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Secular Societies, Religious Followers; Opportunities? Challenges? – A very 
grave matter, the state’s exorcism of the memory of Muslim graves. 

Abigail Wong, University of Cambridge 

 

An interesting characteristic of the neighbourhood that my father grew up in is that its 

geography is marked with death. Five minutes away from his childhood home were the graves 

of Tok Lassam, his admiral and his wife – a monument to the man who gave Siglap, the 

neighbourhood, its name. On the way to school was Kubor Kassim, a Muslim graveyard 

housing a ‘keramat’ shrine and the graves of prominent Arab Mufti as well as commoners. As 

a child, he played hide-and-seek amidst the graves, was terrified by stories of the ghosts which 

lurked within and thanked them for giving him a nice fishing spot in the form of the large drain 

outside. Many years later, when my father had graduated from drain-fishing to deep-sea fishing, 

I stopped him on his way to the beach and told him the rumor that had been spreading around 

the neighbourhood, Kubur Kassim would soon be exhumed.  

 

“It’s a very grave matter,” I harrumphed as he smirked. 

 

“You worry too much,” he replied, “the government may want to forget the ghosts, but the 

ghosts won’t let themselves be forgotten.” 

 

In Singapore, Muslim cemeteries tell a story of diversity in unity – a story of the inherent 

diversity of Singapore’s Muslim community that sometimes surprises, given what many see to 

be the homogenizing will of a fiercely secular state. Unfortunately, the unique histories that 

these spaces represent are ignored and forgotten unless economically expedient. They should 

not be. 

 

Historic Muslim cemeteries in Singapore are home to the bodies of Malay royalty, muftis and 

Sufi saints who built the communities and villages near their resting places. The history of 

some of these cemeteries stretches back to the era when the Nusantara, or Malay Southeast 

Asia, first encountered the Arab traders who brought Islam with them from the Hadhramut 

in Yemen. Most cemeteries were built before independence when there was little state 
influence on their construction and administration.  

 

As part of the post-independence settlement between the majority Chinese and indigenous 

Malay community, Singapore’s government and legal system recognizes Muslim personal law. 

There is an Administration of Muslim Law Act, an Islamic administrative body (MUIS) and 

institutions like the wakaf, an Islamic ‘trust’, are recognized. During their colonial rule, the 

British recognized Malays as the legitimate representative of Islamic authority1 and the Malay 

sultans as the guardians of Islam, though there was no Singapore sultan. The Sultans practiced 

a form of Sunni Islam that continues to be practiced by the majority of Singapore Malays. 

However, Muslims in Singapore are not homogenous. Between the Arab and Malay Muslim 

population, there existed tensions over property and wealth, the Arabs being much wealthier 

and purchasing traditionally Malay land such as Jalan Kubor and Kubor Kassim (at what the 

Malays considered to be an undervalue), upon which there are historic Muslim cemeteries.2 

Southeast Asian Islam also has specific religious traditions which converge with syncretic 

 
1 Siddique, S. "Administration of Islam in Singapore." In Islam and Society in Southeast Asia, edited by T. Abdullah and S. 
Siddique. Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, 1986, p. 324-325 
2 Rolf, William R. The Origins of Malay Nationalism. London: Yale University Press, 1967, p. 192. 
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animism and beliefs in supernatural elements such as Pontianaks and Orang Bunian.  The 
English ruled for the benefit of some of these peoples and traditions, but not all. 

 

The story of Malay cemeteries containing keramats is, in many ways, that of how the ‘Singapore 

project’ entrenched the divisions created by colonialism – consciously or unconsciously. 

Keramats are shrines commemorating holy men of the Sufi or other Islamic mystic traditions. 

Taken from the Arabic word karamab, which means dignity or a miracle performed by a wali,3 
4 in Javanese – Keramat has become a word which refers to the sacred places, generally a 

grave or shrine, of a holy person. Keramats are important because they showcase the specific 

cultural landscape of Southeast Asia – figures of Malay legend are canonized such as Radin 

Mas5 and Tok Lassam.6 Keramat Iskandar Shah is another one of these. Rumoured to be the 

grave of Parameswara, one of the last Malay kings, the site has been documented in the Sejarah 

Melayu, which contains legends of the Malay maritime empire.  

 

These sites are remembered by informal Malay communities and Muslim organisations. Bukit 

Kasita7 and Keramat Radin Mas are cared for by gravekeepers funded by the Johor government 

and the Naqshbandiyyah Sufi order.8 Many Muslim graves are financially supported by their 

followers. Keramat Kusu Island, for instance, is entirely dependent on worshipper donations 

to pay for the yearly fee to occupy state-land.9 Keramat Radin Mas’ renovations were paid for 

by an ardent devotee.10 These cemeteries are an ideological lieu-de-memoire for segments of 

the Islamic religious community to remember their saints. Many – Muslim and non-Muslim - 

informally gather there to pay homage to the saints buried there and to ask for healing, 

wisdom or wealth. 

 

Formally, the cemeteries have been brought into the state-dominated Muslim religious system, 

and many are part of mosques or bequests administered by Majilis Ugama of Singaporen 

(MUIS), a statutory body which administers the interests of the Singapore Muslim community 

and oversees most mosques. That tradition does not recognize ‘saints’ or ‘holy men.’ MUIS 

has deemed Keramats, and the supernatural which surround it as superstitious.  

 

The co-existence of ‘formal’ Islam, endorsed by the secular state, and these sites, is a grudging 
and complex one. MUIS continues to fund these sites, though it is hardly publicized. Keramat 

Radin Mas was substantially renovated with MUIS funds despite these theological 

disagreements, though the fact is only shown on a signboard on the site rather than on any 

other public platform. Keramat Habib Nuh, too was restored with MUIS funds, alongside its 

adjoining mosque.11 

 

The grudging recognition of this part of Singapore’s Islamic traditions is also evident from 

government bodies charged with preserving Singapore’s cultural heritage. Many historic 

 
3 A Muslim saint-like figure.  
4 Mandal, Sumit K. “Popular Sites of Prayer, Transoceanic Migration, and Cultural Diversity: Exploring the Significance of 
Keramat in Southeast Asia.” Modern Asian Studies 46, no. 2 (2012): 355–72. http://www.jstor.org/stable/41478248. 
5 Radin Mas is a Javanese princess whom shielded her father from being killed by her uncle.  
6 The founder of Siglap, a residential estate and previously a village on the Southeast of Singapore.  
7 Based on informal interview with gravekeeper. 
8 Muller, Dominik M. "The Bureaucratization of Islam and Its Socio-Legal Dimensions in Southeast Asia: Conceptual Contours 
of a Research Project." Halle (Saale): Max Planck Institute for Social Anthropology Working Papers, 2017. 
9 Husni, Muuhammad Faisal. "Title:  The Grave That Became a Shrine : The Lives of Keramat Graves in Singapore." 

Master of Arts (Research), Nanyang Technologicalk University, 2018. 
10 Lee, Qing Ping. "New Heritage Walk Sheds Light on Telok Blangah's Little-Known Stories." The Straits Times (Singapore), 
17 July 2019. 
11 Yap, Li Yin. "Haji Muhammad Salleh Mosque Reopens after $1.46m Revamp." The Straits Times (Singapore), 21 July 2017. 
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Muslim graves are touted as part of the heritage of Singapore either by the National Heritage 
Board, as a form of historical education, or as a form of cultural capital for tourist consumption 

by the Singapore Tourism Board. For instance, archaeological projects by the National 

Heritage Board track the history of the graves in Jalan Kubor, Keramat Radin Mas and the site 

around Keramat Iskandar Shah. However, Jalan Kubor, despite having being studied by the 

State as part of Kampong Glam, the designated Malay heritage site, is hardly mentioned by the 

Singapore Tourism Board in its local heritage trail. Another good example of the is the 

Singapore Street Directory of 1988 which shows less than a dozen keramats on the map even 

though many more such as Keramat Raji Ali Shah in Kubor Kassim are not documented. Sites 

which have been more heavily studied are ones which have some mythic significance to them. 

However, in the end, the artifacts were brought to the National Museum of Singapore, and 

the site remains barely explained or spoken about. The history of these cemeteries is, 

therefore often ignored when it demonstrates a diversity which the state fears could give rise 

to disunity in Singapore’s nation building project.  

 

These sites also remain under threat whenever economic expediency is at stake. Secular law 

is often deployed in support of pragmatism to obtain tangible benefits for the community (i.e. 

building public housing), threatening the survival of the mystic traditions that these Muslim 

cemeteries represent. The state’s power to acquire land is overwhelming. Land may be 

acquired by the state by publication of declaration under section 5 of the Land Acquisition 

Act (LAA),12 and a frequent target for compulsory land acquisition and redevelopment are 

cemeteries (Muslim or non-Muslim). By 1985, 21 cemeteries had been cleared and an 

approximate 120,000 graves were exhumed by the Housing Development Board (HDB).13 

The Ministry of Environment had by 1973 shut down 34 cemeteries.14 While many Muslim 

cemeteries like Jalan Kubor and Kubor Kassim have yet to be exhumed, they have been placed 

on the State’s land development plan since the 1980s. This creates some anxiety as to whether 

the sites may remain preserved. There are two general ways which the acquisition of Muslim 

graves is contested. First, is the argument from religious law that the land is the subject of a 

wakaf,15 analogous to trust property, and so cannot be acquired by the State.16 Second, 

arguments founded in statute (i.e. failure to notify land owners) are used.17 These arguments 

generally fail due to the sheer breadth of the Land Acquisition Act. Pragmatism, backed by 
secular law, chooses what Muslim heritage to keep, and what to pare away. Muslim cemeteries 

in Singapore survive as sites of Islamic memory, but the state ultimately decides where the 

borders of memory end. 

 

In a country where identity is constructed for pragmatic ends, stories reminding the 

population of their differences rather than furthering a shared consciousness can be trimmed 

away. The ghosts of ethnocultural differences must be exorcised if they cannot bring any 

quantifiable benefit. Late last year, there were rumors that the field which Tok Lassam’s 

keramat-grave lay in would be developed and turned into another block of condominium-flats. 

It is times like this that I think my father could possibly be wrong – the ghosts may not let 

themselves be forgotten but it is another matter entirely if they are forced into non-existence.  

  

 
12 Cap 152, 1985 Rev Ed. 
13 Perry, Martin, Lily Kong and Brenda Yeoh. Singapore: A Developmental City State. Chichester: Wiley 1997, p. 169 
14 "34 Hindu, Chinese, Muslim Cemeteries Closed for Burials." The Straits Times (Singapore), 1973. 
15 A wali is an Islamic trust.  
16 This is the argument advanced in Fauziyah bte Mohd Ahbidin (executrix of the estate of Mohamed Ahbideen bin Mohamed 
Kassim (alias Ahna Mohamed Zainal Abidin bin Kassim), deceased) v Singapore Land Authority and others [2020] SGHC 123 
17 Ahmad Kasim bin Adam (suing as administrator of the estate of Adam bin Haji Anwar, deceased) v Singapore Land Authority 
and others [2020] 4 SLR 1447 
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