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Introduction
Brunei Darussalam, often simply called Brunei, is a small yet unique nation on the
island of Borneo. Despite its modest size and population, Brunei occupies an important
place in the study of Southeast Asian politics due to its distinctive political system and
enduring monarchy. Governed under an absolute monarchy, Brunei projects a model
of governance that is rare in the modern world, where power is centrally vested in the
hands of the Sultan, who serves as both head of state and government, blending
traditional authority with religious and cultural precepts.

At the core of Brunei’s political system lies the national philosophy of Melayu Islam
Beraja (MIB). This concept, translating to Malay Islamic Monarchy, is a blend of Malay
cultural identity, Islamic values, and monarchical rule. MIB is not merely an ideology
but the very fabric of Brunei’s governance, shaping the nation’s institutions, society,
and statecraft. By upholding this philosophy, Brunei presents itself as a bastion of
tradition and continuity in an era marked by rapid political change and
democratization in the region.

Brunei’s path to its current political structure has been shaped by a complex history.
Once a powerful maritime sultanate, the country later became a British protectorate in
the late nineteenth century—a relationship that defined much of its political
development. The adoption of the 1959 constitution under British guidance laid the
groundwork for modern governance, but the failed revolt of 1962 marked a turning
point. The subsequent imposition of a state of emergency, which continues to this day,
has allowed the Sultan to consolidate unprecedented power, reinforcing the monarchy
as the unchallenged source of authority.

Today, Brunei’s political landscape is notable for its absence of democratic politics as
commonly understood. Political parties are weak, highly regulated, or outright banned,
and elections for national-level government have not been held in more than half a
century. The centralization of power in the Sultan and his appointed councils means
that traditional checks and balances are minimal. This approach is further bolstered by
the country’s significant oil and gas wealth, which funds generous welfare programs
that contribute to social stability and public acquiescence.

Despite its stability and apparent serenity, Brunei faces distinct challenges, both
internal and external. Critics point to restrictions on rights such as freedom of speech,
assembly, and the press—issues that have at times drawn international scrutiny. The
introduction and phased application of Syariah law, including a stricter penal code,
have further complicated Brunei’s relations with the outside world. Moreover,
questions remain about succession, transparency, and the monarchy’s long-term
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resilience in the face of inevitable economic and social change.

This book offers a comprehensive guide to the politics and political system of Brunei.
Through detailed examination of its institutions, history, ideologies, and contemporary
challenges, readers will gain a nuanced understanding of how one of the world’s few
remaining absolute monarchies endures—and what its future might hold.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Historical Foundations of
Brunei's Political System
To understand the current political landscape of Brunei, one must first delve into its
deep historical roots. Like a grand old tree, the present-day structure draws
sustenance from centuries of tradition, power, and adaptation. Brunei's story is one of
transformation, from a burgeoning maritime empire to a state whose survival was at
times precarious, ultimately arriving at its current iteration as a stable, albeit absolute,
monarchy.

Before the arrival of European powers and the subsequent period of British influence,
Brunei was a significant force in Southeast Asia. Its history stretches back well over a
thousand years, with early records, particularly from Chinese sources, mentioning a
polity known as "Boni" as early as the 6th century CE. These accounts indicate that
Brunei was involved in trade and maintained tributary relations with China.

For a period, Brunei is believed to have come under the influence of the Majapahit
Empire, a powerful Hindu-Buddhist thalassocracy based in Java. The Javanese
manuscript Nagarakretagama, written in 1365, lists Barune as a vassal state of
Majapahit, required to offer an annual tribute of camphor. This suggests a period
where Brunei's political identity was intertwined with the larger regional empires.

The pivotal moment in the establishment of the modern Bruneian sultanate is
generally considered to be the 15th century. It was during this era that Brunei's rulers
converted to Islam, a transformation that would profoundly shape the nation's identity
and political system. The first ruler to embrace Islam is traditionally recognized as
Awang Alak Betatar, who became Sultan Muhammad Shah. This conversion marked
the beginning of the continuous Muslim sultanate that endures today, making the
current Sultan the 29th ruler in a long and storied dynasty.

With the adoption of Islam, the Sultanate of Brunei entered a period of significant
expansion. Leveraging its strategic location on the coast of Borneo and engaging in
robust trade, particularly after the fall of Malacca to the Portuguese in 1511, Brunei's
influence grew considerably. Under the rule of notable sultans like Bolkiah, the fifth
sultan, the Bruneian Empire reached its zenith between the 15th and 17th centuries.

During this golden age, the Sultanate's reach extended across coastal areas of
Borneo, encompassing present-day Brunei, Sarawak, and Sabah, and even parts of the
Philippines, including the Sulu Archipelago and potentially reaching as far as Manila
and the Kapuas River delta in West Kalimantan. This period saw Brunei establish itself
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as a dominant maritime power, with its rulers engaging in both trade and conquest.

The visit of the Magellan expedition in 1521 provides a glimpse into the grandeur of
the Brunei court during this peak. Antonio Pigafetta, the chronicler of the expedition,
described the wealth and power of the Sultanate, although some historians suggest
his account might have exaggerated the extent of Brunei's dominion. Regardless, it is
clear that Brunei was a significant regional player at this time.

However, the glory of the Bruneian Empire was not to last indefinitely. By the late 17th
century, the Sultanate began to experience a period of decline. This downturn was
attributed to a combination of factors, including internal strife, issues of royal
succession, and the increasing encroachment of European colonial powers. The once
vast empire started to contract.

The 19th century proved to be a particularly challenging period for Brunei. European
adventurers and colonial enterprises began toChip away at Brunei's territories. James
Brooke, an English adventurer, played a significant role in this process, gradually
gaining control over large swathes of land in northwestern Borneo that would become
Sarawak. This was often achieved through agreements with the Sultan, who was
sometimes compelled to cede territory in exchange for help in quelling rebellions or
for annual payments.

The loss of territory was substantial. In 1846, the island of Labuan was ceded to the
British, providing them with a strategic foothold in the region. The expansion of
Sarawak under the Brooke dynasty continued, and in 1877, territories in northeastern
Borneo were leased (and later ceded) to the British North Borneo Chartered Company,
forming the basis of what is now Sabah. Brunei's landmass was significantly reduced,
leaving it as the much smaller state it is today, even separated into two enclaves.

Facing the continued threat of further territorial losses and potential absorption by
Sarawak, the Sultan of Brunei at the time, Hashim Jalilul Alam Aqamaddin, appealed to
the British for protection in 1888. This appeal led to the signing of a treaty that
officially made Brunei a British protectorate. This marked a crucial turning point in
Brunei's history, as it placed the Sultanate under the protective, albeit controlling,
wing of the British Empire. While the Sultanate's autonomy was curtailed, this move
arguably saved Brunei from complete disappearance from the map. The establishment
of the British Residency in 1906 further solidified British influence, with a British
Resident appointed to advise the Sultan on all matters except Malay customs and
Islamic religion. This system would remain in place for over five decades, shaping the
administrative and political structures of Brunei leading up to the modern era.
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