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Manoeuvring Power Dynamics:  
The Brunei Constitution 1959 

Majdey Zawawi1 

he Brunei Report of 1904 mentions of a letter Sultan Hashim2 tried to 
address to the Ottoman Sultan Hamid II3 expressing Brunei’s 
willingness to surrender the Sultanate to Turkey, or more precisely, 

to the Ottoman Caliphate. The letter was intercepted by British Agents in 
Singapore. The significance of this story lies in the position of Sultan 
Hashim – the Sultan was making a desperate attempt to ensure the survival 
of his country and prevent it from being absorbed by the unbelievers 
through the efforts of James Brooke.4 This letter, even though it does not 
amount to much historical significance in the chain of events relating to 
Brunei, gives an indication to the different representations of power that 
existed within the Brunei political environment. Sultan Hashim, as a 
representative of the Traditional Legitimacy, was battling to save the 
Sultanate from falling into the hands of the British, imposing themselves as 
an arbitrator while wielding the power to decide the fate of Brunei. Against 
this backdrop, the dynamics of power was set against what Sultan Hashim 
believes to be a greater power than his Traditional Legitimacy, one of the 
larger Islamic empire, i.e. the Ottomans.  

The objective of this paper is to examine the interplay of power dynamics 
culminating in the Brunei Constitution of 1959. It is to recognise how the 
Constitution gave power, authority and legitimacy to the Sultan. This paper 
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will also examine the mechanisms used to consolidate that power. This is 
to point out the significance towards achieving the ability to establish the 
state through the Constitution. This paper will study from a historical 
perspective, the position of power that inevitably shifts in accordance to 
any conflict or significant event. Thus, the analysis will mainly be focused 
on the implication of each period in terms of the power dynamics. Since 
there is already an extensive literature on traditional pre-colonial Southeast 
Asian kingdoms and one of the chief criteria that the paper aims to achieve 
is to evaluate these systems in the context of power. Because power 
manifests differently according to diverging cultural background, it is 
important to establish how these powers reacted when confronted with 
each other. The supposition would be that both powers cannot co-exist and 
one must be under the control of the other.  

The difficulty with power is that its many manifestations, conceptions, 
historical settings and events, particularly those involving conflicting or 
converging worldview, can all be explained through one simple question 
of who has the power at that particular point in time. Power and authority 
are concepts that are used interchangeably when discussing discourses 
such of those within political systems as well as governance. Weber 
understands that power is “a probability that one actor within a social 
relationship will be in a position to carry out his own will despite resistance, 
regardless of the basis on which this probability rests.”1 In other words, 
power is the ability to control the actions of people according to his own 
will. Weber departs from al-Ghazal̄ī’s understanding of power, which is to 
“acquire the heart in pursuit of glorification and submission” 2 ; a 
perspective that resonates more clearly in this current context. Power is not 
only about imposing upon others but also to subdue the hearts controlling 
the physical action and consist of behaviours, worldview and even in 
speech. In the case of Brunei, the dynamics of power and the authority of 
the state, during the 19th and early 20th century was never static. However, 
                                                        
1 John A. Coleman, “Authority, Power, Leadership: Sociological Understandings,” New Theology Review 10, no. 3, 1997, 

pg. 31-44 
2  Abū Hāmid, Muhammad bin Muhammad al-Ghazāli, Ihya Ulum-ud-Din, Beirut: Dar Ibn Hazm, 1st Edition, 2005 
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the Constitution revolutionised that and brought about the consolidation of 
power within the state. This paper aims to show how power has been 
manifested within three distinct periods in the nation’s history. 

To begin, this paper will define the manifestations of power within the 
traditional system of legitimacy. This is to demonstrate that the Adat system 
practiced in Brunei, was essentially a Negara,1 an Indic concept of a 
Mandala 2 that was commonly practiced in pre-colonial Southeast Asia. 
This is to allow a more comprehensive understanding of how power was 
perceived and manifested before the coming of the British. Following that, 
the paper will establish that there was a divergence of power and authority 
which lead to the diminishing of the Sultan’s power within the state and how 
the instability within the ruling class allowed the British to have a free reign 
on Brunei. This allows us to eventually see how the friction between 
traditional and secular systems of governance tend to raise conflicts in 
administration and policy-making for the state. This paper will also 
deliberate on how the Constitution was an act towards the reclamation of 
power, which follows onto how the state acted out after the Constitution 
was established. This is done to reconsolidate its power once it had 
reacquired the necessary means to do so. What resulted was a 
regenerated system of power based on culture but supported through the 
institutionalization of key components within Brunei’s political system. 

Traditional Adat-Based Power 
British reports on local political systems during pre-colonial Southeast Asia 
were dominated by Eurocentric misrepresentations towards the actual 
systems being used for governance. The McArthur Report of 1904 
described Brunei as having no system of governance, but in the Western 
sense, contradicting Brown who described Brunei’s political culture as 
feudalistic.3 Accounts describing over-lordship, despotism, etc. do not 
                                                        
1  Negara is a concept defined by Clifford Geertz that understood nations as theatre states that prioritizes the display of 

power rather that the exercising of power. For further reading, see Clifford Geertz, Negara. The Theatre State in 
Nineteenth century Bali, Princeton University Press, 1980 

2  Mandala is a Hindu concept of circular power, whereby the polity is defined by its center 
3  Brown mentioned Brunei as a feudalistic society 
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give credit to the complexities and intricacies of the actual workings of the 
traditional legitimacy system that connotes power and governance within 
the Malay Archipelago, and more importantly, in Brunei. The recognition of 
power in pre-residency Brunei was represented by Adat, again, a term that 
is unjustified by its English translation of ‘customs’ or ‘traditions’. The term 
Adat supersedes the understanding of simple customs but inevitably, it 
must be implied as ‘a way of life’, one that includes social and political 
customs. What is important to note is that there is no clear demarcation on 
where social customs of Adat end and where the political customs of Adat 
begin. The crux of power within these elements is the belief that syncretic 
nature of Adat to include cultural/social norms, political systems and 
policies and hukum shara>	 is a testament to how comprehensive Adat is 
represented in the Malay life. This is to imply that interruption on one of 
these would undoubtedly weaken the authority of Adat among its 
adherents.  

Representations of Kerajaan  
The important aspect of our discussion centres on Adat as a political 
custom because the shift of influence or control, defines the movement of 
power within the state level. Against this setting, the political custom of 
Brunei was based on the concept of the Kerajaan, a derivation of Negara, 
an Indic political culture which bases its power within spheres and the 
extent of political reach.1 This worldview treats the position of the Raja as 
the only institution inside the kingdom and a dominant figure within the 
moral, political and religious aspects of the people.2 He expands the extent 
of his political legitimacy through alliance and conquering territories. This 
allows a diffusion of power whereby authority is dispersed among district 
chiefs while still recognizing the legitimacy of the Sultan as the Supreme 
authority.  The main facet of power within Kerajaan is the symbolization, 
which parallels the Negara concept of pomp equating to power. In this 

                                                        
1   Syed Mohammed Ad’ha Al-Junied, "Colonial Powers, Nation-States And Kerajaan In Maritime Southeast Asia: 

Structures, Legalities And Perceptions," New Zealand Journal Of Asian Studies 12, no. 2, 2010, pg. 94-107 
2 Anthony Crothers Milner, Kerajaan: Malay Political Culture on the Eve of Colonial Rule, Arizona: The University of 

Arizona Press, 1982) p. 113 
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sense, Kerajaan was not power that imposes its will upon its subjects. In 
contrast, subjects of the Kerajaan follows the wishes of the Sultan mainly 
because their minds have been imbued with the idea that the Raja is worthy 
of that status.1 This is achieved through elaborate ceremonial etiquettes 
held in presence of the Sultan, dress codes and even extends to a 
vocabulary of power.2 In addition to this, the adherence to ancient 
practices is related to the inherited Indic culture thus reinforcing the power 
structure through these syncretic ideas. 

The Exercise of Power 
One feature of the Adat system in Brunei is the term ownership, often 
described as the mode of governance prior to the British Residency 
system. It is undeniable that the Land Rights system3 was an important 
aspect of the political custom. However, one of the weaknesses of Adat is 
regarding power. The whole structure of Adat was not based on ownership 
as suggested by McArthur.4 Rather, the Land Rights system was used as 
a mechanism to exercise the symbolistic nature of power according to 
Adat. According to Crisswell, the political structure of Brunei historically 
was that “all the inhabitants of Brunei owed allegiance to an overlord to 
whom they were obliged to render a wide range of feudal dues and 
services”.5 People bounded by Adat believe themselves not as citizens of 
a state but rather people living under the condition of having a Raja.6  This 
is part of the reason why land rights were treated as commodities because 
as long as the recognition of power was focused towards the Sultan, he 
has the rights to rule the Kerajaan. The district chiefs and nobilities, who 
                                                        
1 Several principles of Adat such as “Biar mati anak, jangan mati Adat” and “Ra’ayat Brunei pantang durhaka kapada 

Raja” are all foundation to the reverence Bruneians have for the status of Adat within their lives as well as how it is 
interweaved with the supremacy of the ruler within that Adat itself. For more see Al-Sufri et al., Ikhtisar Budaya, Brunei: 
Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka, 1986, p. 4 

2 This is referred to as Bahasa Istana 
3 The land within the Kerajaan was divided into three types; Those belonging to the Crown (also termed as Kerajaan), 

belonging to other officials (Kuripan) and those belonging to the nobility (Tulen). For more information on the workings 
of the land rights system, see Donald Edward Brown, Brunei: The Structure and History of A Bornean Malay Sultanate, 
Monograph of the Brunei Museum Journal, Bandar Seri Begawan, Brunei Darussalam: Brunei Museum, 1970 

4 McArthur describes the Brunei kingdom as a fiefdom system where ownership was considered as the ruler of a particular 
district. This allowed the owner of each district to govern autonomously with minimal supervision by the Sultan 

5 Colin N. Criswell, Some Historical Aspects of Local & Sovereign Rights in Nineteenth Century Brunei, Hong Kong University 
press, for the Centre of Asian Studies, 1972, p. 51 

6 Ibid., p. 114 
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either owned or were assigned by the Sultan to administer the dominions 
were people who adhered to the Adat that recognizes the supremacy of 
the Sultan. 

Horton described Brunei during the turn of the 20th century as a “riverine 
state, a congeries of river in which the centre was extremely weak”.1 The 
weakness Horton referred to was not in terms of the sanctity of the Adat but 
rather, to how the Sultan had little command of the state after much of 
Brunei’s territory was ceded to Rajah Brooke as well as the British North 
Borneo Company. Because the Tulen owners were allowed through Adat 
to control or cease their ownership, the cessation to a foreign entity that is 
not embedded with the Kerajaan system creates a disunion of Adat, thus 
weakening the power of the Sultan as well as the authority of the Adat 
system. Transfer of land ownership was a common thing within Adat, but it 
was only when territory was transferred to Rajah Brooke, who ‘modernised’ 
the administration did it affect the political custom of Adat and in turn, 
weakened the extensive power granted to him under the system of the 
Kerajaan.  What is interesting to note is that with the weakening of power 
of the political custom, the social Adat was what kept the Sultan in the 
structure of authority. The struggle for power after the 1847 Anglo-Brunei 
Treaty of Friendship and Commerce was now between three actors: the 
British, who by the power of the Treaty, bound the fate of Brunei upon its 
hands; the Sultan, who still commanded the respect through Adat but has 
mainly lost support of the domains that were further from the central power; 
and lastly the Rajah Brooke, who has now modified his objective to expand 
his authority through Sarawak by buying off the ownership from the Sultan 
and the Pengirans (Nobility). By 1888, British expanded its political 
authority to provide external protection while seemingly, the Sultan was still 
in control of the internal government.  

However, the internal government of Brunei was shaky with the nobilities 
being more interested in exchanging their land rights with ‘lease’ or 
‘cessation’ money. This line of thinking proves that while the Brookes were 
                                                        
1 Criswell, Some Historical Aspects of Local & Sovereign Rights in Nineteenth Century Brunei, p. 17 
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buying off the ownership, the Sultan was still clinging onto the sanctity of 
the political custom of the Adat. The Sultan was still under the impression 
that the people were still loyal subjects to the Sultan regardless of who 
controlled the land. As Adat dictates, the dominions may change but Adat 
will still prevail, clinging on to the expression of ‘Biar Mati Anak, Jangan 
Mati Adat’ (roughly translated as ‘Even should a child perish, do not allow 
the Adat to die’). What was not under consideration was that the transfer of 
power to administer the dominion was not given to a person who believes 
in this idea. Rajah Brooke has his own intention and it was certainly not to 
maintain the power structure of the Adat. The end result of all this was the 
diminishing power of the political Adat vested in the hierarchy of the 
palace. The power structure of the Adat was not only desecrated, but also 
at the same time, a new structure of power emerged that tried to ride on 
the sanctity and legitimacy of the Adat in order to further their own agenda. 

Conflict between Adat and ‘Modern’ Administration 
The 1905-1906 Supplementary Agreement was signed as a last resort for 
the Bruneian Sultanate to ensure its survival, even if it means handing over 
the internal governance of the state to a foreign entity. By this time, the 
Sultan had lost the support of most of its advisors, and its people seemingly 
relied on the British more once the British have exhibited the 
‘modernisation’ and the efficiency in solving issues within the state.1 The 
Agreement allowed British to have a more direct hand into the executive 
Branch without interfering much into the traditional legitimacy of the Sultan. 
As far as the people are concerned, the Resident was just an ‘advisor’ to 
advise the Sultan on steps towards modernising the state. In reality, 
however, this system is a form of indirect rule which allowed the British to 
bring about changes within the system of governance itself with little to no 
influence in the traditional political system. What is not considered is that 

                                                        
1 This was exhibited by the way McArthur resolved a dispute by merchants even when it involved the Sultan, McArthur 

could coax the Sultan into paying his debts 
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in the modern system, governance does not necessarily require adherence 
towards the political culture. 

• Nature of Treaties and Agreement as Disadvantageous 
In addition to that matter, the nature of treatises and agreement also 
became a factor in allowing ‘modern’ system of diplomacy to impose on 
the power of the Adat system. The nature of treaties and agreements is that 
the parties are bound to act upon what was agreed or stated in the 
agreement. British Imperialism made use of treaties and agreements with 
foreign nation in order to impose its will upon others.1 This pattern did not 
stop when the British made the first treaty with Brunei in 1847 and from that 
point in time, the Sultan was bounded by a piece of paper that restricted 
his political actions even more. The Adat system was by large unwritten 
and it was well documented that Sultan Hashim was resolute but illiterate. 
The introduction of a written contract was largely an alien concept to them 
and the Adat system could not cope with the velocity that the ‘modern’ 
system of diplomacy was imposed upon the Adat system. Thus, the use of 
treaties and agreement was a way for the British to gain dominance in 
Brunei’s political development. 

• Slow Adaptation to Alien System 
After the 1905-1906 Supplementary Agreement was signed, changes 
began to occur almost immediately with the first Resident to be McArthur. 
The Agreement itself did not favour the position of the Sultan as the 
supreme authority.2 The Resident introduced the Sultan council, which was 
considerably an alien concept of governance to the Adat power structure 
which relied upon the Viziers and the palace officials as a functional 
framework for governance. It is important to note that the implementation 
of the Sultan council was almost immediately after the start of the 
Residency system thus the power structure of Adat was unable to adapt to 

                                                        
1  Anietie A. Inyang and Manasseh Edidem Bassey, "Imperial Treaties And The Origins Of British Colonial Rule In Southern 

Nigeria, 1860-1890," Mediterranean Journal Of Social Sciences 5, no. 20, 2014, p. 1946-1953 
2 B. A. Hussainmiya and Nicholas Tarling, Brunei: Traditions of Monarchic Culture and History: RH Hickling's Memorandum 

Upon the Brunei Constitutional History and Practice, 1st ed, Bandar Seri Begawan: Brunei Press, 2011 
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the nature of a ‘modern’ council which relied on its members to voice 
opinions or suggestions. The haste introduction of the system not only 
ended up being counterproductive but at the same time undermined this 
council as a rubberstamp for the resident. In this situation, the Residency 
system was a way that the British government to implement changes while 
riding on the back of the Adat system for legitimacy. It must be kept in mind 
that the social Adat was still intact and the people still saw the Sultan as 
the political-cultural head of the state. Therefore, what the British actually 
did was take over the power of the Sultan with the authority structures 
unaltered. 

• Religion Being Side-Lined  
A significant clause written in the Supplementary Agreement was the 
condition that the Sultan “…will receive a British Officer, to be styled 
Resident… his advice must be taken and acted upon on all questions in 
Brunei, other than those affecting the Mohammedan Religion”. It is safe to 
assume that the reason behind this stipulation is because the British 
Imperialism does not see Islam as an important aspect of politics and 
development. The removal of religion as a basis for governance allows the 
neutrality of the state which equates to good governance, at least 
according to worldview of the British government at the time. This situation 
had allowed the Sultan to at least have control over the religious space of 
the state but with the overarching power of the Resident.  

Minor Reclamation of Power 
According to Hussainmiya, the Residents could assert their power quite 
extensively for most of the residency era simply because the agreement 
stipulates the enforcement of any advice given by the resident.1 However, 
conditions affecting the Adat Sultanate has a major impact in allowing the 
British a free hand to form a British Administration system as a system to 
replace the political custom of the Adat. The fact that two Sultans ascended 
the throne when there were only minors aided the residents in attaining 

                                                        
1 Hussainmiya et al., Brunei: Traditions of Monarchic Culture and History 
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more power than they had already acquired laid down in the agreements. 
The use of “gunboat diplomacy” by the British was exerted only because 
Brunei depended on the British to assert changes that would bring stability 
to the state. Sultan Muhammad Jamalul Alam II was threatened with 
dethronement for criticizing the British policies as well as complaining at 
the amount of his stipend.1 This suggests that even the Sultan knew that 
his power was nothing but to be subservient to the higher powers of the 
British. In addition to that, the two Sultans were unfortunate to not live long 
enough to incite much tension against the British resident which evidently 
allowed them to have a free hand in ruling Brunei. However, this did not 
stop the monarchy to continually challenge the power of the Resident by 
implementing enactments and parallel councils as to create an initial shift 
to reclaim power. 

• Reclamation through Creation of Parallel Councils 
The nature of the 1905-1906 Supplementary Agreement was that the power 
of the Sultan was bound by his signature. The Sultan council became 
ineffective since the British Resident held the legitimacy of the Sultan. 
However, the short reign of Sultan Ahmad Tajuddin had significant impact 
on the power dynamics of Bruneian politics. It was during this period that 
the Sultan began to show his firm standing from within the State Council. 
By the time Sultan Ahmad Tajuddin ascended the throne, there was a 
sense of realisation that the Sultan was supposed to be the supreme 
authority of the State and following that, divergences began to occur 
between the Sultan and the Resident within the State Council. Several rules 
were introduced that enabled the Sultan to restrict the power of the 
Resident within the council.2 These slight disagreements began to affect 
the task of the Resident to the point that the Resident began to realise that 
the consensus of the Council could no longer be easily shaped by the 
                                                        
1  Sultan Tajuddin also experienced a similar situation when requesting for an increase on his stipend mainly because 

during that time, Brunei has already amassed a sizeable revenue from oil discovery. However, during this time, the 
British did increase his stipend but it was still within the lowest among the Malay rulers at that time 

2  The Sultan seldomly attended the council meetings but introduced the use of a notebook to dictate any decisions made 
in the absence of the Sultan as well as the suggestion that appointments above the clerical levels should be confirmed 
by the state council which the resident tried to intervene but failed. For more information, see Hussainmiya and Tarling, 
Brunei 
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Resident. The Resident lost a significant amount of influence as a result of 
the resoluteness of the Sultan.  

This spirit of power reclamation trickled down into the State Council 
members, allowing for a more unified State Council that stood up for the 
rights of Malays and for the Adat system.1 One of the significant efforts to 
reclaim power during Sultan Ahmad Tajuddin’s reign was the 
establishment of the Muhammadan Religious Advisors in 1948, with the 
British Resident excluded as its member. A more important factor was that 
it was the first time Brunei had referred to its scope of power according to 
the 1906 Agreement and utilised it to alienate the British Resident on a state 
level. This pattern continued with the Sharī’ah Council (Majlis Mesyuarat 
Sharī’ah) established in 1954 by Sultan Omar Ali Saifuddien III, signifying 
a dramatic change in Brunei’s balance of power. Through this Council, the 
Sultan reclaimed the power of all religious matter within the State.2 
Therefore, the Sultan finally had acted in accordance to the agreement but 
more importantly, he devised his own council to assert his traditional 
legitimacy within the state. 

• The Sultan and the Notion of Statehood 
By the 1950s, a mature Sultan Omar Ali Saifuddien III ascended the throne, 
paving the way for a more assertive figure within the traditional Brunei 
political system. Brunei was ready to advance socially, politically and 
economically. The Sultan now realized that if he wanted any chance of 
reclaiming power for his own country, he needed to play by the rules of the 
‘modern’ game but under the terms put down by the people as well as the 
Sultan. The Sultan understood that to bring change to the status of power, 
he would have to reclaim the decision-making process of the state from the 
British. By then, the British Government also thought it wise to urge Brunei 

                                                        
1  During one of the meetings of the state council, the chief kadhi brought a petition objecting the appointment of a British 

caption as a secretary for the resident because of the person’s sensitivities towards the social Adat. Eventually, the 
Resident allowed for a Malay secretary to be appointed. For more information, see Hussainmiya and Tarling, Brunei 

2  For instance, the kadhi courts, as the low-level courts within the stated during that period, had to refer any appeals or 
retrials to the Sultan in council, which was arbitrated through the advice of the British resident. With the establishment 
of the Sharī’ah council, the Kadhi courts could refer any appeals to the Sultan within the Sharī’ah council and not through 
the Sultan in council 
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to accept a formal (written) constitution in which the instruments of power 
were clearly defined for better governance.1 The height of this reclamation 
effort is the establishment of the Brunei Constitution of 1959 through a 
reworking of the Adat system that conformed to requirements of the holders 
of power. In some sense, the British did achieve its goals of promoting 
reforms within Brunei. However, it came to the point where their power over 
the administration fizzled out once the Sultan got hold of the state 
mechanisms to attain power.  

• Sultan as Supreme Authority  
The Constitution is the embodiment of law within the state and it defines in 
accurate terms the mechanisms by which the Government should function. 
One of the most important aspects of the Constitution is the return to the 
Adat system. Under the Constitution, one of the most significant clauses is 
that the Sultan is the supreme executive authority of Brunei Darussalam. 
The implication behind this is that it drifts away completely from the 
residency system and through this clause, the Sultan could reclaim the 
power that was once under the control of the Resident, the ability to 
influence and bring changes to the state. Apart from that, the shift of power 
occurs when the Sultan no longer commits actions within the social space. 
But rather, he is elevated into the state level to allow further reclamation of 
the Adat system. Here, the Sultan as the supreme executive authority has 
acquired the three key elements of a significant actor in state governance: 
authority, legitimacy and power. By acquiring these three, the Sultan is now 
able to shape the development of culture, values as well as the Juristic.  

• Islam as Official Religion 
The Constitution also declares Islam as the official religion of Brunei 
Darussalam. Much of the efforts in the initial stages of power reclamation 
is done by using religion as a vessel to challenge the power of the British.  
With that in mind, the Sultan realised that religion is a highly effective force 
which can create new loyalty and belief in the ruling system. In that sense, 

                                                        
1 Hussainmiya and Tarling, Brunei 
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the Constitution allows greater obedience from its people in regard to its 
laws as well as towards the leader.1 One of the greatest impacts that this 
constitutional clause imposed is the shift form a secular system into a state 
that imbues itself with tauḥīdic elements. The Constitution undoubtedly 
shifted the position of Islam as being part of the syncretic ideals of the Adat 
into a centralized position, allowing Adat to be underpinned by faith and 
undeniably moved Islam into the political centre back from the peripheries 
of the functions of governance. Furthermore, the Constitution ultimately 
rejects the Western worldview that believes faith and religion have no part 
within the political setting of the state. It is also important to note that the 
motivation behind this clause is to allow tauḥīdic impulses to be imposed 
onto the state level, which undoubtedly give way to the establishment of 
Islamic governance. 

• Sultan as Head of Religion 
With this follows the proclamation of Sultan as the head of religion in Brunei. 
This is so that the Sultan play a significant role on the development of Islam. 
Islam became a backdrop for functionality of the government and the 
Sultan himself. Once the Sultan is declared as the head of religion, it 
demonstrates the idea that Islam must be defined through the eyes of the 
supreme executive authority of the state. In retrospective, it might be better 
to view this as the syncretisation of religion and culture. This is because the 
Sultan can be seen both as the head of religion, particularly of Islam, and 
the head of culture, represented by the Adat system. Also, the Adat can 
now play a part in shaping the religious practices, and pave the way 
towards the institutionalisation of religion. 

Reconsolidation of Power  
By virtue of having the Constitution, Brunei was able to assert its own 
roadmap in developing the country according to its own terms. The 
authority of the Adat was restored and the Sultan successfully negotiated 
for the reclamation of power from the British. Internally, the Sultan began 
                                                        
1 Muhsin Mahdi, Ibn Khaldun's Philosophy of History: A Study in the Philosophic Foundation of the Science of Culture, 

Abingdon: Routledge, 2015 
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the process to consolidate the reacquired power through several 
processes, chief among them is by continually adapting custom, traditions 
and religion as part of governance. In accordance with the status of the 
Sultan as the head of religion, the Religious Council of Brunei (MUIB) was 
established to administer the propagation of Islam within the state. One of 
the most prevailing aspects for MUIB was that Brunei had now entered a 
process of institutionalisation of religion. Since religion is always coloured 
by a certain cultural context, the institutionalisation of religion elevates the 
cultural component as part of the jurisprudence. The authority that 
emanates from religion simultaneously allows culture to be seen from the 
same angle. Enforcement of Islam, through the cultural context of Brunei, 
has now gone through the process of enforcement to allow conformance 
among its people. 

• Institutionalisation of Adat 
The same argument can be said about Adat in a sense that through the 
Constitution, the state allows the institutionalisation of Adat in order to 
produce conformity and uniformity in adhering to the symbolisation and the 
manifestations of power that has long been upheld centuries before. By 
1958, Sultan Omar Ali Saifuddien III decreed that the Adat system must be 
written down to preserve the Bruneian Malay way of life. With that, the 
Jabatan Adat Istiadat Negara (Royal Custom and Traditions Department) 
was also formed in order to achieve the same goal. The reinforcement of 
Adat is to ensure that the political culture does not falter in the light of future 
challenges. What the Sultan did is provide a two-prong solution to an old-
age problem. There are apparent weaknesses within the Adat system. 
However, with the institutionalisation of the cultural component of the state, 
the Adat system is able to become as dynamic in the form of the Sultan’s 
power. 

With the Constitution, Adat is now underpinned by Islam and conformed 
through a legal perspective, whereas previously, the idea of ownership was 
what determined the strength of the Kerajaan. The idea that the Constitution 
was a vehicle to retain the power of the Adat alone deserves some merit. 
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Nevertheless, the inclusion of religion to channel the conformance of Adat 
in the government speaks to the role Islam plays as the official religion. The 
epitome of this process is evident with the promotion of the national 
philosophy of Melayu Islam Beraja or Malay Islamic Monarchy. It asserts 
the power of the Adat system through the amalgamation of culture, religion 
and politics as a basis for social cohesion. In other words, the main aim in 
consolidating power through the Constitution is never towards enforcing 
the will of the state upon the individual. Instead, the Constitution acts as a 
conformant mechanism for its people, allowing faith to dictate the system 
of governance through the vantage point of culture. 

• Enhancing Tauḥīdic Awareness  
The processes of institutionalisation are considered as initial efforts of 
power consolidation. This is to say that once there is proper functionality of 
the organisation, the human agency should follow the same path, and the 
reclaimed power through the Constitution does allow for this to occur. By 
merit of the Constitution, the Sultan now has the authority to dictate how the 
state should be run. And incidentally, the path he chose was through 
strengthening the consciousness of Allah among all levels of the society. 
This is the reason why the establishment of religious classes for adults, the 
start of several religious schools as well as Arabic schools are the actions 
of the state aimed towards developing the consciousness of Allah. The 
main point here is that through the Constitution, the power held by the 
Sultan has enabled him to raise the tauḥīdic consciousness at both the 
individual as well as the social level of the state. These efforts come under 
the supposition that the state imposes its will upon the individual and the 
society so that the state can fulfil the Maqāṣid. Evidently, these efforts could 
only be manifested through the encompassing nature of a powerful, 
legitimate and authoritative figure such that of a Sultan.  
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Conclusions  
It is suggested that the Adat system is not static in a sense that there are 
instances where Adat was abrogated to fit into the heightening sense of 
Islamicity within the Bruneian Sultanate. The same logic can be applied to 
the dynamics of power within the three distinct periods of Brunei’s history. 
The idea that power is static cannot be applied to any context and that 
statement rings true to the movement of power that was manifested 
whenever conflicting ideas and worldviews collide. What is evident is that 
the Adat system as the Traditional Legitimacy of political culture was 
overcome by the advent of a secular but imposing figure of imperialism. 
This foreign interference altered the Adat system and allowed it to become 
a vehicle for legitimizing secular and inherently Eurocentric systems of 
governance into the state. However, the eventual reclamation and 
consolidation of power by the traditional ruler allowed power to manifest 
through the persona of these foreign governmental framework and 
repackaged into an Islamic system of governance. The Brunei Constitution 
of 1959 was the starting point for the adaptation and acclimatisation of alien 
concepts within the Adat, and the eventual power shift along the axis of the 
Islamic governance conceptual matrix.  

The functioning of an Islamic system of government requires four essential 
components to effect change towards the fulfilling of the Maqāṣid. The 
Constitution allowed this change with the Sultan reclaiming power and 
revolutionizing the Adat-based monarchical system to conform to Islamic 
cultural elements. This then allowed the government to provide a suitable 
environment that is conducive towards the worship of Allah. It channels the 
government towards institutionalising Islam, giving it organisational 
enforcement to allow for better open-proselytisation, enhancement of 
tauḥīdic consciousness as well as legitimisation of Islam as a ruling 
principle through the eyes of the Adat. The culmination of these factors 
integrates the role of the Brunei government with the concepts of Islamic 
Governance through the institutionalisation of Adat and Islam manifested 
by the Constitution as a passage towards fulfilling the Maqāṣid. What is 
important to note here is that the dynamics of power is not entirely 
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dependent on the actor alone. What is more important is the utilisation of 
that power, and giving that power meaning to inculcate a certain ideal of 
Islamic system of governance. 


