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Introduction
	Shariah is central in the lives of Muslims. Although the sources of Shariah were introduced more than one thousand years ago, the Islamic law has to apply to Muslims today. This makes fatwa and Mufti important to guide Muslims on how to live out their religious obligations in modern setting that differs from the original context of the Islamic law. To advance our understanding about the role of fatwa in contemporary society, this paper studies the state-sponsored Mufti of Singapore, Majlis Ugama Islam Singapura (MUIS). MUIS and its issued fatwas can provide insights to the role of fatwa in a contemporary society that is secular where Muslims are a minority. This paper shows that MUIS guided Muslims in Singapore to adapt to modernity, respond to state policies, and live harmoniously with non-Muslims.  
Background of MUIS
	According to Census 2020, Muslims made up 15.6 percent of Singapore’s population[footnoteRef:1]. Although a minority, the Singapore’s constitution provided for institutions to oversee the administration of Islam, which was not available for other religions[footnoteRef:2]. The special privilege for Muslims comes from the special status of Malays in Singapore, who are mainly Muslims, as they are considered the indigenous people of Singapore. In 1968, Singapore parliament passed the Administration of Muslim Law Act (AMLA) that makes provision for “regulating Muslim affairs and forming a council to advise the president in matters of Islam”[footnoteRef:3]. AMLA institutionalises MUIS as the Mufti with responsibility to guide the Muslim community and forms the fatwa committee to pass religious rulings[footnoteRef:4]. Besides being the Mufti, MUIS also oversee administration of Islamic affairs such as “wakaf (charities and endowments), zakat (tithe), and madrasahs (religious schools)”[footnoteRef:5].  [1:  Department of Statistics, Census of Population 2020 Statistical Release 1: Demographic Characteristics, Education, Language and Religion, (Singapore: Department of Statistics, Ministry of Trade & Industry, 2021), p. viii. ]  [2:  Norshahril Saat, 'Introduction: Towards a Socio-Historical Analysis of Muis Policies', in Fulfilling the Trust: 50 Years of Shaping Muslim Religious Life in Singapore, ed. by Norshahril Saat (Singapore: World Scientific Publishing Co Pte Ltd, 2018), pp. 1-11 (p. 1). ]  [3:  Alfian Yasrif Kuchit, 'The Institutionalisation of Islam in Singapore: The Administration of Muslim Law Act and the Birth of a 'Majlis Ugama'', in Fulfilling the Trust: 50 Years of Shaping Muslim Religious Life in Singapore, ed. by Norshahril Saat (Singapore: World Scientific Publishing Co Pte Ltd, 2018), pp. 15-31 (p. 15).]  [4:  Norshahril Saat, Introduction: Towards a Socio-Historical Analysis, p. 1. ]  [5:  Ibid. p. 1. ] 

	MUIS operates in Singapore that is characterised with modernity and secularity, a strong authoritarian state, and comprises of diverse religions. The nature of Singapore necessitates MUIS to guide Muslims living in contemporary society of Singapore in terms of dealing with modernisation, responding to state policies, and interacting with non-Muslims.  Fatwa and Muslims in Singapore	
	The key stakeholder that MUIS engages with is the minority Muslim population. MUIS functions to “satisfy the needs of this minority community within a framework of citizenship”[footnoteRef:6] that entails nationhood and religious identity. In places where Muslims are a minority, Mufti functions not to “defend the Islamic identity of the society, but represent Muslims as a part of the society with its identity and interests”[footnoteRef:7]. The fatwas issued by Mufti guide Muslims how to live in Singapore, in particularly with its secular nature and modernity. Being secular, Singapore emphasizes civil law over religious law, which may provide challenges for Muslims to live out their lives. The ability of fatwa to meet changing needs make it a suitable tool of Islamic jurisprudence[footnoteRef:8]  [6:  Basma Abdelgafar, Thriving in a Plural World: Principles and Values of the Singapore Muslim Community (Singapore: MUIS Academy, 2018), p. 9. ]  [7:  Jakob Skovgaard-Petersen, 'Historical Retrospective on Muftiship: Muftis, State Muftis and Official Muftis', in Islamic Leadership in the European Lands of the Former Ottoman and Russian Empires, ed. by Egdunas Racius and Antonina Zhelyazkova (United States: BRILL, 2018), pp. 12-27 (p. 27).]  [8:  Basma Abdelgafar, Thriving in a Plural World, p. 147. ] 

The work of MUIS shows that fatwas are essential to guide Muslims to fulfil their religious obligations as society changes[footnoteRef:9]. Interestingly, the office of mufti in MUIS organised a conference on Fatwa in contemporary societies in 2007, which highlighted how fatwa has evolved as society develops[footnoteRef:10]. According to MUIS website, fatwa provides answers to questions how Muslims should lead their life in a dynamic society like Singapore that has rapid development of science and technology[footnoteRef:11]. The website contains fatwas related to categories of family and employment, creed and faith, Covid-19, finance and estate matters, and worship[footnoteRef:12].  [9:  Nazirudin Nasir, 'Contextualisation and Modernisation: Islamic Thought through Fatwas in Singapore', in Fulfilling the Trust: 50 Years of Shaping Muslim Religious Life in Singapore, ed. by Norshahril Saat (Singapore: World Scientific Publishing Co Pte Ltd, 2018), pp. 57-7 (p. 58). ]  [10:  Basma Abdelgafar, Thriving in a Plural World, p. 37. ]  [11:  Majlis Ugama Islam Singapura, (MUIS), Fatwa (2023) <https://www.muis.gov.sg/officeofthemufti/Fatwa> [accessed April 27, 2023]. ]  [12:  Ibid. ] 

	MUIS’ role in helping Muslims adapt to modern society is demonstrated in MUIS’ special attention to the equality of men and women in all social spheres[footnoteRef:13]. While Islam states that men and women are to be equal in standing, Muslim women in Singapore tend to benefit less from societal advancement and confined to supportive roles[footnoteRef:14]. This gap has oriented MUIS to encourage “Muslim women not only to grow in their personal acts of worship but also to contribute to the community in enjoining and spreading good, and working towards the development of their society”[footnoteRef:15]. MUIS has produced publications that showcase female companions of the Prophet were active in getting religious education and contributing wealth to the strengthen the Muslim community[footnoteRef:16]. The fatwa Committee of MUIS has also issued edicts to provide greater equality to Muslim women and their dependents[footnoteRef:17]. One example is ensuring the financial welfare of Muslim women by allowing them not to be restricted by the classical Islamic law on inheritance that “proportioned men a greater share of the inheritance than women”[footnoteRef:18]. Such fatwas enable Muslims to comply with the Shariah while adapting to changes in Singapore. [13:  Basma Abdelgafar, Thriving in a Plural World, p. 95. ]  [14:  Ibid. p. 97. ]  [15:  Ibid. p. 96. ]  [16:  Ibid. p. 96. ]  [17:  Ibid. p. 100. ]  [18:  Basma Abdelgafar, Thriving in a Plural World, p. 100. ] 

Fatwa and the State
	MUIS is perceived to have a close relationship with the state[footnoteRef:19] as it is a statutory board that is supervised by the Ministry of Culture, Community and Youth and its key office holders are appointed by the President of Singapore. As a state-sanctioned Mufti, MUIS serves a critical role to represent the interest and desire of the Muslim community to the government. The close relationship of MUIS with the state has led to questions whether it represents the interests of Islam or the state. Analysis of MUIS’ fatwas and policies show that MUIS tries to balance the interests of both parties. On one hand, MUIS is an instrumental tool for the government to mobilise public support for government policies and at times, forestall negative responses to policies that affect Muslims[footnoteRef:20]. On the other hand, MUIS also serves to inform and contest the state through policy feedback[footnoteRef:21]. These balancing acts can be observed in the following examples. [19:  Tuty Raihanah Mostarom, 'The Singapore Ulama: Religious Agency in the Context of a Strong State', Asian Journal of Social Science, 42 (2014), 561-583 (p. 561).]  [20:  Jakob Skovgaard-Petersen, Historical Retrospective on Muftiship, p. 27.]  [21:  Afif Pasuni, 'Negotiating Statist Islam: Fatwa and State Policy in Singapore', Journal of Current Southeast Asian Affairs, 37 (2018), 57-88 (p. 57).] 

	MUIS mobilises Muslims to support government policies. One example is the enactment of the Human Organ Transplant Act (HOTA) in 1987[footnoteRef:22]. HOTA establishes that Singapore citizens automatically consent to donate their organs after their death unless they opt out[footnoteRef:23]. When HOTA was enacted in 1985, the notion of automatic consent was problematic as it was not found in Islamic law [footnoteRef:24]. Thus, when HOTA was initially enacted, Muslims were excluded from the automatic opt-in. This exclusion resulted in low number of Muslims pledging to donate their organs[footnoteRef:25]. In 2007, a fatwa was issued to allow automatic consent from Muslims, which substantially increased the number of organ transplants among the Muslim community[footnoteRef:26]. This illustration shows the importance of fatwa to mobilise the Muslim community to support policy initiatives. [22:  Ibid. p. 75. ]  [23:  Ibid. p. 75. ]  [24:  Ibid. p. 65-66.]  [25:  Afif Pasuni, Negotiating Statist Islam, p. 77.]  [26:  Nazirudin Nasir, Contextualisation and Modernisation, p. 67. ] 

	 MUIS has also acted to alleviate negative reaction to state policies. One example is the tudung controversy where four seven-year old schoolgirls were suspended from school after coming to school wearing the Muslim headscarf, which was prohibited by the Ministry of Education[footnoteRef:27]. This controversy led to a tension between the Muslim community and the government. In response, MUIS issued a fatwa stating that “injunction to study and seek knowledge in Islam is greater than to cover the body”[footnoteRef:28]. This guidance triggered negative response from the Muslim community as it did not deal with the issue why Muslims cannot pursue education while wearing a headscarf. This incident caused MUIS to be perceived as the state apparatus, testing the credibility of MUIS[footnoteRef:29]. [27:  Suzaina Kadir, 'Islam, State and Society in Singapore', Inter-Asia Cultural Studies, 5 (2004), 357-371 (p. 357). ]  [28:  Walid Jumblatt Abdullah, 'Religious Representation in Secular Singapore: A Case Study of MUIS and Pergas', Asian Survey, 53 (2013), 1182-1204, (p. 1194). ]  [29:  Ibid. p. 1194. ] 

	Despite its close relationship with the state, MUIS has opposed policies that are inconsistent with Islamic principles. From 1960s to 1980s, Singapore adapted anti-natalist policy to control its population, which included financial penalties for refusing to go for ligation if one has too many children[footnoteRef:30]. While MUIS was supportive of family planning, the fatwa clearly opposed sterilisation and prohibited being sterilised for monetary benefits[footnoteRef:31]. [30:  Afif Pasuni, Negotiating Statist Islam, p. 72. ]  [31:  Ibid. p. 72.] 

Fatwa and Multi-Religious Society 
	Operating in a multi-religious society, MUIS plays a key role in guiding Muslims on interaction with non-Muslims[footnoteRef:32]. Religious harmony is a key policy outcome of the Singapore government. In 1992, the state enacted the Maintenance of Religious Harmony Act that regulates how religious groups interact with each other to ensure harmony. Being the representative of the Muslim community, MUIS plays a key role in guiding Muslims in ensuring harmony.  [32:  Norshahril Saat, Introduction: Towards a Socio-Historical Analysis, p. 5. ] 

When the world was hit by religious extremism such as 9/11, Singapore was not spared by radicalism. Around 2002, 34 Muslim men were arrested for planning attacks throughout Singapore[footnoteRef:33]. This incident led to concerns whether there was growing radicalism in the Muslim community. MUIS was at the forefront during this period by assuring the wider population and participating in interfaith activities to build social cohesion in Singapore[footnoteRef:34]. [33:  Suzaina Kadir, Islam, State and Society, p. 365. ]  [34:  Zalman Putra Ahmad Ali and Zainul Abidin Ibrahim, 'Spirit of Blessings to all: MUIS' Contribution to Social Cohesion', in Fulfilling the Trust: 50 Years of Shaping Muslim Religious Life in Singapore, ed. by Norshahril Saat (Singapore: World Scientific Publishing Co Pte Ltd, 2018), pp. 255-273 (p. 271).] 

MUIS has issued guidelines on how Muslims should interact with non-Muslims[footnoteRef:35]. One example is whether Muslims can exchange greetings and gifts with people of other faiths. In 2018, the Singapore government banned a popular Muslim scholar from entering Singapore as he viewed that Muslims greeting Christians Merry Christmas was a forbidden act in Islam[footnoteRef:36]. MUIS guided Muslims that “wishing non-Muslims friends is not an act prohibited in Islam and it was incorrect to associate greetings for religious festivals as a committing an act of disbelief[footnoteRef:37]. Further, MUIS emphasises that congratulatory expressions are important to “cement better social relationships between Muslims and non-Muslims”[footnoteRef:38].  [35:  Office of the MUFTI, Contemporary Irsyad Series (Singapore: Office of the MUFTI, 2018) (p. 43). ]  [36:  Muhammad Haniff Hassan and Mustazah Bin Bahari, A Balance Approach to the Issue of "Merry Christmas" Greetings by Muslims (2019) <https://blog.pergas.org.sg/wasat/a-balance-approach-to-the-issue-of-merry-christmas-greeting-by-muslims/> [accessed April 27, 2023]. ]  [37:  Office of the MUFTI, Contemporary Irsyad Series, p. 45. ]  [38:  Ibid. p. 45.] 

Conclusion
	MUIS plays a crucial role to guide Muslims to live in a contemporary society with their own identity and interest. The context of Singapore represents majority of today’s society. Being in a modern nation, MUIS issued fatwas that advise Muslims how to live in a progressive society. As a secular nation, MUIS partners and negotiates with the state to mobilise the support of Muslim community to policies and opposes those that are against Islamic principles. The multi-religious nature of Singapore calls for MUIS to guide Muslims how to live harmoniously and interact with non-Muslims.  
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