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In the past decades, many societies and areas have experienced tragic destruction of
precious heritage by religious, ideological, or ethnic conflict. Encouraging harmony and
understanding of different cultural and historic perspectives through heritage management is
an essential issue. Sometimes it is recognized as a more important factor than any economic
development pressures, even though it has been observed among emerging developing
countries in Asia.

In multi-ethnic societies, heritage conservation issues tend to be discussed sensitively;
occasionally, it has caused the questioning of established nationhood or political systems, and
touched concealed negative memories of the past.

In practical terms, heritage sites are always expected to reflect nationhood to a certain
extent. Thus, in most cases, it is not always appropriate to gauge their historic significance,
official selection process and site management policy according to conventional scientific
preservation principals, without dealing with internal or external political circumstances.

It can be said that heritage conservation in multi-ethnic societies is quite challenging for
the various actors involved, because of the need to ensure the sharing of the values of different
ethnic groups. Additionally, present urban spaces exist on various types of historic layers
and pragmatic interests of different ethnic groups, without any conservationist concerns.
These socio-cultural and politico-cultural factors reflect well the approaches of heritage
conservation.

Malaysia is a multi-ethnic nation which has experienced long years of colonial occupation
and invasions. Since independence, the nation has experienced rapid economic development
and stabilized ethnic relations inspired by the implementation of various policies, despite
Malaysia’s relatively complicated social and cultural diversity. Through the nation building
process, multicultural principals have been widely introduced in Malaysia. On the other hand,
Malay and Islamic cultures have been officially propagated in national cultural policy, which
has appeared since the early 1980s, including in heritage conservation policies. However,
the political application has been slowly transformed to “describe” Malaysia’s nationhood,
especially through heritage conservation, by recent internal or external changes in Malaysia.

Interestingly enough, in recent developments in Malaysian heritage conservation, the
multicultural approach has now come to be highlighted in the site management approach. This
will provide more opportunities to enhance the nation’s charm and express the “Malaysiana”
phenomenon.

This study examines heritage conservation in the multi-ethnic society of Malaysia and
portrays her historic cities of Malacca and Penang — future World Heritage cities. The intention
is to provide and propose a new heritage management approach in the new millennium in
Asia.
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