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RESEARCH GROUP “THE BUREAUCRATIZATION OF ISLAM AND ITS 
SOCIO-LEGAL DIMENSIONS IN SOUTHEAST ASIA“ 

(2016-2021) 

•  (PARTLY) SHARED META-CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK, INDIVIDUAL SUB-PROJECTS 

•  1 PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATOR (BRUNEI, SINGAPORE) 

•  3 PHD CANDIDATES (INDONESIA, MALAYSIA, PHILIPPINES) 

•  1 UNDERGRADUATE STUDENT   

 

•   REGULAR WORKSHOPS, GUEST LECTURES SERIES, CONFERENCE PANELS 

•   VARIOUS PUBLICATION FORMATS 

•  INSTITUTIONAL COOPERATION PARTNERS 
•  CENTRE FOR ASIAN LEGAL STUDIES, NATIONAL UNIVERSITY OF SINGAPORE  
•  ASIAN STUDIES CENTRE, ST ANTONY’S COLLEGE, UNIVERSITY OF OXFORD 
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PROJECT FOCUS: 
ISLAMIC DISCOURSE IN THE CONTEXT OF STATE POWER 

•  SOUTHEAST ASIAN GOVERNMENTS HAVE EMPOWERED “ADMINISTRATIVE” BODIES TO 
“GUIDE” AND REGULATE ISLAMIC DISCOURSE 

•  NATIONAL HISTORIES AND DISCURSIVE SUBSTRATA DIFFER... 

•  ...BUT STATE ACTORS TRY TO EXERT CONTROL OVER THE DIRECTION ISLAMIC 
DISCOURSE IS TAKING IN THEIR TERRITORIES 

•  TRANSFORMATION OF PUBLIC SPHERES UNDERMINES ESTABLISHED STRUCTURES OF 
AUTHORITY... 

•   ...BUT STATES RESPOND THROUGH BUREAUCRATIZATION STRATEGIES AND THE 
ESTABLISHING OF “STATE-BRANDS” OF ISLAM!  

•  SPHERES OF INFLUENCE, SOCIETAL STATUS, AND LOCAL MEANING-PRODUCTION OF STATE-
BASED ISLAMIC BUREAUCRACIES DIFFER…. 

•   IDENTIFY “FAMILY RESEMBLANCES“ OF THE B.O.I. IN SOUTHEAST ASIA 

•   TAKE BUREAUCRATIC FORM SERIOUS – IN A NON-FORMALISTIC WAY!  

•  GO BEYOND ESTABLISHED PERSPECTIVES 
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CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK / 
SOME INITIAL ASSUMPTIONS 

•  BOI AS A SOCIAL PHENOMENON TRANSCENDS ITS FORMALIZED ORGANIZATIONAL 
BOUNDARIES, WITH SIGNIFICANT IMPLICATIONS FOR… 

•  …THE EVERYDAY LIFE OF VARIOUS AFFECTED SOCIAL ACTORS 
•  …FORMATION OF MUSLIM SUBJECTIVITIES  
•  …THE ROLE OF ISLAM IN PUBLIC LIFE AND DISCOURSE  
•  … THE VERY MEANING(S) OF ISLAM IN STATE AND SOCIETY 

•  BOI IS INTEGRAL TO THE STATE’S EXERCISE OF CLASSIFICATORY POWER (..CO-PRODUCED 
AND CONTESTED IN SOCIETY) 

•  BOI OPERATES WITH ITS OWN CHARACTERISTIC CODES, PROCEDURES AND SYMBOLS, A 
“LANGUAGE” OF BUREAUCRACY:  

•  “TRANSLATION” / TRANSFORMATIVE RE-WRITING OF ISLAM 
•  CHANGING FORMS – CHANGES ON THE LEVEL OF MEANINGS! 
•  CONSEQUENCES OF THIS “TRANSLATION” SHOULD BE STUDIED IN FUNCTIONAL AND 

HERMENEUTIC TERMS 
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PROJECT FOCUS 

•  BUREAUCRACY – SOCIETY – STUDY INTERFACE SITUATIONS! (“BLURRING BOUNDARIES”) 

•  HOW DOES THE IMPOSITION OF “CATEGORICAL SCHEMES” RESONATE WITH SOCIAL 
TRANSFORMATIONS? 

•  HOW DO SOCIAL ACTORS RESPOND/APPROPRIATE/ADAPT/CIRCUMVENT/RESIST?  
•  CLASSIFICATORY SCHEMES MAY (OR MAY NOT!) “ACQUIRE A COMMONSENSICAL, 

TAKEN-FOR-GRANTED CHARACTER” (HANDELMAN 1991) 
•  RE-SIGNIFICATIONS (ASCRIPTIONS OF NEW MEANINGS) 

•  HOW CAN THE EMPIRICAL STUDY OF MUSLIM POLITICS IN SEA BE BROUGHT IN A FRUITFUL 
DIALOGUE WITH THEORETICAL DEBATES IN THE ANTHROPOLOGY OF BUREAUCRACY? 

•  MICRO-LEVEL: LONG-TERM RESEARCH WITH INVOLVED ACTORS 
•  TWO FIELD SITES: 1.) BUREAUCRACIES; 2.) AFFECTED/INVOLVED “NON-BUREAUCRATIC” 

GROUPS 

•   PHD STUDENTS: FIELD ORIENTATION TRIP (JULY 2017), FIELDWORK (DEC. 2017 – NOV. 
2018) 
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PHD PROJECTS 

FAUWAZ BIN ABDUL AZIZ THE BUREAUCRATIZATION OF ISLAM IN A CHRISTIAN MAJORITY 
STATE: AN ETHNOGRAPHY OF THE NATIONAL COMMISSION ON MUSLIM FILIPINOS 

 

 

 

TIMEA GRÉTA BIRÓ THE BUREAUCRATIZATION OF ZAKAT: AN ETHNOGRAPHY OF THE 
CULTURE OF GIVING IN MALAYSIA 

 

 

 

ROSALIA ENGCHUAN  BUDAYA SENSOR MANDIRI: BUREAUCRATIC FILM CENSORSHIP IN 
INDONESIA 
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AFFILIATED PROJECTS 

MOHAMMED WASEEM NASER (PHD, DAAD PROJECT): 

“NEGOTIATING SOCIO-RELIGIOUS IDENTITY AT THE MARGINS OF AN ‘ISLAMIC 
STATE‘: THE CASE OF INDIAN MUSLIMS IN MALAYSIA“ 

 

ANNIKA BENZ (UNDERGRADUATE, EMMY NOETHER PROJECT): 

“HUI MUSLIMS AND THE CHINESE DREAM: APPROACHING MEANINGS OF 
CHINESE ISLAM THROUGH MUSEUM RESEARCH” 
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BRUNEI DARUSSALAM…? 
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ISLAMIC GOVERNANCE AND NATIONAL IDEOLOGY 
MELAYU ISLAM BERAJA 

•   “ISLAMIC STATE”  

•   ABSOLUTE MONARCHY 

•  NATIONAL IDEOLOGY: MELAYU ISLAM BERAJA (“MALAY ISLAMIC 
MONARCHY”), MIB  

• THREE PILLARS 
V   M: MALAY SUPREMACY (66% MALAYS) 

V   I: ISLAM (78% MUSLIMS) 

V   B: MONARCHY 

 

 

SULTAN: MIB AS A “FIREWALL” VIS-À-VIS GLOBALIZATION 

 

COMMON PERSPECTIVE:  

 BRUNEI AS A VANGUARD OF “CONSERVATIVE ISLAM” AND MUSLIM 
ORTHODOXY IN SOUTHEAST ASIA… 
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MIB KNOWLEDGE PRODUCTION: 
NATIONAL IDEOLOGY CLASSES AT SCHOOLS AND UNIVERSITIES 

 
 

Trends in MIB Teaching: 
•  “activate students“ 
•  “critical thinking“ 
•  “empowering multipliers“… 
•  “five year plans“;  statistics for “success rates“… 



•  PRE-COLONIAL ERA: HUKUM KANUN BRUNEI 
•  BRITISH RESIDENCY: “MODERN” CODIFICATION OF ISLAMIC 

LAW; SEPARATION “CIVIL” & “ISLAMIC LAW” (DUAL SYSTEM) 
•  POST-COLONIAL ERA: EXPANSION OF SHARIA LAW SECTOR 

• NUMEROUS ISLAMIC INSTITUTIONS 
• MINISTRY OF RELIGIOUS AFFAIRS 
• STATE MUFTI DEPARTMENT 
• RELIGIOUS COUNCIL (“HIGHEST AUTHORITY“) 
• ISLAMIC LEGAL COMMITTEE (HEADED BY STATE MUFTI) 
• SYARIAH AFFAIRS DEPARTMENT 
•  ISLAMIC DA’WAH CENTER 
• AQIDAH CONTROL SECTION 
• … 
EACH PURSUING A “VISION AND MISSION” 

Sharia Legislation and the  
Bureaucratization of Islam 

1990 

2011 



•  TOP-DOWN DEFINITION OF ISLAM: NO SPACE FOR DISSENT OR “ALTERNATIVE” 
MUSLIM VOICES/ORGANIZATIONS/PUBLICATIONS/MOSQUES… 

•  POLICIES TO “PURIFY” MUSLIM BELIEFS AND PRACTICES (VS. SESAT & KHURAFAT 
ELEMENTS) SINCE 1970S 

•  CATEGORIZING “DEVIANT TEACHINGS” (AJARAN SESAT) 
•  BAHAI (SINCE 1970) 
•  AL-ARQAM (1991, BEFORE MALAYSIA IN 1994!) 
•  AHMADIYA (MIRZA GHULAM AHMAD) 
•  CERTAIN SUFI GROUPS  (AHMADIYYAH IDRISSIYA / TARIQAT MUHAMMADIYA; TARIQAT 

MUFARADIYAH; TARIQAT ABDUL RAZAK; SHEIKH MAHMUD AL-MAJZUB’S GROUP..) 
•  SILAT LINTAU 
•  … 

DOCTRINAL “PURIFICATION“ : 
CATEGORICAL SCHEMES OF TRUTH AND DEVIANCE 
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DEVIANT-DECLARED TRADITIONS: 
MALAY KERAMAT GRAVES 
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ABANDONED KUBUR KERAMAT SHRINES 

FORMER “KUBUR KERAMAT” OF THE (NOW FORGOTTEN) MYTHICAL FOUNDERS OF THE BRUNEI KEDAYAN, 2017 
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Picture below: 
A grave with demolished roof, once viewed 
as kubur keramat (Tutong, 2014)  All pictures © Dominik M. Müller! 



THE CRIMINALIZATION AND SOCIAL MARGINALIZATION OF 
BOMOH / ORANG PANDAI / ORANG PEMANDAI 
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STATE-IN-SOCIETY: 
REPORTING BOMOH TO THE AUTHORITIES AS 

GOOD MIB CITIZENSHIP 
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“DOCTRINE CONTROL” (KAWALAN AKIDAH) AND EDUCATION: 
A PERMANENT EXHIBITION ON “OBJECTS LEADING TO DEVIANCE” 

 MINISTRY OF RELIGIOUS AFFAIRS 
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PUSAT DA‘WAH ISLAMIAH (@MINISTRY OF RELIGIOUS AFFAIRS) 
EXHIBITION ON DEVIANCE (2014) 
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CONTROLLING INVISIBLE FORCES OF EVIL: 
A STATE AFFAIR 

•  2010: “MASS HYSTERIA” AT THREE SCHOOLS SIMULTANEOUSLY, EVEN TEACHERS AND 
A SCHOOL COOK WERE “POSESSED“ (KERASUKAN) 

•  STATE PRESS: ACTING MINISTER OF EDUCATION ADVISING “SCHOOL AUTHORITIES 
TO CLEAN THE RESTROOMS, BELIEVED TO BE THE FAVORITE SPOT FOR THE SPIRITS“ 
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SYARIAH PENAL CODE ORDER 2013 ADDRESSING BOMOH, 
AND MAGIC PRACTICES (ILMU HITAM, SIHIR) 

 
 “(CLAIMING TO KNOW) AN EVENT OR A MATTER THAT IS BEYOND HUMAN 
UNDERSTANDING OR KNOWLEDGE; WORSHIP “ANY PERSON, PLACE, NATURE 
OR ANY OBJECT, THING OR ANIMAL IN ANY MANNER (CONTRARY TO ISLAMIC 
LAW)”, E.G. “BELIEVING THAT OBJECTS OR ANIMALS POSSESS CERTAIN 
POWERS”, “INCREASE WEALTH,” “GRANT WISHES,” “HEAL DISEASES” OR 
“BRING GOOD LUCK” (MAX, 2 YEARS JAIL; FINE; ”COUNSELLING“; SPCO 
SEKSYEN 216) 

…ALONGSIDE OTHER SECTIONS, SEE MPI FOR SOCIAL ANTHROPOLOGY WORKING PAPER 187 (2018) 

 

PREVIOUSLY: AKTA MAJLIS UGAMA ISLAM DAN MAHKAMAH-MAHKAMAH 
KADI (1986), BAB 186 (“AJARAN SESAT“ / ENGLISH VERSION: “FALSE 
DOCTRINE”) 
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Social imaginaries and actual practice 



SHARIA-COMPLIANT EXORCISM 
RE-FRAMING BOMOH PRACTICES IN THE PARAMETERS OF STATE POWER 
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SHARIA-COMPLIANT EXORCISM 
RE-FRAMING BOMOH PRACTICES IN THE PARAMETERS OF STATE POWER 
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Statistics provided by Darusysyifa‘ Warrafahah, 2014 



JAPANESE WATERCRYSTAL-PHOTOGRAPHY MEETS 
SHARIA-COMPLIANT EXORCISM 
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SHARIA‘IZATION AND "PURIFCATION“ POLICIES IN THE MIB STATE: 
 A RADICAL SHIFT? 

• “THE ORGANIC PART PLAYED BY SYMBOLS IN CREATING THE NEW ORDER OUT OF THE OLD” (HERZFELD 1992)…? 

•  THE MIB-STATE IS DRAWING UPON MULTIPLE OTHER CULTURAL REGISTERS: 

•  VOCABULARIES OF MODERN STATE BUREAUCRACY, THE MARKET, NATIONALISM, ETHNICITY, STATISICALIZATION, 
STANDARDIZATION; PEDAGOGICAL TRENDS, FUTURE-ORIENTED CORPORATE GOVERNANCE, NEW MEDIA, 
“TRADITIONS”…. QUEST FOR “SCIENTIFIC“ (AND VISUALIZED) EVIDENCE-MAKING (SCIENTIZATION) HYBRIDIZED 
WITH THE SUPERNATURAL (MALINOWSKI: “MAGIC IS FUNDAMENTALLY AKIN TO SCIENCE“) 

•  A FIELD OF FORCES! 

• “OBJECTIFICATION“ OF WAYS OF BEING MUSLIM (DALE EICKELMAN): EARLIER PRACTICES AND SOCIAL 
INSTITUTIONS ARE SYSTEMATICALLY RE-EXAMINED VIS-A�-VIS THEIR (UN)ISLAMICNESS  

•  BUREAUCRATIZATION OF ISLAM - BUREAUCRATIZATION OF KNOWLEDGE 

• “ABANDONMENTS” ARE CULTURALLY PRODUCTIVE ENDEAVORS (VS. SELF-IDEALIZING LOGICS) 

• ON A DEEPER LEVEL OF CULTURAL AND SYMBOLIC ANALYSIS, PATHWAYS TOWARDS REALIZING MIB-STATE’S 
ORTHODOXY ARE REMARKABLY HYBRID! 
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•  BUREAUCRATIZATION OF ISLAM PRO FORMA CONTROLLED BY “DIRECTORS”, “CEOS”, STATE MUFTIS, 
“CENTRAL COMMITTEES”, “GOVERNING BOARDS”, POLITICAL DECISION-MAKERS); STAGING TO BE IN 
CHARGE OF THINGS 

•  …ALSO SHAPED BY FORCES THAT IT CANNOT (ENTIRELY) CONTROL 

•   MIB’S “FIREWALL” DISCOURSE  OF NATIONAL PROTECTIONISM IS EXPRESSED BY THOROUGHLY 
GLOBALIZED MEANS 

•  BUREAUCRATIZATION OF ISLAM SEEKS TO ERADICATE SPACES OF INFORMALITY   

•  …IT ALSO GENERATES NEW AMBIGUITIES AND INFORMALITIES OF THE FORMAL 

•  DIALECTICS: TOP-DOWN & BOTTOM-UP; MAKING & UNMAKING OF RELIGIOUS AUTHORITY; 
BUREAUCRATIZATION & DE-BUREAUCRATIZATION; MUTUAL APPROPRIATION/MANIPULATION  

•   BOI IN BRUNEI AS A SOCIAL PHENOMENON: MUCH MORE THAN ”PAPERWORK”,  
INSTITUTIONALIZATION, CO-OPTATION, NEUTRALIZATION, TECHNIQUES OF CONTROL, 
GOVERNMENTALITY… 
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BoI in and Beyond Brunei 



SOME COMPARATIVE GLIMPSES CASE STUDY II: 
SINGAPORE 

Pictures removed, DM 



CATEGORGICAL SCHEMES OF ISLAM IN SINGAPORE: 
SMI – SINGAPORE MUSLIM IDENTITY 



KERAMAT SHRINES IN SINGAPORE: 
“CULTURAL HERITAGE” 

All pictures © Dominik M. Müller! 



Keramat Shrines in Singapore 

All pictures © Dominik M. Müller! 



Pictures: Source Internet 



ACCOMODATING INTRA- AND INTER-RELIGIOUS DIVERSITY 
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PHILIPPINES & MALAYSIA PROJECTS 
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INDONESIA PROJECT 
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FAMILY RESEMBLANCES OF BOI 
 

•  BOI AS A SOCIAL PHENOMENON TRANSCENDING ITS ORGANIZATIONAL BOUNDARIES 

•  WHERE ISLAM IS BUREAUCRATIZED, IT IS TRANSLATED INTO THE “LANGUAGE” OF BUREAUCRACY, A 
RECONFIGURATION OF INTERRELATED FORMS AND MEANINGS WITH STRUCTURING EFFECTS ON OTHER 
TRANSFORMATIVE PROCESSES  

•  LANGUAGE OF BUREAUCRACY IMPLIES THE ESTABLISHMENT OF CLASSIFICATORY TAXONOMIES –  AND OF 
TAXONOMICAL THINKING (BUREAUCRATIZATION OF KNOWLEDGE) 

•  CLASSIFICATORY POWER: EXCLUSIVE “RIGHT TO DEFINE THE SITUATION” (GRAEBER 2015)  

•  “GOD TRICK PERFORMED BY UNIVERSALIZING AUTHORITATIVE BUREAUCRACIES” (HOAG 2014: 88) 

•  …FAMILY RESEMBLANCES EXIST IN MANY, BUT NOT NECESSARILY ALL SETTINGS 

•  “IMPOSITION OF SIMPLE CATEGORICAL SCHEMES”: BOI AS TECHNIQUE OF POWER OPERATING THROUGH 
STANDARDIZATION, AIMING TO ERASE AMBIGUITIES, GREY ZONES, AND UNREGULATED SPHERES 
(STANDARDIZATION, FORMALIZATION, “STATE-SIMPLIFICATION”), ESTABLISHING TAXONOMIES AND 
CATEGORICAL SCHEMES OF ISLAM 

•  BOI SEEKS TO IMPOSE FORMALIZED (=SUPPOSEDLY CONTROLLED) REGIMES OF GOVERNING THE 
POPULATION – OFTEN WITH LITTLE SUCCESS, AND GENERATING UNINTENDED OUTCOMES 

•  PROXIMITY TO THE STATE DOES NOT PER SE ENHANCE/UNDERMINE RELIGIOUS LEGITIMACY – LOCALLY 
UNIQUE “DISCURSIVE SUBSTRATES”! 

•   (IN-)COMPARABILITY AND UNIQUENESS? IT DEPENDS… 
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QUESTIONS & ANSWERS 

38 muellerdo@eth.mpg.de 
All pictures © Dominik M. Müller! 



FOR PUBLISHED VERSIONS OF THIS TALK, SEE 
DOMINIK M. MÜLLER 2018:  

THE BUREAUCRATIZATION OF ISLAM AND ITS SOCIO-LEGAL DIMENSIONS IN SOUTHEAST ASIA: 
CONCEPTUAL CONTOURS OF A RESEARCH PROJECT  

MAX PLANCK INSTITUTE FOR SOCIAL ANTHROPOLOGY WORKING PAPER 187 

URL: HTTP://WWW.ETH.MPG.DE/CMS/DE/PUBLICATIONS/WORKING_PAPERS/WP0187 

 

AND 

SPECIAL ISSUE: 

THE BUREAUCRATIZATION OF ISLAM IN SOUTHEAST ASIA: TRANSDISCIPLINARY PERSPECTIVES, 
(CO-EDITED WITH KERSTIN STEINER) JOURNAL OF CURRENT SOUTHEAST ASIAN AFFAIRS, VOL. 
37 NO 1, 2018 

URL: HTTPS://JOURNALS.SUB.UNI-HAMBURG.DE/GIGA/JSAA/ISSUE/ARCHIVE 
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