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Introduction

Brunei Darussalam, often referred to simply as Brunei, is a small nation nestled on the
island of Borneo in Southeast Asia. Though small in size, Brunei’s cultural richness and
unique traditions have captured the curiosity of people across the globe. With a
history deeply rooted in Malay traditions and shaped by centuries of Islamic influence,
Brunei stands as a fascinating study of how heritage, religion, and modernity can
intertwine to create a vibrant contemporary society.

This book, “The Culture of Brunei: An Introduction for Beginners,” is designed to
provide readers with a clear and accessible overview of what makes Bruneian culture
so distinctive. Whether you are a student, traveler, or simply curious about the world,
this guide aims to demystify the customs, beliefs, and way of life in Brunei for those
starting their journey of discovery.

The chapters ahead explore the different facets of Brunei’s identity. From its revered
monarchy and Islamic traditions to the intricate beauty of its art, music, and cuisine,
the book highlights how ancient values coexist with the pressures and opportunities of
the modern world. Attention is given to the societal roles of family, youth, and gender,
as well as the contemporary challenges Brunei faces amidst globalization and rapid
change.

As you read, you will encounter the warmth of Bruneian hospitality, learn about the
colorful celebrations that bring communities together, and gain insights into the
etiquette that governs daily interactions. You will also discover how environmental
awareness shapes Bruneian attitudes towards nature and how local perspectives on
education, health, and work create a foundation for daily life.

We hope that this introduction will spark your interest in Brunei and encourage a
deeper appreciation for its people and traditions. Whether you are preparing for a
visit, expanding your understanding of world cultures, or seeking inspiration for further
study, this book offers a pathway to understanding and respecting the cultural fabric
of Brunei Darussalam.
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CHAPTER ONE: Understanding Brunei: Geography
and History

Brunei Darussalam, a name meaning "Abode of Peace," is a small yet significant
nation strategically positioned on the northern coast of the island of Borneo in
Southeast Asia. This geographical placement has profoundly influenced its history,
shaping its interactions with regional powers and European colonial forces alike. To
truly understand Brunei’s culture, one must first grasp the physical landscape it
inhabits and the historical currents that have sculpted its identity.

Geographically, Brunei is somewhat of an anomaly, a sovereign state entirely on the
island of Borneo, which it shares with parts of Malaysia and Indonesia. Its relatively
modest land area of 5,765 square kilometers (approximately 2,226 square miles) is
bisected into two non-contiguous segments by the Malaysian state of Sarawak's
Limbang district. The larger western portion contains the capital city, Bandar Seri
Begawan, while the eastern part, Temburong, is largely undeveloped rainforest.

Brunei’s terrain offers a varied landscape, moving from a flat coastal plain along the
South China Sea in the north to hilly lowlands in the west and more rugged,
mountainous terrain in the east. The country's highest point, Bukit Pagon, reaches
1,850 meters (6,070 feet) above sea level in the Temburong district, near the
Malaysian border. Several rivers, including the Belait, Tutong, and Brunei rivers in the
west, and the Pandaruan and Temburong rivers in the east, generally flow northward,
emptying into the South China Sea. The Belait River is the largest within the country.
These river systems have historically been vital for transportation and continue to
provide essential water resources.

The climate in Brunei is typically equatorial, meaning it's consistently hot, humid, and
rainy throughout the year. Average temperatures hover between 23°C and 32°C (73°F
and 90°F), with humidity levels remaining high, around 80%, year-round. Rainfall is
abundant, averaging around 2,900 mm (115 inches) annually in coastal areas and
potentially exceeding 3,800 mm (150 inches) further inland. The weather is influenced
by monsoon winds, with the northeast monsoon bringing heavier rains from December
to March, and the southwest monsoon blowing from May to September. Transitional
periods occur in April, October, and November. While Brunei is generally outside the
path of major ocean storms like typhoons, it can experience heavy rainfall that
occasionally leads to floods and landslides, particularly from November to January.

Brunei’s strategic location on the maritime trade routes of Southeast Asia played a
crucial role in its early development. Evidence suggests that the region had extensive
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contact with Asian continental neighbors as far back as 518 A.D., with Chinese
historical records referring to "Puni" or "Poli," nhames believed to denote ancient
Brunei. For a period, it even came under Hindu influence through its allegiance to the
Majapahit empire based in Java.

The 14th century marked a pivotal shift with the introduction of Islam to Brunei.
Awang Alak Betatar, considered Brunei's first ruler, embraced Islam and became
Sultan Muhammad Shah, establishing the independent Sultanate of Brunei. This event
irrevocably altered the course of the nation's history and cultural landscape, laying the
foundation for the Malay Islamic Monarchy that endures today.

The Sultanate of Brunei reached its zenith between the 15th and 17th centuries.
During the reign of the fifth sultan, Bolkiah (1485-1528), the empire's influence was
vast, reportedly extending over much of Borneo, including present-day Sarawak and
Sabah, as well as the Sulu archipelago and islands off the northwestern tip of Borneo.
The wealth derived from international commerce during this "Golden Age" left a strong
impression on early European explorers, who returned with tales of opulent regalia
and majestic ceremonies.

However, the tide began to turn in the 19th century as the Bruneian Empire faced
internal strife and the encroaching colonial expansion of European powers. Brunei
gradually lost much of its territory. For instance, in 1841, parts of its land, now
Sarawak, were ceded to the English adventurer James Brooke, who became the White
Rajah. Further cessions of territory to the British North Borneo Chartered Company
and the loss of the island of Labuan further diminished its once-expansive empire.

In 1888, facing continued territorial encroachment, Sultan Hashim Jalilul Alam
Agamaddin appealed to the British, and Brunei officially became a British protectorate.
Under this agreement, a British Resident was assigned in 1906 to advise the Sultan on
all matters except Malay customs, traditions, and Islamic religion. Despite this foreign
administration, Brunei's fortunes began to revive with the discovery of petroleum in
1929, laying the groundwork for its future prosperity.

The tranquility was shattered by World War Il when Japanese forces invaded Brunei on
December 16, 1941, just eight days after the attack on Pearl Harbor. They quickly
occupied the entire country within a week, with the limited British defense forces
offering little resistance. The Japanese administration reorganized Brunei and
surrounding areas into five prefectures, imposing their language and currency, and
exploiting the country's oil resources for their war efforts. This period brought
immense hardship, with shortages of food and medicine.

Towards the end of the war, Allied forces, primarily the Australian 9th Division,

launched "Operation Oboe Six" to recapture Borneo. Extensive bombing campaigns by
the Allies in 1944 and 1945 significantly damaged Brunei Town (now Bandar Seri
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Begawan) and Kuala Belait. On June 10, 1945, Australian troops landed at Muara, and
after three days of heavy fighting, Brunei Town was recaptured. The Japanese forces in
Borneo formally surrendered in September 1945.

Following the war, Brunei was temporarily placed under British Military Administration
(BMA), which focused on rebuilding the war-torn economy, including extinguishing
fires at the Seria oil wells, which the Japanese had set ablaze. A new constitution was
written in 1959, granting Brunei internal self-government, though defense and
external affairs remained under British control. A brief armed rebellion in 1962,
indirectly linked to the Indonesia-Malaysia confrontation, was suppressed with British
assistance. This event is said to have influenced the Sultan's decision not to join the
Malaysian Federation.

Brunei finally achieved full independence from the United Kingdom on January 1,
1984, becoming a fully sovereign state. Sultan Hassanal Bolkiah, who had ascended
the throne in 1967 after his father's abdication, assumed the roles of Prime Minister,
Finance Minister, and Home Affairs Minister, presiding over a cabinet. Since then,
Brunei has leveraged its extensive petroleum and natural gas fields to achieve
significant economic growth, transforming into an industrialized nation with one of the
highest per capita GDPs in Asia. This remarkable journey from a powerful sultanate to
a British protectorate, through the ravages of war, and finally to a prosperous
independent nation, provides the essential historical backdrop for understanding the
unique cultural tapestry of Brunei Darussalam.
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