethical practices. From Rose’s perspective, if food is produced by Muslims, it is
halal even though it is not officially certified. Having said that, for Rose halal is well
regulated in Brunei. The authorities encourage people to sell food that is halal and
maintain the quality and hygiene of consumer products.

3.6.4 Limitations of Halal Certification

As Diana noted, prior to the announcement of the new pricing structure for halal
certification, she had only paid BND50 per product. She thought the new pricing
scheme is costly because food sellers still need to renew their certificate once every
three years. According to Diana:

This is what I face at the moment, the ingredients we had applied previously had already
been approved, and imagine after three years they inform you that ‘we have to reject this
ingredient because it’s not approved’ and it’s a bit of a hassle for us because we have to
find the ingredient to replace the declined one, and of course it’s a bit tedious work and
time-consuming. Why do I say so? Because for us business operators, we have to entertain
the government agencies, yet some of the procedures need to be improved because we have
to go to the stores again and do several investigations on our own.
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Diana supported the introduction of more stringent requirements in halal certifica-
tion, but she had some reservations regarding the government’s aim of encouraging
business start-ups through the ‘ease of doing business’ initiative:

Ease of doing business means not really too much of leniency but you can give-and-take.
Don’t be like ‘die die you must do it, die die you have to change’. Same goes for halal
certification. Well, for me it’s good, but it’s supposed to be more friendly and easy for users.
We can apply for it online so that we don’t have to go here and there to apply, we can just
check in the system, and the payment procedure too. The payment procedure for me is very
ridiculous, once you get a call to receive the letter that your application is approved, you
are told to come to the old building to get the letter and go upstairs and make payment and
... for me it’s just not convenient for senior citizens, they would complain. Why don’t they
just make it easy to do payment via online? Moreover, if they are planning to upgrade the
system, just make sure the server is not slow.

Kevin also expressed concerns about the way new certification requirements will
pose considerable difficulties for those involved in micro businesses such as hawkers:

My opinion is, I mean it’s good for the people so we don’t have to worry and it’s just that
I thought the process could have been done a little more efficiently and helpful. For our
products, I’'m not worried, because we go and do it and we apply for it. We adhere to what is
advised and required and even did the amendments that are necessitated. But other thing on
my mind, although it is none of my business, but I worry about those hawkers in Brunei, how
are they going to survive? Just look at the night market [pasar malam]. You can’t possibly
ask them to list down all the ingredients. To ask them to apply, yes they can when someone
is doing it for them and that means money, right? So I mean, to us it’s not inconvenient,
because we want our products to be halal certified so we went to do it, but for them they
might have this mindset ‘I’'m already a Muslim, I know what I buy is definitely halal so what
we prepare is indeed halal, so why do you want me to apply for the halal cert?’

The use of a halal certification logo that identifies the country of origin of
the product is welcomed throughout the Association of Southeast Asian Nations
(ASEAN) region. However, having been in the business both locally and internation-
ally, Diana mentioned that the Brunei halal logo has not yet achieved the same level
of international ‘brand’ recognition as other more well-established logos (Fig. 3.1).

Fig. 3.1 Brunei’s halal logo.
Source World Halal
Authority (www.wha-halal.
org/de/)
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For Diana, it would be a real achievement if Brunei were able to penetrate overseas
markets, but brand recognition of the Brunei halal logo remains limited:

Our Brunei halal logo is not well known unfortunately. If you bring our Brunei halal logo to
the European market, they won’t be able to recognise it, but if you bring our Brunei halal logo
to Indonesia and Malaysia, they would definitely know that the marking indicates Brunei. So
for me, the halal logo in Brunei is still lacking in comprehensive awareness. The government
authority should develop awareness to the global [market], not only Asia or throughout the
region of BIMP-EAGA [Brunei Darussalam—Indonesia—Malaysia—Philippines East ASEAN
Growth Area] because I could say Brunei is already strong in the archipelago region area.
‘We should cater the Muslims outside and let the taste of Asia be known outside our region
when, in fact, Brunei is among the first countries to regulate halal in the ASEAN region.

Diana was nonetheless more positive that Brunei would actually stand to gain a lot if
its halal logo and products were brought to the international market. She highlighted
a lack of awareness and the practice of international markets to place more emphasis
on Good Manufacturing Practice certification and the Halal Compliance Critical
Control Point analyses.

For Anita, the halal standard of Brunei is quite strong, but she also recounted an
example of when Ghanim International tried to penetrate Middle Eastern markets
where they thought the Brunei halal logo would have traction. When they promoted
the Brunei Halal Foods brand, problems arose in dealing with the rules and regulations
of particular countries. Anita noted:

Some countries do not accept our company’s brand because it has not been registered, for
example, so those are the impediments that we find in terms of market access. For example,
in Dubai, it took us one year to penetrate into the Middle East because of all the regulations
for the recognition of Brunei Halal Foods brands officially into their system. It’s not there yet.
So, like what Malaysia did or JAKIM, they are very aggressive in terms of the registration of
their logo’s recognition. So we haven’t done that yet, so we feedback this to the government
agencies because we are backed by government, and we are a government company anyway,
and now they are taking note on where are the target markets for Brunei, not just Ghanim
itself, but the whole of Brunei. So they are looking at the registration process into these
countries for recognition so that companies who wanted to go and trade, it makes it easy
for them to trade—it’s all about money. Our halal is accepted, it’s just the recognition is not
there yet, the official recognition. Our halal brand, the Korean and Chinese are interested
with our halal brand because they know our halal is trustworthy, and it gives them peace of
mind so they don’t mind paying millions for it. That is the value of our halal actually.

According to Anita, halal certification in Brunei was previously not particularly
profit oriented. However, she believed that the authorities are paying more attention
to the halal market as a lucrative investment:

Comparing our halal certification in Brunei and the process to other countries, I would love
to say our country doesn’t take ours seriously. Because for us we don’t have commercial
interest towards it. So in a way it gives you as a Muslim a peace of mind, that what I eat is safe
for my consumption. Whereas for other countries, there is an urgency to grow so in a way
leniency is there. Malaysia has a different way of approaching it; they understand business.
But in Brunei, our government to be honest has just begun learning how to understand
business. How to understand the difficulties that businesses faced, and only now are we
having dialogues on business. Formerly we didn’t.
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3.7 Halalan Thayyiban: A Question of Quality and Hygiene

And eat of what Allah has provided for you [which is] lawful and good. And fear Allah, in
whom you are believers. [Qur’an, Al-Ma’idah 5:88]

O mankind, eat from whatever is on earth [that is] lawful and good. [Qur’an, Al-Baqarah
2:168]

During the Second International Seminar on Halalan Thayyiban Products and
Services in 2017 (SAPPHAT II), co-organised by the then Energy and Industry
Department at the Prime Minister’s Office and concurrently held with the annual
Brunei Halal Showcase (BruHAS) at Universiti Islam Sultan Sharif Ali, one of the
invited keynote speakers stated that halal must go hand in hand with tayyib (Prime
Minister’s Office 2017). He defined halalan thayyiban as pure and good, respec-
tively, and said that these two aspects are inseparable in achieving a general standard
or system for halal products. As Bergeaud-Blackler et al. (2016) note on standards
and standardisation, the terms are associated with several meanings, including the
qualities of products comprising production, preparation, handling, storage of halal
and the authorities involved. In this sense, halalan thayyiban is about ensuring high-
quality products for the halal market. Respondents from the BKMH viewed halalan
thayyiban as generally relevant and applicable to Brunei. Several officers highlighted
the BKMH’s initiatives to exclude certain items that are passed and certified as halal
by JAKIM but not by the BKMH. Some commodities may be considered halal but
remain unhygienic as clearly indicated in PBD 24:2007, which emphasises hygiene,
sanitation and food safety. According to the respondent Rose, halalan thayyiban is
relevant to vendors. She claimed that ‘halal is more to hygiene terms’, especially in
handling food. She believed that cleanliness comes first in terms of food preparation.
Once the halal certificate and halal logo are approved, continual surveillance audits
of the applicants’ premises will also be carried out at regular intervals. In short,
the halal certificate and halal logo are part of standards and standardisation, while
halalan thayyiban acts as a medium for the halal quality required in the market.

3.8 Conclusion

Although halal is not new in the Bruneian context, the emergence of an officially
regulated halal industry is a fairly recent development supported by the government’s
compulsory halal certification and halal logo or permit scheme where halal quality
is demanded. Data findings reveal that religion, state involvement and markets are
closely interlinked in understanding the emergence of halal certification in Brunei.
As this chapter highlights, halal is now viewed as a profitable investment. Brunei
has begun to follow Malaysia and Singapore into the multibillion dollar global halal
industry and compete with other Muslim and non-Muslim countries for a market share
of this lucrative industry. Enforcement of the halal certification and halal logo scheme
not only serves as a means for Brunei to tap into the global halal market, but it has also
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‘provided a systematic way of strengthening food security and safety’ (Bergeaud-
Blackler 2016: 107). Although implementation has not been without challenges for
local vendors, Brunei’s adherence to and incorporation of halalan thayyiban into its
standards and guidelines are allowing the country and its businesses to carve a niche
market position as a purveyor of high-end quality products.
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Chapter 4 ®)
Youth Religiosity and Social Media e
in Brunei Darussalam

Siti Mazidah Mohamad

Abstract The development of digital technology has led to transformations in our
everyday lives and, as a result, produced new practices and new spatialities. Young
people at the heart of these transformations display unique forms of religiosity that
are somewhat different from that of their parents’ generation. This chapter examines
young Malay Muslim Bruneians’ lived religiosities in the context of their everyday
engagements on social media. They question markers of religiosities, are cautious
about self-disclosures, and negotiate and challenge intergenerational and intragenera-
tional pressures. Their lived religiosities offer up microgeographies of young people’s
religiosities, and throw new light on contemporary youth religious culture and the
broader sociocultural and religious development facilitated by digital technology.

Keywords Brunei Darussalam - Young people + Lived religiosity * Islam -
Social media

4.1 Introduction

Intensification in the use of digital technology has led to the creation of new commu-
nication practices and new religious spaces, and has transformed religious practices
globally. There has been a growing interest in the intersections between digital media
and religion in the work of scholars in the humanities and social sciences since the
late 1990s, and among the earlier studies is an analysis of engagement with virtual
spaces or cyberspace that has altered our understanding and practice of religion (see,
for example, Hoover and Clark 2002; Lawrence 2002; Hgjsgaard and Warburg 2005;
Lovheim 2007; Horsfield and Teusner 2007; Campbell 2007; Teusner 2015; Camp-
bell and Teusner 2015; Cloete 2016). During the first two decades of the twenty-first
century, the introduction and rapid rise of social media sites created new spaces
and contexts where users have framed their religiosities, understanding what being
religious means and modifying their religious landscapes. At the centre of these
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transformations are young people, who are the predominant users of these digital
media and technology, particularly social media sites. Young people are seen to
have consumed and shared religious resources and expressed their (non)religious
self on social mediascapes. Such media practices facilitate the religious expressions
of young people. Despite these observations of the active engagements of young
people, their online religiosities are underexplored, particularly within the subfield
of geographies of young people and geographies of religion (van Blerk 2019; Olson
and Reddy 2019).

The examination of young people’s everyday lived religiosities through the circu-
lation, exchange and reproduction of religious content in new spaces created by
social media is more pertinent today. It is particularly relevant in Brunei Darussalam,
a Muslim-majority country where Islam as the official religion is institutionalised
and embedded in everyday social and cultural practices. Being a Muslim is closely
tied to the ethnic identity of being Malay. The country has a remarkable internet and
social media penetration rate: 95% and 99% of the total population respectively in
2021 (Kemp 2021). The high rate of participation in social media has impacted on
the lives of young people, including their religiosities. Religiosities are understood
as the ‘embodied experience of religion or the belief, practices, and relationships
that individuals or collectives produce while constituting the sacred and the secular’
(Olson and Reddy 2019: 459), and are expressed through behaviour and practices.
This contemporary youth religious social mediascape begs the question of what form
of youth religiosities can be observed in these new communication practices and
spaces. Are these religiosities in contestation with the practices of existing predigital
religious institutions? Can we expect to see fewer performances of religious identity
in exchange for more secular everyday practices? What form will youth religious
culture take in these new spaces?

This chapter examines Malay Muslim Bruneian lived religiosities in the context
of their everyday engagements on social media. It offers a microgeography of young
people’s religiosities influenced by both local and global developments, and how
contemporary youth religious culture is shaped. Despite observing more religious
expressions of young people in the country through their self-disclosure on social
media sites, many others are reluctant to reveal their religious identity and are ques-
tioning the markers of religiosities. As Malay Muslims in Brunei, they must negotiate
the expectations of their peers, parents and the wider Malay Muslim community.
In this regard, religiosities are both individual and communal. Their portrayal of
religiosities depends on their aspirations, their negotiation with the community’s
expectations (intergenerational and intragenerational), and the infrastructure of and
accessibility to social mediascapes, which can be liberating yet confining. I argue
that despite the common observation that young people are less religious and the
growing displays of religious transgressions on their social mediascapes, they shape
their religiosities in ways relevant to their lives, which do not necessarily indicate a
lack of piety. In the penultimate section of this chapter, I offer a reflection of youth
religiosities and youth religious culture of Malay Muslims and the sociocultural and
religious transformations of Brunei society.
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4.2 Young People’s Lived Religiosity and Digital Media
Engagement

New religious practices have been discussed extensively in growing scholarly
engagements on religion and digital media from ritual studies, geographies of reli-
gion, material culture, studies focusing on the representation of religion, to perfor-
mance of religiosities. Morten T. Hgjsgaard and Martin Warburg’s (2005) edited
volume Religion and cyberspace was one of the first to examine interactions in
cyberspace, covering broad religious traditions, diverse apps and methodologies.
Meanwhile, Heidi Campbell’s (2013) edited collection Digital religion: Under-
standing religious practice in new media worlds, although not focusing specifically
on young people, offers an overview of young Muslim and Christian individuals’
engagements with the new media. Geographers have recently called for more studies
on young people’s religiosities in the online context (van Blerk 2019; Olson and
Reddy 2019) to add to the already existing body of literature on geographies of
youth and religion (Holloway and Valins 2002; Hopkins and Pain 2007; Vanderbeck
2007; Hopkins et al. 2011; Siti Mazidah 2014; Hemming 2016). There is also a strong
presence of research on young people, religion, and popular culture and digital media
from other disciplines (Weintraub 2011; Lyden and Mazur 2015; Janmohamed 2016;
Kamaludeen 2016).

New religious practices and presentations of religious identity, particularly on
social media sites, are intricately linked with the notion of self-identity develop-
ment, self-exploration and self-expression through active or passive self-disclosure.
With the growing use of social media sites, young people are sharing religious-related
information and self-reflections, which may be intended as personal reflections (Siti
Mazidah 2018a, 2018b). While analysing such changes in young people’s religious
practices, we need to consider the transformation beyond the individual to the institu-
tional and micro level to meso level. One example is the transfer of authority of reli-
gious sharing from institutions to individuals (Campbell 2007; Campbell and Teusner
2011). In the pre-social media era, the public relied on officially appointed individ-
uals from religious institutions to disseminate information. However, the power to
create and circulate content, including religious content, is now in the hands of the
users, made possible by Web 2.0, which began to be developed around 2003-2004,
which enabled user-generated content and facilitated a more participatory culture.

Globalisation, transcultural flows and the consumption of popular culture are
continuing to transform young people’s understanding and practice of religiosities.
With the rise of digital content creators (such as social media influencers and micro-
celebrities), a different landscape of youth religious culture has surfaced, piquing
academic and public interest in how religiosities are (re)produced (Islam 2019; Siti
Mazidah and Nurzihan 2021). Within the Southeast Asian region, the rise of young
qualified Islamic scholars (ustaz, ustazah) and women who wear head coverings
(hijabi) as microcelebrities or religious influencers using digital media exemplifies
the transfer of religious authority, young Muslims’ performance of religiosity, and
their engagement with digital media and popular culture. These hijabi and religious
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microcelebrities/influencers use their everyday lives, struggles and engagements with
their audiences to create religious content relevant to young Muslims, rather than any
formal religious education.

Eva F. Nisa (2018) and Annisa R. Beta (2019) have demonstrated how religious
social media influencers in Indonesia, through their everyday sharing of religious
content in the form of self-reminders and proselytisation (dakwah), can influence the
religious landscape of the country. Elsewhere I have argued that hijabi celebrities
such as Vivy Yusof, although not a religious influencer herself, are able to promote
hijab wearing among the Muslim women in the region (Siti Mazidah and Nurz-
ihan 2021; Siti Mazidah 2021). In contrast to the expectation of Muslim women to
maintain modesty, hijabi microcelebrities/influencers are reframing what modesty
and the hijab mean for them. This reveals different forms of religious practices
which are embedded in the everyday life of social media users. From the audience’s
perspective, we can observe a different form of religious consumption. The audi-
ence does not rely solely on mass-produced information by religious institutions or
bodies (such as schools or religious classes), but instead look to material they will-
ingly consume by following these (non)celebrated religious individuals. In such a
situation, one’s religious or spiritual journey is relatively individualised through the
selective consumption of religious content.

Brunei’s youth religious landscape is a good example of the changing demo-
graphics of religious agents and the transfer of religious authority. We continue to
observe and appreciate young Bruneians as new (certified) religious agents such
as Ustazah Hanisah Othman and Ustaz Khairul Nazif. Their dakwah, delivered in
English and Brunei Malay, and sometimes with humour, are relatable to everyday
contexts and young people’s experiences. For example, Ustazah Hanisah, using
her personal Instagram profile, performs relatable dakwah between her everyday
postings. There are also young people who work individually and collectively on
Instagram to remind Muslims of their responsibilities and duties: @nasihat4qalby,
@matters.oc and @cm.adam. Similarly, young globalised Muslims in Singapore and
Sydney are circumventing local constraints and contesting the religious and cultural
teachings and expectations of the older generation. Their rereading of Islam does
not render them ‘as either “liberal” or “conservative’, but represents their lived
and everyday experiences (Kamaludeen 2016: 4). These young Muslims offer lay
and lived everyday religion, which may or may not be in contestation with the offi-
cial institutionalised religious practices. Consequently, young people’s engagement
with religion today markedly contrasts with that of the older generation and the
expectations of official institutions. I am not suggesting a decline in the authority
of religious institutions, but rather wish to draw attention to the diversification of
the sources of religious information, transmission and consumption, as well as a
rethinking of religion and religiosities and religious expression enabled by the new
digital communication spaces.

As I have noted elsewhere, it is essential to study individual religious experiences
at a micro level, particularly in the online context (Siti Mazidah 2014). The use of
those sites and experiences is individualised. These analyses offer more nuanced
insights into young people’s religiosities, spatialities and cultures. Over two decades
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ago, Lily Kong (2001: 408, 410) asked three questions that are still relevant today,
concerning technology, religion and space. First, how has technology changed and
facilitated new religious practices? Second, how has religion harnessed technology?
And third, ‘how will geography and place [contribute to] ... the reproduction of reli-
gion as rituals’ transform? The first and third questions are relevant to the discussion
in this chapter on young people’s lived religiosity and digital media engagement. The
current practices we observe on social media sites, websites, blogs and video-sharing
sites are examples of how technology has changed and facilitated new religious prac-
tices. They are utilised to share religious knowledge, portray areligious self and create
new religions.

As these new practices become rituals conducted day in and day out, sometimes
subconsciously, what we understand as religious space/sacred space is no longer the
same. Digital media provide the spaces that Kong (ibid.: 405) calls techno-religious
spaces: ‘Technological developments have opened up new spaces of religious prac-
tice—or “techno-religious spaces™’. For scholars of geographies of religion, mass
broadcasting via television and radio as well as physical offline spaces are considered
to be these new religious spaces. However, virtual or online spaces in their sociocul-
tural and religious contexts have yet to be conceptualised as a techno-religious and
lived space. Lived space is usually examined in the context of social, cultural and
political concerns of everyday life (Worth 2015), and by geographers studying young
people’s offline spaces and what it means to be young in specific locations (Hopkins
2010). The notion of lived space is relevant to how technology has changed religious
practices and how geography and place figure in the reproduction of religion, and
what youth religiosities have emerged from these new communication practices and
spaces. Youth religiosities may be further examined by focusing on space and place as
the site of self and identity—fluid, relational and contingent (Valentine 2007; Worth
2015; Hemming 2016; Olson and Reddy 2019). As mentioned in the introduction,
young people’s digital media use and their online spaces have not been unpacked
well enough yet to fully understand their religiosities.

4.3 Researching Young People’s Religiosities

Since 2014 I have developed an interest in the religiosity of young Muslims in Brunei.
This was sparked by the PhD research I conducted from 2010 to 2014 on the culti-
vation and performance of the cosmopolitan self on Facebook by Malaysian Malay
Muslim students while studying in Britain. The complexities and nuances of the
respondents’ everyday lives revealed interesting conceptions of the religious self,
online and offline lived religiosities, and their embeddedness in cosmopolitanism
(Siti Mazidah 2014). The insights from this research led me to question what forms
of religiosities could be observed in Brunei. In this Muslim-majority state, Islam is
accepted as a way of life visible in the day-to-day practices of Malay Muslims, partic-
ularly in light of the implementation of syariah law introduced in 2014 (Department
of Information 2014).
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Although I concentrated predominantly on the online space, the mutually consti-
tutive aspects of online and offline environments require both spaces to be analysed.
The observations conducted on social media sites such as Facebook, Instagram,
Twitter and, very recently, TikTok are guided by a number of factors: what young
people post on social media; the specific religious content they post; how the audi-
ence responds to the religious content young people share; what is shared on different
social media sites; and the changes in the content shared over time. Over the years,
I have observed a growing number of religious postings by young Bruneians and
dedicated profiles, which have contributed to the sharing of religious content and
creating a religious communal presence on the social mediascape. To further obtain
insights into the young people’s thoughts, practices and experiences, I discussed my
observations with students in my undergraduate modules. I used an online discus-
sion, qualitative content analysis (QCA) and conversations with a few young people
to inform my investigation.

An online discussion page was created on Canvas, a learning management system,
for students enrolled in one of my undergraduate modules. These students are young
people between the ages of 21 and 25. Several key questions guided the discussion:
What are the students’ thoughts of young people’s religiosities? Do they portray their
Muslim identity in the online space? What are their reasons for (not) sharing reli-
gious content or displaying the religious self on their social media sites? Fifty-three
discussion entries were recorded, and only entries from Malay Muslim Bruneians
are included in the analysis. Permission to use their entries was obtained before
the discussion was posted online. While facilitating this online discussion, I was
concerned that the presence of other Malay Muslims in the discussion space may
discourage them from freely expressing their views. However, I found the students
to be upfront and open with their opinions and experiences. Forum discussions have
been used in religion and digital media studies (Tsuria et al. 2017), and such platforms
have also been known to offer respondents a relatively accessible space to examine
personal issues (Im and Chee 2006). Respondents have more time to formulate their
opinions and contribute to what others have shared on the site. The key findings from
the online discussions include their search for a religious identity and its markers,
realisation that social and worldly matters distract young people from dedicating
themselves to Islam, intergenerational and intragenerational tensions that need to be
negotiated, and a lack of in-depth Islamic knowledge affecting their portrayal of a
religious self.

The findings from the observation and discussion are used as guides for the QCA.
The QCA was conducted to obtain content specific to religious sharing and how
young people (individuals and groups) portray their religious self online and was
categorised into three parts. The first was on individual and community Instagram
and Twitter profiles dedicated to spreading Islamic belief and practices. The second
was on random young people’s profiles to obtain an idea of what content is circulated
on the sites while the third was on random postings that are relevant to young people’s
thoughts on religious practices online. Conversations with a few young people to
obtain deeper insights into their online practices and religiosities have also been
conducted to supplement the two main methods.
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While observing the burgeoning sharing of religious views by young people on
social media sites, I have found that there are Malay Muslims who have never
shared religious content on social media and others who have kept it to a minimum.
My research findings do point to a growing religiosity among young people, while
noticing young people who openly display religious transgression. Living in a country
where the majority of society are Malay Muslims, I expected greater expression of
areligious self. Interestingly, my respondents indicated that they are quite reluctant
and cautious with sharing religious practices or portraying a religious self for several
reasons. The reluctance or caution in expressing their religious selves on social medi-
ascapes are important issues discussed in the next section. This reluctance to openly
portray their Muslim identity online is linked to the growing uncertainty with what
religiosity entails today, the differences in intergenerational and intragenerational
religious expectations and practices, the opportunities social mediascapes offer for
their presentation of identity, and their everyday social interactions with others on
the sites and in the offline environment.

4.4 Questioning Religiosity and Managing Moral Policing

These young people’s online presence becomes performative with the growing inten-
sity of self-disclosure evident in the amount of information posted on social media
sites. Their social media presence is not just about disclosing their everyday activities,
likes or dislikes, and what they think. Instead, these disclosures collectively become
their identity markers of how other people view them. In this context, being a good
Muslim is not an individual and personal matter that remains only between oneself
and Allah. The notion of a good Muslim is linked with the idea of maintaining one’s
religious identity in both online and offline spaces. One cannot present a self that is
religious online but portray a different self offline or vice versa. The nature of the
online spaces such as the persistence of information on the sites, the social reach of
the information, the search functionality of the internet allowing for one’s informa-
tion to be located, and the replicability of data through copying, pasting and screen
capture makes one’s online presence permanent (Boyd 2008). Unlike offline and
face-to-face self-presentation, which are temporal, the online self remains accessible
indefinitely. Information shared on these sites can be retrieved later.

Apart from the nature of the online space, their audience, predominantly Malay
Muslims, expects their image to be consistent in both spaces. Constructing and main-
taining one’s identity in the online space is not a straightforward task. Brunei is a
Muslim-majority country with a close-knit community where people consider them-
selves related to one another via marriage or blood. There is a strong connection
between culture and religion in which Islam is embedded in Bruneians’ everyday
social and cultural practices. A Muslim religious identity is often conflated with a
Malay ethnic identity. Religious transgressions are often taken as culturally trans-
gressive behaviour. In such a context, religiosities that should be personal become
a collective and cultural concern. An individual is thus conscious of a consistent
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self-presentation. The respondents expressed concern about being criticised as hypo-
critical. Such expectations from the audience and the sites’ accessibility discourage
these young people from sharing religious information and presenting their Muslim
selves on the sites. One’s online presence becomes interpersonal and must be care-
fully managed to avoid misunderstanding and judgment, especially by other Malay
Muslims.

What arises from this concern of maintaining one’s religious identity is the
question of what religiosities entail. To this end, self-comparison, assessing what
other Muslims are doing, and questioning markers of religiosity and piousness are
common. When asked what these young people think about their religiosities, one
respondent replied by asking what is needed to present oneself as a Muslim. If we
are not sure of what religious practices are used to measure religiosity, what does it
mean to be religious? Often, the expectations of being a good Muslim are questioned
and contested.

Despite knowing the audience’s expectations in one’s presentation of the Muslim
self, they insist on not displaying their religious identity for several reasons. First,
there is a fear of being judged in case they are unable to maintain their religious or
Muslim identity, as the following discussants disclose.

In my opinion, yes most young people are expected to be less religious. But what does being
religious mean? Is praying five times a day considered as religious? What if someone does
fewer religious activities such as looking at inappropriate things online but still prays five
times a day? Would that be religious or not? (Discussant, male)

I didn’t want to be seen and categorised by people as being a more religious or less religious
type of person. It is very complicated to me because being seen as either could make people
misunderstood, make assumptions or treat me differently. Mainly because the fear of being
Jjudged too. If I seem to look or act religious, someone might say ‘You did [these] religious
activities, praying and all these but you forgot to cover your intimate parts of the body that
must be hidden from the view of others [aurat], etc., how could you not know these things?
Are you being fake religious?’ or they pointed out some of my actions or flaws that could
affect my self-esteem. (Discussant, female)

The answer is no, [ don’t really see me portraying myself as a religious figure on the internet.
There is no definite reason behind it. However, one of the reasons that I can think of is that to
be someone who is ‘religious’ I need to be someone who is perfect in every aspect. Because,
in the eyes of society, these religious people are regarded as [perfect beings], someone who
doesn’t make mistakes, someone who does good in every action, etc. One small mistake
and these people are already clicking in their phone, bashing the keyboard on these people’s
weaknesses. We live in a judgmental society and we are bound by it. In the end I just keep a
religious image of me for myself to see. (Discussant, male)

Second, they are conscious of their lack of knowledge about Islam and being
called out. Admitting their lack of in-depth knowledge of Islam, the respondents
are not ready to show their religious self or at least their understanding of Islam for
fear of being criticised as ignorant and lacking in religious knowledge. The young
people I spoke to commonly say or write, ‘I’'m not religious’. This declaration acts
as a defence mechanism to safeguard themselves from the scrutiny and expectations
of their peers.
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I don’t usually portray myself online as I felt that it is an act of showing-off that I'm a good
or pious person, far better than anyone else. Back then, I used to share religious postings
online. However, 1 felt that I’m not fit to do so as there are still spiritual flaws that require
me to improve myself first before advising or influencing others.... I used to share and show
my Muslim identity through postings which included hadiths, religious inspirational quotes,
etc. (Discussant, male)

Third, presenting oneself as a devout Muslim could lead to arrogance, a behaviour
that is disapproved in Islam. The narrative of ‘learning to be a better Muslim’ is
commonly used to justify not portraying a Muslim self online. Some felt that reli-
giosity is not something that should be openly demonstrated for fear of showing
good deeds to others for attention or praise (riak, riya’ or riyaa’), which could lead
to arrogance and haughtiness. Muslims have to carefully tread their performance of
piousness due to the likelihood of committing riak. Keeping one’s good deeds and
religiosity hidden from the public could help avoid riak, maintain a desirable image,
and side-step possible contestations and negative responses from their audiences and
the Muslim community. Sharing religious-related information on their social media
sites is thus more of a self-reminder and self-reflection rather than showing off reli-
gious piety. Self-reminders are made evident through the use of dedicated hashtags
such as #selfreminder and #selfreflection in their captions which helps to neutralise
the posts, justify their sharing of such information and negate any potential negative
overtones. Preaching or explicitly reminding others to do good deeds and refraining
from sinning may be negatively misconstrued. Similarly, in Indonesia, Muslims have
to renegotiate riak potentially caused by online charity (sedekah) and Qur’an reading
in various ways, such as by emphasising one’s intention and reassuring themselves
that Allah forgives those who seek forgiveness (Husein and Slama 2018). Several of
my informants commented in the following terms:

No, I don’t portray a religious self online. I don’t dare to call myself religious because it can
cause me fo develop riyaa’ [the act of showing off that you are religious]. Usually, whenever
I posted something religious, actually it is an act to reflect on myself rather than to preach
to my audiences. I don’t think the way I portray myself can be called religious when my
attitude or character shown in my social media are the opposite. (Discussant, female)

First, I am a hijabi, that already shows that I am a Muslim. Second, sometimes I posted
religious quotes or hadith which, as I mentioned above, is as a self-reflection. Third, I think
the way how I show my friends or family, or my surroundings also can tell my Muslim
identity online, such as how I celebrate Ramadan, Eid-ul-Fitr and attending some mosque
events. Finally, the most obvious one is I also put words of the Qur’an in my [Instagram]
bio-profile which obviously tells everyone that I am a Muslim. (Discussant, female)

Personally, I have no interest in portraying a religious self online, as I feel that my religiosity
is a personal matter that should be kept out of the public eye. However, my usual online
activities often consist of posts on [Instagram] stories or [WhatsApp] status updates, and
occasionally they will feature words of advice or motivational quotes from religious scholars
and preachers, supplications for various needs and situations, as well as news reports and
social media posts which highlight the ongoing oppression against Muslims around the
world. These habits of mine may be perceived by some as my efforts to portray or affirm my
Muslim identity online, but in actual fact I’m just doing it out of habit. I’'m in the rhythm,
so to speak. (Discussant, male)



60 Siti Mazidah Mohamad

Fourth, the discussants shared that displaying a religious self is unnecessary as
their audience is already aware of their Muslim identity. I expect such a view coming
from young people who are comfortable with their Muslim identity. However, a
few young people expressed the relevance of displaying one’s religious identity as
religious beliefs and practices are embedded in one’s everyday life, both online and
offline. Regardless of the time and space, as a Muslim, one’s religious self should
be visible and performed. Another mainstream practice among the respondents is
avoiding moral policing by fellow Malay Muslims on the sites by not disclosing
religious identity and practices and not blatantly displaying religious offences.

For the question on how I show my Muslim identity/religiosities online, I honestly found
this question puzzling. This is because the first thing that popped in my mind is “Why should
I show my Muslim identity when my followers already know I am a Muslim?’.... I am
not interested to show my Muslim identity online, since it’s already quite obvious to my
followers. (Discussant, female)

I never thought of this, to be honest. We live in a Muslim country and the majority of the
people are Muslims, so I think it’s not really necessary to ‘show your Muslim identity online’.
(Discussant, female)

Young people’s everyday concerns and strategies to avoid contestation is a complex
matter. Their social media presence is often monitored, scrutinised and, if seen as
offensive, contested by their audience. Consequently, it is more common to hear
young people refusing to share religious information and make known their religious
practices or opinions.

4.5 Challenging Intergenerational Religiosities and Status Quo

I'have argued that being a good Muslim is not simply a private matter but a collective
and cultural concern. The audience, usually other Malay Muslims, has a say in
other Malay Muslims’ social practices or lack of religious display. Surveillance
and moral policing put pressure on some young people to conform to expectations.
Some others insisted on not performing their religious self online in order to present
a neutral identity. Notwithstanding the surveillance and self-censorship in Brunei
society (Siti Mazidah 2019: 53), I observed more young people daring to disclose
sensitive practices to the Malay Muslim community.

It is common to hear young people say, ‘It’s between me and Allah’ when they
negotiate their religious identity offline and on social media sites, and sometimes
when justifying the act of not disclosing their religious views. Interestingly, the same
statement has also been used to justify actions questioned and contested by Islam,
such as defending religious transgressions. The religious transgressions here include
Muslims not covering their aurat, public displays of affection between unmar-
ried couples, cross-dressing and showing effeminate tendencies. Young Muslims
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are expected to be religious and portray their religious identity and faith through
Muslim sartorial presentation such as wearing a long robe or dress for males and
females (jubah, gamis or kurta) and using Islamic phrases such as ‘Inshallah’ (if
God wills), ‘Mashallah’ (what God has willed) and ‘Alhamdulillah’ (praise be to
God). Their refusal or reluctance to conform to such expectations are often met with
disapproval. These young people contest the restrictions that limit their religious
expressions.

The image that I have [of] what a religious man and women would look and act like ... would
be [a man] wearing a jubah or kurta with something to cover the top of their head [ropi haji],
while for women the attire would be a gamis. This will also be coupled with how they behave
and interact with people using ‘Insya’Allah’ instead of ‘maybe’ or ‘Masya’Allah’ instead of
‘wow’ and so on. Although this may not be in the theme of what people perceive as being
a religious person. Many of my friends and people I know who are considered as youth,
including myself, do not really act and dress like a religious [individual] as often as people
in the older generation do, but it does not mean the youths are not religious just a bit below
what the devout [warak] would be. (Discussant, male)

The expectation of youth being less religious comes from the elders and I think it is because
they expect that for one to be religious they would need to cover up, pray five times a day,
be knowledgeable about the religion and follow the dos and don’ts. However, things are
different now, as mentioned before one can dress up as how they please [against the religion]
but still pray and worship their God. (Discussant, female)

It’s because a lot of old people believe and think and see us young people as immature who
don’t know the consequences of our own actions and need constant [reminders] of what’s
right and wrong. Also due to the fact that old people seeing the generalised nature of the
young people being actively involved in things related to this temporary world [dunia], such
as playing games and whatnot. (Discussant, female)

Many old people might think, ‘These kids need to do something more beneficial to them like
doing prayers, etc., instead of [doing whatever we might be doing; playing games/going on
social media/engaging in our hobbies/hanging out with friends] those things’. Other young
people could be annoyed by this as they listen to this kind of religious talk [ceramah] often
and could made them disobey and refuse to listen the old people. (Discussant, female)

In the respondents’ opinions, being caught doing an action deemed wrong by older
Muslims and the religious authorities does not render them lacking piety. The broad
spectrum of religiosities is often used to defend one’s behaviour. As observed in the
captions and comment sections of social media sites, religious transgressions and
cultural offences such as not dressing according to syariah code, proudly and openly
discussing premarital intercourse and disclosing their non-heteronormative identities
are commonly justified and normalised by other Malay Muslims’ display of religious
offences. Young people are actively working on creating or justifying their religious
identities in a changing sociocultural and religious landscape.

A case in point is a young fitness influencer justifying his body transformation
by displaying it on social media. With the growing fitness community in the country
and the concern for a positive body image appropriated from the West, we observed
males and females sharing their bodybuilding practices, struggles to achieve their
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goals, success stories, body transformations and physical displays. Any Muslim
knows that one’s sartorial presentation and modest coverings are important markers
of religiosity. Hence, their physical appearance and bodily display are commonly
scrutinised by other Muslims. Religious transgressions in this situation are justified
and compensated by the greater good that their body display could encourage, in
terms of a healthy lifestyle and positive self-esteem.

Social media have increasingly shed light on the growing presence of the lesbian,
gay, bisexual, transgender, queer and intersex (LGBTQI) community in Brunei. Even
though non-heteronormative identities are not openly embraced, we could observe
openness towards the LGBTQI community among Malay Muslims. Exploration of
sexual identities, posts about coming out and cross-dressing are gradually being
seen on Twitter, Instagram and TikTok. Young adults and teenagers openly support
freedom of sexuality, evident in their affirmative responses to the social media sharing
of the individuals. Although homosexuality (and other non-heteronormative prac-
tices) is prohibited in Islam, the audience justifies its acceptance of an LGBTQI
presence by citing Islam as a religion of peace and justice. Brunei is a nation devoted
to God (negara zikir), a state that accepts ‘Islam as the religion of Allah the Almighty
whose teachings were conveyed through His messenger Prophet Muhammad (pbuh)’
(Izah 2021). As such, this involves ‘the practice and dissemination of Islamic teach-
ings by respecting and dignifying the Syi’ar [and] ... institutionalising Islam into the
system of government, customs and society’ (ibid.). As a consequence, such sexual
awareness and presence are a matter of concern to Malay Muslims in the country.

The experiences of these young people do share similarities with other young
people in other contexts. For instance, Malay Muslim performance of religiosities
in Malaysia is shaped by their community. Presenting a neutral self and avoiding
displaying religious transgressions online are strategic responses to their commu-
nity’s surveillance (Siti Mazidah 2014). Similarly, Peter E. Hopkins et al.’s (2011:
319-325) findings on young Scottish Christians’ religiosities reveal correspondence
(the transmission of religion and religious practices from parents to children), compli-
ance, conflict and challenges in intergenerational religiosities. These similarities in
the religiosities of young Bruneian Malay Muslims, Malaysian Malay Muslims and
Scottish Christians are significant. Regardless of their religion and contexts, the
general concerns the young people have are quite similar.

4.6 Young People’s Religious Culture and Lived Religiosities:
A Reflection

This chapter examines the individual, social and spatial construction of youth reli-
giosity. Questions about the markers of religious identity, lack of religious knowledge,
social representation and fact-checking by their peers are among their concerns in
portraying their religiosity, especially in social mediascapes. The lived religiosities
of the young people are shown to be relational and contingent on the space they
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take place in. The nature and infrastructure of social mediascapes, such as their
searchability function, social reach, replicability through copying and pasting, and
the presence of an audience, influence young people’s self-disclosure and presen-
tation of the self. The online space is a lived space where these young people’s
identities and everyday practices are actively shaped. Their religious self-disclosure
is always negotiated in consideration of their audience, who are predominantly Malay
Muslims. We expect users to be more comfortable portraying their religious self in
this Malay Muslim context and environment. However, this is not the case for most
of the respondents. Their audience is a significant influence on these young people’s
expression of their religious views. It is important to note that not displaying an
acceptable moral identity does not render them less religious but reveals a different
form of religiosity that is sensitive and relevant to their lives.

Digital technology (games, social media, the internet) and popular culture are
some of the factors that are thought to have distracted young people from religious
practices, with which the respondents agree. As one discussant wrote, ‘young people
are seen to be spending more time on dunia [world] matters than akhirah [afterlife]
... [pleople are naturally curious and we can be easily influenced with what we see on
social media’. Exposure to other cultures from social media results in what a respon-
dent called a ‘crisis in faith’. One respondent noted: ‘Now in a social media age youths
have more questions regarding the restrictions within Islam when they compare their
lives with those of non-Muslim backgrounds’. Similarly, another respondent said:
‘With technology the youth is exposed to different cultures and religions, the youth
are curious and can question the ethics and morals of the religion’.

Digital media, as shared by the respondents, expose young people to social prac-
tices that are different and may be incompatible with their own. The vast amount
of information and resources available on social media has opened up questions on
what religion is, the markers of religiosity, who sets the markers and what religious
piety means. The respondents emphasised that an individual should not be assessed
by visible religious markers such as sartorial display, posting religious content, and
reciting Islamic phrases and supplication. It is interesting to note that most young
people in this study consider their group to be less pious according to the expecta-
tions of the older generation or religious institutions. It is more appropriate to say
that they are making sense of piety and piousness in their own terms and challenging
conventional expectations.

The emergence of (new) youth religiosities and religious culture needs to be
considered in the context of alternative sites of everyday interactions and communi-
cation. Everyday youth rituals have been transferred to the online space, a space with
its own modus operandi and infrastructures that could alter religious meanings and
practices. Combining each of those individual users’ practices on social media could
create a religious landscape unique to the community (young people, Muslim and
ethnicity) they are representing. This is evident in the landscapes shaped by different
groups of young people such as the religious community through their social media
postings, the fitness community justifying their body display practices and an online
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LGBTQI presence challenging the country’s social norms as a nation devoted to
Islam. Young people as active creators of (religious) content are individually and
collectively utilising the social mediascape as a platform for empowerment, transfor-
mation and possibly resistance. What these young people are doing is ‘develop[ing]
their own complex religious identities that often challenge dominant representations
and discourses’ (Hemming 2016: 59).

4.7 Conclusion

This chapter has offered an examination of Malay Muslim Bruneian lived religiosi-
ties through an understanding and portrayal of religiosities in respondents’ everyday
engagements on social media. Young people’s religiosities are complex and are an
outcome of different processes at play: sociospatial constraints and negotiations,
intergenerational and intragenerational pressures and challenging the status quo. I
have argued that young people shape their religiosities in ways relevant to themselves
in the face of real constraints imposed by the communal expectations of Brunei
society. Questioning religiosities and their markers, coping with moral policing,
and challenging and managing intergenerational pressures are some of these young
people’s responses in making sense of their religiosities. I have only highlighted
one facet of their religiosity—their reluctance to display religious identities on the
social mediascape. Further investigation into different aspects of their religiosities
is necessary. To this end, I offer three potential research issues to unpack young
people’s religiosities. First, an investigation of the acceptance and normalisation of
religious transgression among young people. Second, studying how young people
behave in different online spaces, and how the sites’ affordances and the audiences
enable and constrain religious self-expression. And third, examining the intergener-
ational tension that exists between younger and older Muslims. Such research would
reveal the specific practices that are contested and negotiated, the ever-changing lived
religiosities and religious cultures of today’s youth, and would shed light on what it
means to be a young Malay Muslim in a Muslim-majority country.
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Chapter 5 ®)
Food Choices and the Malay Muslim oo
Middle Class in Brunei Darussalam

Faizul Ibrahim

Abstract This chapter examines the middle class in Brunei Darussalam through an
exploration of their everyday food choices. In doing so, I investigate middle-class
food consumption and eating habits both at home and when eating out. While Brunei
is a socially stratified society, this research suggests that being middle class is more
than just expressing status-seeking behaviour or material aspirations. Rather, the anal-
ysis proposes that a middle-class status is also reflected in food-related behaviour,
attitudes and feelings such as nostalgia, fondness and affection for meals and meal-
times. A significant middle class certainly exists and it continues to shape the fabric
of Brunei society.

Keywords Brunei Darussalam - Social class - Middle class - Habitus -
Food choices

5.1 Introduction

Brunei Darussalam has a population of only 429,999 people (Department of
Economic Planning and Statistics 2021: 1-2), more than half of whom are considered
middle class.! The discussion in this chapter deals with this significant proportion
of the population to explore how the middle class can be better understood. To date,
the middle class has largely been measured and defined only on an ‘objective’ and
quantitative basis. By contrast, the subject of food consumption habits was chosen
because this research aims to look at the middle-class ‘habitus’ (Bourdieu 1984,
1990)—comprising the attitudes, behaviours and feelings of representative infor-
mants in order to illustrate their subjective traits. In order to do so, the research
delves into mealtimes at home and the feelings that come from these experiences,

! This statement is based on the Bruneians who own homes and who earn between BND3,000 and
BNDS8,999 per household per month. See Department of Economic Planning and Development
(2019).
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dining out routines where one can witness middle-class affluence on display, and the
prevalent behaviours and attitudes about the preparation and consumption of food.
The discussion elucidates just how complex middle-class experiences can be—they
always begin by expressing their joy and memories of food at home and then identify
several reasons for eating out. The analysis begins with an overview of the complex
history and ever-evolving meaning of the middle class.

5.2 The Brunei Middle Class

The class-based nature of Brunei society has been well established in the schol-
arly literature. Donald Brown (1970: 31, 168), for example, describes Brunei as a
stratified society with a stringent social hierarchy. Victor T. King (1994: 181) goes
further and coins the term ‘rank consciousness’ to explain how it shapes the Bruneian
way of thinking. For his part, Pudarno Binchin (2004: 175) reveals the influence
of ruling-class Malays who introduced social hierarchy to other ethnic groups in
the country, such as the Dusun. Class, social hierarchy and social stratification are
arguably deeply rooted in Brunei history and society. As for more everyday practices,
Pengembara (C.H. Gallop) (2016: 116) mentions that car ownership is part of the
Bruneian makeup, with the personalisation of number plates and the make of car
indicating someone’s social class.

While Brunei is clearly a stratified society, this begs the question as to whether
there is a distinctive middle class and, if there is, what its key characteristics are.
Geoffrey Gunn (1997: 228) makes the questionable assumption that Brunei has no
middle class. In order to interrogate this claim, I make some general observations
about the middle class in postcolonial societies, and then refer to the work of Abdul
Rahman Embong on the Malaysian middle class and discuss its relevance to Brunei.
I then proceed to identify the ways I approached the examination of the respondents
who helped frame the object of this study.

The formation of a middle class in the non-Western world, such as in Brunei and
Malaysia, is mainly a postcolonial phenomenon. This should immediately indicate
some differences in the historic experience of class formation between the Western
and non-Western worlds. While the middle class in the former emerged from the
advance of capitalist society in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the much
smaller middle class in colonised countries consisted of government administrators
working in the state sector. In his study of modern elites in Indonesia, for example,
Robert van Neil (1960) shows that an emerging middle class was almost exclusively a
post-independence development, again dominated by those attached to employment
by the state (see also Sutherland 1979).

Brunei and Malaysia are neighbouring states, with some obvious sociocultural
comparisons and similarities. Abdul Rahman is the leading scholar of the emer-
gence of the Malaysian middle class through a series of critical interventions (1995,
1996, 1998, 2001). He identifies the growth of a middle class over the course of a
century, initially a product of colonial capitalism and the expansion of the British
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colonial state, with the most dramatic changes taking place during the last three
decades of the twentieth century. Abdul Rahman calls this later phenomenon the
‘new’ Malaysian middle class. This new middle class includes ‘those in adminis-
trative, executive, managerial, clerical, sales and service jobs’, and who crucially
received higher education or obtained university degrees (Abdul Rahman 2001: 88,
266). Because of their occupational privileges and rapidly rising incomes, the middle
class has been able to provide better education for their children, enabling the class to
reproduce itself (ibid.: 266). This middle class was and remains particularly conspic-
uous as consumers, who purchase cars, televisions and household appliances. In this
regard, Homi Kharas (2010: 8-9) stresses that consumerism rather than wealth alone
provides a workable definition of the middle class. Similarly, Abhijit Banerjee and
Esther Duflo (2008) also define the middle class as comprising those having a stable
job with a regular income and oriented towards consumerism. And in his detailed
study of Thai politics, James Ockey (2004) makes the same point that the middle
class has been driven more by consumerism than ideology.

I first identified my informants for this research on the middle class in Brunei
at an ‘objective’ level—looking at occupation, annual income, education, family
size, homeownership, geographic mobility and parents’ self-described employment
(see Faizul 2020). I conducted interviews with Ain F. (female, aged 22), Amirol
(male, 22), Anwar (male, 21), Ani B. (female, 20), Fatimah (female, 35), Hazirah
(female, 24), Izzati (female, 20) and Munirah (female, 23). Only Hazirah and Fatimah
were working in full-time jobs at the time, while the others were still university
students. The parents of all the respondents were either civil servants or directors
of private companies. Income is one major indicator of middle-class status, and
obviously may vary according to the sociocultural context of a country. According
to the government’s household expenditure survey for 2015-2016, 54.2% of the
population own their own homes, a key measure of middle-class status, and have an
income range of BND3,000 to BND8,999 per household per month (Department of
Economic Planning and Development 2019: 10-11). All my informants met these
criteria. Also counterintuitively when compared with Western social structures, the
evidence suggests that Brunei’s middle class prefers larger families. My informants
all had family households of between five and 10 people (for a comparison with
Thailand, see Jumbala and Banpasirichote 2001).

Social class is a cultural phenomenon as well as an economic one. Cultural forces
are at work in maintaining a class society and class distinctions. Variations in values,
beliefs and practices make it difficult to define the middle class as having a homo-
geneous culture. To date, there is no significant scholarly literature in Brunei that
examines the relationship between the middle class and its food consumption and
eating habits. This makes the current research both challenging and innovative. I have
therefore drawn on the secondary literature to some extent to make comparisons with
social, economic and cultural similarities and patterns to those of Brunei’s middle
class. In the next section, I discuss the cultural forces at work during mealtimes. This
is where middle-class values and beliefs are apparent and where it all begins—at
home.



72 Faizul Ibrahim

5.3 Mealtimes at Home

Amirol was the first respondent to be deemed middle class according to my objective
markers. Amirol, whose relationship with his family is strained, did not often eat
together with them nor did they communicate easily over the dining table. However,
when they did, he accepted that mealtimes were an opportunity that allowed for the
family to come together:

So this is the usual dinner: fried fish, boiled fish and stir-fried vegetables which are all cooked
by my mother. And this [shows a photo of a fusion dish] is one of the experiments by my
sister. It is my mother, my father and my oldest sister who are always around [at mealtimes].

Amirol expanded on the family dynamics around the dining table which revealed a
difficult relationship with his family:

They were not talking to me [during dinner], but they did talk to my sister. It is usually
about work. It is usually my dad who starts the conversation. ‘How is work?” The typical
housework question [and] work-related questions. When he asked me questions, I [give him
an] answer.

In contrast, Anwar felt positive about mealtimes which typically consisted of
Western-style food at home:

For us, it depends on our taste that day. To me, I like Western [food] because the portions
are big. Most of them are Western food.

Table talk influenced his dining experience and this was comparable to the other
informants:

My mum always starts with some of the family issues at first and then we change it up a bit
to make the conversation less moody. So we will bring in movies. We will talk about what
is new, what is coming, and what [film] is available now that we can watch later. It is pretty
much personal; I cannot go into details. Yeah, it is a family thing. Dad plans for us. He would
ask us about what we are doing first.

While Amirol had a distant relationship with his parents, Anwar loved to spend time
eating with the family:

Whatever my mum cooks, it is always the same thing that is on my mind every morning
when I wake up. Yeah, because it is better to eat with [the] family.

Izzati lived with nine other family members in a single house. She described her
family relationship as follows:

I think it is the way we talk and stuff [over the dining table]. The traditional stuff we do. Like
eating together every single night [with] the whole family. Then, I think the fact that [our]
grandparents like to make traditional pastries or delicacies [kueh] [when they are also there].
We usually cook them together. So each of us plan. Oh, you cook this and that. I usually
cook modern ones [dishes]. The older ones usually cook traditional stuff.

When I asked if mealtimes are important, she replied:
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They eat together. They discuss together. Get people together. [I try to dine in] every day.
Yeah, lunch and dinner. If I am out, no. Kind of because everyone goes home at different
times. I am sure I will be out more too once I work.

Izzati described the scene at the dining table:

Usually, it is just my dad sitting there and waits for everything to be served. Then the siblings
just sit around. And then they talk about work. Events happening. The rest talk about school
and stuff. [The] daily ‘what [did] you do [today]?’, that kind of thing. But when we eat, we
just focus on eating. The quietest would be my parents. Sometimes they would talk more if
the topic [was] engaging for them. But usually the siblings [are the ones] who talk the most.
Though my dad starts [the conversation]. My dad eats [first]. But if he knows everyone is
going to eat together, like everyone, then he waits [for everyone].

Ani B., who also lived in a large household and is the middle child of a family of
nine, struggled to remember her meals at home with the family but remembered who
was present:

If dinner, it is usually everyone except my older sister. Because she works at night. Usually,
it is just a dish, vegetables, the usual, and then fish for my dad, I think there are different
things. My second [sister] is [working] in China [for] Hengyi Industries.” Not really at home
anymore [for mealtimes]. I am sure I will be busy working too.

She continued to shed more light on table talk around the dinner table:

My mum first starts with her religious talk [ceramah]. And then, usually, my dad would ask
‘what time [do] you go home tomorrow?’ because he must arrange [the schedule]. Because
we are a lot [of people], right? So he must arrange everyone’s schedule and whatnot. And
then basically ask about homework I guess, studies and all, not much. Oh, I do not know.
Maybe every afternoon he plays badminton and so he sometimes talks about badminton, and
even his work occasionally. Yeah, not [an] emotional [person], I think.

The informant seemed to feel agitated with her mother’s ceramah even though she
claimed to be closer to her mother than her father. This might be because she felt that
her father controlled their schedule to certain extent as the family’s planner and did
not express his emotions easily. She continued to vent her vexation about the shared
mealtimes:

It is a long table, with two chairs at the edges, my dad [is] in the middle and then my mum
and then everyone else, the siblings, it is [a] fixed [seating]. We do not change [seats]. If my
brother had his seat taken, he would get angry and say, “This is my seat!” I would reply like,
‘I do not see your name on it’. Because the girls always like to tease the boys. For me, it
is annoying though. It is specific already every time. Usually, [the environment] is noisy at
times. It is quiet at first when my parents are around. Usually, my parents are the ones that
start up [conversations] or occasionally my little sister. She likes to talk about school and
what the teacher said that day. She likes to talk. We [older siblings] do not talk about our
personal lives [to] our parents.

Ain F. only had her mother who raised her and all her siblings in a single-parent
household. Her notion of mealtimes at home was different:

2 Hengyi Industries owns and operates an oil refinery in Brunei.
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I'think itis very important for family bonding. Itis important. Itis a way for us to communicate
especially when right now, where each of us is in our rooms especially with their technology.
So I think eating with the family is a great way to bond, and then when my mother cooks,
she usually urges us to be in one room together [so that] we eat together. [ have a big family.

Ain F. continued to mention how important communication over mealtime was:

Yes, when we sit together. When we eat [at the dining table], [it] is the perfect time to
communicate. Because most of the time we are on our own. So even my mother is now on her
own most of the time with [her] technology. She has Facebook to watch those proselytisation
talks [dakwah]. Sometimes she shares them [dakwah] with us when we eat together too.

Ceramah and dakwah are significant activities in the everyday lives of many Malay
Muslim families in Brunei and they are usually conducted at the dining table. Ani
B. revealed her annoyance at this type of religious propagation. Islamic teachings
are widespread in middle-class families. This echoes the Malaysian middle class
which is generally conservative by faith but has easy access to the internet and other
media (Abdul Rahman 2001: 88). Izzati noted having a good relationship with her
parents and family members while the rest of the informants had issues or tension
with their parents. Though in other societies larger families have historically been
more common among the lower classes, having a big family is commonplace in the
Bruneian middle class. The middle-class habitus is evident around the dining table
when Ani B. and Ain F. both described the environment of having a big family as
‘noisy at times’ and ‘everyone is always shouting here and there’. Being in a large
family in a single household can result in some members feeling ‘lost in the shuffie’,
while others, like Anwar, felt a sense of closeness. Meanwhile, Izzati mentioned
how the household members came to the dinner table late too. Food consumption
and eating habits at home have exposed the ‘hidden obvious’. For Amirol, every
mealtime routine ended with ‘everyone just going back to their rooms’ and with his
mother feeling that ‘she is used to it. I am just used to it [too]’. The Bruneian middle
class seems to be conscious of the importance of family. It tries to uphold certain
ideals such as saying how it is ‘very important for family bonding’ when talking
about it daily meals and its mealtime routine, in which it willingly participates.

Regardless of the indifferent relationships with their families, the respondents
stressed the value of mealtimes with the family at home; they needed to partake in the
activity irrespective of how they felt about it. Eating together is one of those practices
that may overstate ‘the unity’ of the middle-class family which is absent in much of
‘real’ daily life. Amirol not communicating with his family, Ani B. trying to dine
out more and Ain F. feeling strained are examples of what ‘real’ daily life presents
in comparison to what is propagated and imagined during mealtimes. Dining in with
the family is about self-presentation and self-preservation. Nevertheless, whatever
image they present, as an ‘idealised family’ or not, may not be the most important
matter. More fundamentally, their food consumption and eating habits have made
me realise that they are ‘conscious’ about the state of the family.

The habitus reflects this consciousness and we can observe this in table talk. In this
respect, the ‘habitus bounds a set of attitudes, beliefs and behaviours which belong to
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aparticular group of people; it is a series of systems which ... is the “milieu” in which
individuals live with a collective (un)consciousness’ (Wills et al. 2011: 727; see also
Bourdieu 1984, 1990). Amirol noted that his father, mother and oldest sister were
the mainstays and table talk centred mostly around these three while he was usually
passive. Ani B. shared this sentiment with her description of her father sitting in the
middle of a long dining table, which showed who is the head of the household, while
everyone else’s seats were also fixed, presumably according to seniority. In general,
Malay families in Malaysia used to sit together on the floor as the preferred style
of eating (Koh and Zainurul 2017), which is atypical of the Bruneian Malay middle
class who sit at big tables as described by Ani B. and Ain F. Ani B. also claimed that
her mother talked about shopping while her father asked about school and sports,
topics which she considered ‘superficial’. [zzati also agreed with this fact as her father
usually initiated the sequence of family reporting. The interchanging of roles between
father and mother and between the parents and children during table talks was not
uncommon.® Ani B. continued to call her father the ‘planner’ and Anwar similarly
claimed that ‘Dad plans for us’. These roles resemble a structure or framework to
adhere to at the dining table because they are developed over time and between
generations; each member of the family unconsciously follows them. However, as
each family member enacts these roles, they are conscious of the organisation of the
family.

One of the earliest studies of the social significance of table talk is that of James
Bossard (1943), who argues that this is the site where reputations and impressions
are formed. Parents construct themselves in the ethics and ideals of parenthood
and children are constructed as subjects who must be trained, watched over and
disciplined—parental reputations are built over the dining table. There is also a class
dimension to the dining table. Robin Jarrett et al. (2014: 2), for example, note that
middle-class families are more likely to have mealtimes at home and engage in table
talk in comparison to those with a lower socioeconomic status. The Bruneian middle
class reflects this with ample mealtime activities at home. The father is regarded as the
‘planner’ which is essentially a ‘leadership role’, much like his role as the perceived
head of the household. This is comparable to Wendy Wills et al.’s (2011) study of
family food and eating practices of British working- and middle-class families, which
are patriarchal and the imagined representation of the idealised family.

Ordinary questions are designed to elicit information about the day’s events in
the form of ‘stories’ (events that have a central problem) or ‘reports’ (accounts of
an activity). Bossard (1943) claims this type of family reporting has two functions:
‘family interaction’ and ‘the transmission of family culture’. There are imagined
benefits for the middle class to overplay the significance of their family mealtimes.
Bossard suggests that the family meal is seen as a homecoming; an affirmation of
family unity—something Ain F. and Izzati asserted, while the others did not share
the same view. Pat Caplan (1997) argues that family reporting can also create social
order (while it may have not worked in every case like Amirol and Ani B.) and

3 One instance of this that was provided was when Anwar took up the role of the planner in the
absence of his father.
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boundaries within families. In other words, we should not be surprised that these
cultural forces are at work in the presence of food. Food is the most elementary but
simultaneously the most social level of interaction. For Anwar, it was not the type
of food that identified a social class, it was how it was experienced. This provides
the basis for looking at the habitus within the context of food. The Bruneian middle-
class family tries to shape self-identity through table talk, mannerisms, relationships,
rituals, seating arrangements and performances during everyday mealtimes. Practices
and rituals of the typical family are performed repeatedly, and roles and reputations
are built repetitively—these actions are passed down continually from parents to
their children.

It can be argued that Izzati happily participated in mealtimes along with the
performative activities that went with them to create a positive image. However, as
John Gillis (1996: xv) suggests, the families we live with are ‘[o]ften fragmented
and impermanent ... [and] much less reliable than the imagined families we live by’.
This seems to be evident when Izzati talked about the cynical future of mealtimes at
home. The most telling and arguably common feature found is the belief that these
shared mealtimes will end. Like the rest of the informants, Ain F. resonated the same
view of moving away from shared and fixed mealtimes at home. My informants
expressed different attitudes, behaviours and feelings. For some, there was affection
and eagerness for a big family meal together and enthusiasm for being part of a
noisy conversation, while others like Amirol felt uneasiness at the inevitability of
leaving his family household after marriage without consequences. Izzati talked
about uncertainty because of the demands of the workplace and spending more time
dining out. Ani B. used higher education as an excuse to be out of the house more
often while Ain F. feared leaving home after witnessing her sister-in-law moving
out. These are telling signs of what is to come. Whether their reasons are attributed
to work, recreation or marriage, they reveal some anxiety over the decline or end of
the family meal.

Every interview began with expressions of fondness for food on the table but ended
with revealing experiences that exposed the habitus of the Bruneian middle class.
Through the observation of food consumption and eating habits, the family has taken
centre stage: middle-class families are concerned about ‘looking the part’ (Morgan
1996: 157). However, I have come to realise that while there is uncertainty looming
over the family mealtimes, there is also uncertainty about what family life means
to each of the respondents. What I did observe was the awareness of participating
in food consumption and eating habits over the dining table—the Bruneian middle
class is conscious of the state of the family. In the next section, I suggest that the
middle-class habitus is not just exclusive to mealtimes at home but also when eating
out.
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5.4 Eating Out

Anwar was one of the informants who shared his experiences of eating out because
he and his family frequently do so together:

We love it [eating out]. Especially the restaurant [that we recently went to]. The service that
they give us was good. They are friendly, they are not that distracted. The last time when I
went to this one restaurant it was all too, how do you say, let us say moody. Everyone has
emotional issues. I do not really like that kind of thing so that is why I picked Modesto. I
like the service there—friendly and approachable.

The Bruneian middle class also likes to treat others and they like to indulge:

It is [the Thai restaurant] at Jerudong. Supposedly, we were having a steamboat but then my
uncle said he is the one who is paying for everything. He said that we can have any individual
food that we want.

Going to a variety of restaurants and eating an assortment of dishes are noticeable
trends now, but it is easy to overlook the act of dining out when we look at the middle-
class family. When dining out, we may see familiar performances around the dining
table that reflect the middle-class habitus. Ang Shu-Zhen (2010: 3) reminds us that
the middle-class family in Singapore, for example, is far from static; it is instead a unit
that is continuously produced and reproduced through social practices such as family
meals. Among the middle class, family meals have long been considered an important
setting where friends and families can gather over food, and it is an experience widely
shared and firmly embedded in individual memory. However, family meals are not
only confined to home (ibid.: 16). The family also seeks to project a positive image
of itself to non-family members. The representation of family is even more evident
when dining out, as this family activity is now conducted in the visible presence of
strangers in public in what Gillis (1996: 72) refers to as the family ‘[putting] itself
on display’.

Dining out becomes a stage for family members to present an image of unity and it
is another means of self-presentation and self-preservation that is performed outside
the home. This finds echoes in Abdul Rahman’s (1995, 1996, 1998, 2001) observation
that the Malaysian middle class possesses a culture of conspicuous consumption.
Similarly, Solvay Gerke (2000: 143) highlights the fact that the middle class in
Indonesia ‘earn enough to participate in a modern consumer culture’, while Antonio
Graceffo (2016: 8) supports this idea and notes that the middle class in China likes
to express their affluence— ‘conspicuous spending on luxury goods’ and dining out
are considered ‘necessary to achieve true middle class standing’.

Food has been a social status symbol for the modern middle class in many parts of
Asia, and conspicuous spending on food, especially on family members and friends,
amplifies that as is the case in Brunei. This middle class enjoys eating in restaurants,
while in China for example, ‘eating at western restaurants ... [has] also become
a status symbol’ as ‘aspiring ... elites with a fair amount of disposable income’
consider particular restaurants ‘as the ultimate place to be seen’ (Zhou 2008: 176).
However, it should also be noted that middle-class individuals also dine out more
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often for several reasons aside from family gatherings, including work, pleasure
and the ‘search for varied experience’ (Martens and Warde 1997: 140-141). Ang
(2010: 1) notes that family meals are a ‘must-have’ in the eyes of the family, but that
entering the workforce leaves little time for some individuals to spend with the family
at home. As a result, Frances Short (2006: 51) projects that the urban middle-class
family will use a busy work life to give up the mealtimes at home—seeking fast and
ready-made food outside. In a similar vein, Frances Fraikue (2016: 3) notes that the
consumption of food outside of the home has become a necessity out of convenience
for the work—life balance of the middle class. However, the middle-class attachment
to memories about food will always call them back home. After all, nostalgia acts
as an anchor in an ever-changing world. In the current era, there is no question that
modern family life is marked by a busy schedule, multiple demands and, at times, a
sense of urgency to get the most done.

The informants in this study had much to say about the variety of reasons behind
eating out. Munirah, for example, said that the family made the decision to eat out
when they were not keen to cook, and there was always a variety to where she and
her family ate:

[We] eat out when everyone is lazy to cook. I do not know [why], usually my mum will say
she is lazy to cook, and I will be lazy to cook too. Usually, we go to Jerudong Park Food
Court. There are choices.

When asked if eating out is similar to eating at home, she replied:

I think so. It is the same people. [Of course], eating at home is better. The food is better. It
is [still] quality time [when eating out].

It is apparent that the informants negotiated between eating in and out—they began
with noting their fondness for and memories of food at home and then admitted to the
joy of eating out. Munirah said that there were two reasons for eating out: laziness to
cook and treating other family members. She and her family had an option to cook
or not to cook. Being free to make this choice is a distinctly middle-class trait, and
not afforded to many of the working class (Wills et al. 2011; Jarrett et al. 2014: 2).
The Bruneian middle class can easily seek food outside the home. This echoes what
others have noted about the middle class in China, which is ‘determined to display
... independence through their consumption’ (Barton et al. 2013).

Much of the appeal of spending money on food consumed outside the home is
to be seen in the right places. In China, global companies like Hdaagen-Dazs and
Starbucks have begun focusing more on ‘outdoor consumption’ where it is consid-
ered impressive to be seen at ‘exclusively expensive indulgent [venues]’” (Doctoroff
2010). Similarly, the Bruneian middle class can afford to spend a large amount of its
disposable income on treating other family members, distant relatives, friends and
colleagues at their favourite restaurants. Variety is also not an uncommon feature
of eating out for them. Munirah shared this too when she said, ‘“There are choices’.
With the choice not to cook comes a large number of eatery options that Brunei has
to offer. Hazirah was also one of the informants who frequently ate out since she
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had just entered the workforce. She first shared a glimpse of her domestic life and
noted that it was a woman’s responsibility when it came to preparing meals at home:

Because being a daughter, I think [because] I am the only daughter, that’s my role. So I
would do a lot of kitchen work. That means cooking, washing the dishes, buying groceries,
[it] includes that.

Hazirah’s complaint about the gendered division of labour at home reveals the
ideology of the patriarchal middle class (see Wills et al. 2011). A patriarchal ideology
within the Malay middle-class family is necessary to create an imagined represen-
tation of the idealised family. Hazirah emphasised the joy of eating at steamboat
restaurants with eating out being an excuse to get away from her chores at home: ‘It
is just so exhausting to have to do real cooking. I am already working’. At 35 years,
Fatimah was the oldest informant that I interviewed. She talked about her love for
sushi and eating out:

My taste palate is, I think, totally different from them. I am a regular [sushi eater], so my
cuisine is ‘higher’. I am mostly on Japanese food. Less oily than Westernised steak. So if |
do dine out with my parents sometimes, they do not have the appetite. I forced them to come
to eat with me at the latest one—I brought them to Kaizen. It is my favourite place here.

Eating out can be considered a social obligation for informants like Anwar and
Munirah. According to them, they did not see it as just a superficial form of enjoyment.
Anwar, Hazirah and Fatimah enthusiastically explained at great length the food they
consumed; they either savoured or critiqued the cuisines. From American dishes to
Indian cuisine, a wealth of options that are available to them as part of what Gerke
(2000: 146, 153—155) calls ‘lifestyling’ behaviour. According to Brunei’s household
expenditure survey, on average Bruneians spent 12.5% of their monthly income on
food and another 9.9% on restaurants and hotels (Department of Economic Planning
and Development 2019: 13). These are the third- and fourth-highest items, with only
housing and utilities (water, electricity and gas) and transport accounting for more.

Munirah and Anwar revealed that some mannerisms and practices from home are
also incorporated into the experience of eating out. The ‘planner’ is interchangeable
not only as a generic role but also in the context of eating out too; when eating out,
the mother can plan and report, like what is normally done at home. Anwar’s mother
did the family reporting to him, and he claimed that she even got more face-to-face
time with family members when eating outside compared to at home. A recollection
of home (and its mealtime rituals) is no surprise because reminiscing about food
can take us back to the idealised mealtime routines and the idea that homemade
food is ‘always the best’. According to C. Blake et al. (2007), mealtimes at home
are already idealised as an important regular event in the lives of many individuals
and families—attachment of memories and meanings of food from home strengthen
these shared moments further. The Bruneian middle class frequently refers to ‘food
memories’. Even when informants such as Hazirah did not like the gendered kitchen
role that she had to return to, she looked back and idealised the curry she cooked,
the spices she mixed and the ‘much better’ mealtimes with family. Family meals
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have long been considered as an important setting where friends and families gather
over a meal and are an experience widely shared and firmly embedded in individual
memories.

Nostalgia always plays an important role as a reminder of what is at home and how
to act as a family. Anwar often ate outside of the household setting and he claimed
that it was always because of a family event or a special occasion. In fact, in many
instances he contradicted himself and revealed instead his enthusiasm for eating at
restaurants. He never failed to recommend the places he went to by praising the
great service, the friendliness and approachability of the staff, the general ambience
and the variety of food on offer. All the while, he harked back to his affection for
his mother’s cooking. While the narratives suggest that eating out has become an
important social fixture, it mostly involves young adults who are ‘globally minded’
and are influenced to want to eat non-local dishes (Barton et al. 2013; Graceffo 2016:
8). They, in turn, may have influenced their parents as well. While all the informants
provided examples of this, none exemplified that term more than Fatimah. Fatimah
called herself a ‘foodie’, a self-proclamation that she enthusiastically pointed out
several times during our interview. She spoke at great length of her food adventures
both in Brunei and abroad. She followed the MasterChef television show and had
visited restaurants around the world that have appeared on the show. The Bruneian
middle class obviously connects with and compares itself to the outside world through
their access to the internet and other media. Fatimah even said she had a privilege
card, so she could visit her favourite sushi restaurants every day, with the staff already
knowing her usual order. Travelling to get to the food they want is not a rarity for
this social class. Even Hazirah, who was a less conspicuous spender, regularly went
on road trips with her fiancé to another district to pursue recommended food.

My informants reported eating out at least two to three times a week. They
expressed many reasons for eating out, such as to try something new (Izzati), to
spend time with friends (Munirah), to treat other family members (Anwar) and the
simple ease and convenience of it. In such settings, the Bruneian middle class puts
itself ‘on display’ to create a positive image, and the appearance of being well-off.
Hazirah provided the perfect symbolic representation of middle-class consumption
culture—the steamboat. The steamboat restaurant (and other similar buffet-style
dining options) gives the customer the choice to add whatever they want to their
plate in an easy manner: from simple vegetable dishes, eggs or chicken to expensive
beef and seafood options. These types of eateries allow for an even greater variety
of food options and novelty. The middle class enjoys the ability to eat wherever and
whatever they want. While Fatimah pursued food as a form of indulgence, there are
still limitations, especially when eating out abroad. For her, one of these limitations
was halal food, which is permissible or lawful in Islam:

It just clicks them in a sense that when you are out of [the] country, I think they would still
look for halal food. That’s the thing, I think my dad would recognise that it is hard to find
halal [food]. Halal food where you can see the certificate—restaurants that butcher the meat
in a halal way are hard to find.
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Just like the rest of the informants, Fatimah was in the same age group and was
‘globally minded’, and whether intentionally or not she ‘showed it off’ the most.
The middle class indulges in the food and lifestyle choices that they glean from the
media and the internet. Finally, Munirah made several claims about her eating out as
well. She and her family went out when the occasion called for it:

If it is a birthday, we would usually eat out. It was a surprise. So we picked it up for him
[father]. If it is my youngest sister, she likes sushi, but my mum does not like sushi. But for
her birthday, we treat her with something else.

Munirah said that there were memorable events that were always worth celebrating.
She offered a different perspective when she ate out with her friends. The Bruneian
middle class always finds a reason to want to eat out: work, celebrating birthdays
and graduations, as a hobby, being too lazy to cook or even simply for the sake of
convenience. All the while, they always look back to the homemade food that they
claim is better. Ani B. and Munirah were candid in their interviews. Ani B. talked
about price, ambience and variety as her reasons to dine out. She was also one of
my informants who had an estranged relationship with the family. On the other end
of the spectrum, Munirah had a closer relationship with her family, and she claimed
to eat out more often because the occasion called for it. Munirah had also reported
having groups of friends who were ready to accompany her to try all the new eateries
and to satisfy her cravings.

Even a busy work schedule does not stop the middle class from travelling for food.
Whether it is to travel to another country or just another district, they can afford the
time and have the means to do so. Abdul Rahman calls this an indulgence in lifestyles
of material comfort, which is reflected, for example, in overseas holidays and leisure
time. As a self-proclaimed foodie, Fatimah spoke at great length of her travels abroad
and food adventures. She shared her pleasant experiences in numerous countries and
in trying their ‘exotic’ foods. Fatimah was living a life of indulgence. She was also
one of the first informants to bring up the discussion of halal food when eating out.
Indulgence has its limitations—food is negotiated when it is halal. This is especially
true for older relatives or parents of the Bruneian middle class, as mentioned by
Fatimah.

‘Halal knowledge and practice [are] generated in families’, whether that means at
home or outside the family household (Fischer 2011: 83, 101, 154). Fatimah shared
her annoyance about her parents wanting to stick to halal food when dining out in a
foreign country. Previously, Ani B. and Ain F. noted the religious practice of ceramah
and dakwah over the dining table. While it is not the initial focus of this research,
it is worth mentioning that the Bruneian middle class may be conflicted over halal
food when eating out. According to Farzana Quoquab Habib et al. (2011: 19), in their
study of Malaysian consumers, halal status is of primary concern for Muslims. The
Bruneian middle class keeps a very keen eye on halal food due to their religiosity. I
suggest that food and faith are constantly in flux, a point discussed in the conclusion.

While the Bruneian middle class works hard and claims that they would eat out
because of the convenience of location and cost, the reality is that eating out acts as a
reward system. They eat out not only because of the satisfaction of the effort they put
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into working life, but simply because they can afford it. While eating out does offer
some benefits, the middle class always has the option to eat at home. Even when they
do not, they can still opt for take-away food. Does this mean that the mealtimes at
home will end one day? In neighbouring Malaysia, research shows that ‘[a]lmost 40%
of all ... meals are consumed outside the home’ with over ‘64 percent of Malaysians
[eating] at least one meal per day outside of home’ (Tan 2014; Taylor’s University
2015). Ani B., Amirol, Izzati and Ain F., in one way or another, all suggested the
end of mealtimes. Pouline Koh and Zainurul Rahman (2017) claim that eating out
is no longer a trend; it has become an important social activity. Ultimately, eating
out has unavoidably become important. The narratives of my informants on eating
in and eating out paint a fascinating picture that is rich in meanings and emotions.

5.5 Conclusion

Defining the middle class is a challenge. King (2008: 95-98) admits to this in his
comparative study of the middle class in Southeast Asia. I first started with the
exploration of family life and mealtimes at home because I initially hypothesised
that middle-class families could simply shape and affirm their identity around the
dining table (Warde 1994: 877). While seeking certainty in the family unit, I found
uncertainty in variations in family dynamics. While some informants described their
closeness with their parents and siblings, others were exasperated with family life.
Some informants even talked about abandoning mealtimes at home altogether in the
future. The last thing I want to do is to exaggerate that the family is indispensable,
if not the most important institution of the Bruneian middle class.

I have observed a myriad of behaviours, feelings and attitudes towards both food
and the dynamics within the family at mealtimes. All things considered, food prac-
tices are not automatically transmitted from one generation to the next; they are
adapted, adopted, transformed or generated in the practices of everyday life (Forero
and Smith 2010: 79). The narratives have also shown that the middle class values
dining out with friends and coworkers. However, the family is more than just a familiar
sight to Bruneians. Unmarried children live with their parents until they are married
and move to their own homes. Nonetheless, the married still divide time between
their new home and staying with the family over the weekends. Even though there is
a paucity of research on this topic, especially with young and married middle-class
couples, it is clear that the Bruneian middle class is family conscious. They willingly
participate in mealtimes at home while upholding certain ideals, such as saying how
it is ‘very important for family bonding’ and that ‘it builds a relationship at home
with your family’. There is a fixed seating arrangement where the ‘dad [is] in the
middle’ and takes up the role of the planner and adviser, and there are rituals and
religiosity such as planning and ceramah over the dining table, though the latter is
a source of trepidation and stress for some family members. Regardless of the size
of the family, dynamics and affluence, the respondents in this study did seem to be
conscious of the value of the family in their lives.
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Food and social class have a unique relationship—the former can draw out
behaviours, attitudes and feelings of an identifiable social group. It is not just about
the food served but the experience that comes from it. Food choices help to draw out
the middle-class habitus, whether that is over the dining table at home or outside. The
typical food that middle-class Bruneians prepare nowadays is inspired by recipes and
posts on online platforms such as Instagram and YouTube as well as international
cooking personalities. As a result, there are intergenerational differences particularly
because of the influence of social media.

I suggest that the Bruneian middle class is aspirational and that eating out brings
out this trait, an attribute which on the surface appears unremarkable. They are
spoiled for choice and treat others generously, especially their immediate family.
They travel great distances to eat exotic and/or favourite foods. They also eat out for
celebrations and special events which may act as a kind of reward system. They work
hard in their offices and claim that they would eat out because of convenience. The
narratives suggest that there are several factors that influence eating out, such as an
increase in working hours, the distance of workplace from home, exhaustion from
work, time constraints when cooking, a growing number of food eateries operating
around the clock which offer places to hang out late at night, and a wide range
of convenience food. Eating out has become an important fixture for the Bruneian
middle-class lifestyle, and they unconsciously display their aspirational pursuit of
success and respect in the community in this manner.

Nostalgia should not be overlooked. The informants perpetuated the idea that
there is always good food at home. Homemade food is romanticised; the vision of
the mother or other women in the household being responsible for its preparation
and serving is upheld. This material objectification provides an imagined sense of
unity in family life as well (Moisio et al. 2004: 366, 379). Nostalgia is expressed
when eating out because this allows the middle class to look back: ‘something we
associate with growing up’, ‘eating at home is better. The food is better’, and ‘it
[homemade] is just better’. This brings me to another trait I want to identify, which is
sentimentality. I argue that the Bruneian middle class is ‘sentimental’—they convey
emotional attachments to homemade food and the memories of a happy past such as
quality time spent with their families at home.

I was also able to observe religiosity. Islam plays a big role as informants have
mentioned the practice of ceramah and dakwah during mealtimes, and especially the
pursuit of halal food when eating out. Johan Fischer (2011: 83, 101, 154) calls this
phenomenon ‘ethical food intake’, and states that halal knowledge and religiosity are
nurtured in families. However, I find that the religiosity of the Bruneian middle class
is both fluid and shifting. Their faith comes into question because of the limitations
of halal when eating out. The challenge of maintaining halal in the consumption of
food is negotiated. None of my informants were parents themselves and so halal
knowledge transfer was not a prime concern. The perception around halal status may
be changing and more situational among the younger generation. I suggest that food
and faith will be negotiated in the years to come.

My original research was about the preparation and consumption of food in Brunei,
but my intellectual journey led me to consider the changing dynamics of the middle
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class. Eating is a sociable and social act and what one eats has been closely tied
with one’s social class throughout history (Higgs 2015). Nearly 200 years ago, Jean
Anthelme Brillat-Savarin (1828: 18, my translation) claimed: ‘Tell me what you eat,
and I will tell you who you are’. This observation still holds today. Food is not only
the expression of an individual’s personality and character but also a matter of where
we ‘belong’ in a stratified society.
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