UNESCO World Heritage Site of Penang and the Impacts to Minority Living Culture

Introduction

George Town, Penang has been a World Heritage Site together with Melaka since January 7, 2008. There are plenty of places to visit in George Town, Penang including forts, street arts, old colonial-styled buildings and houses. It leads not only the tourists from over the world, but also the foreign investments. Therefore, it affects directly to the cultural villagers who have lived in Penang for a long time. 

This study aims to examine how George Town, Penang impacts the living cultural heritage since it became a UNESCO World Heritage Site. According to the living cultural heritage as referred above, it is defined as “Pa Wandee”, a Thai Buddhist who lives and grew up in Penang before it was entitled as the World Heritage Site. 

History of George Town, Penang

The Historic City of George Town is located in the State of Penang, 325 kilometers north of Kuala Lumpur. The State of Penang comprises of Penang Island and its mainland component of Seberang Perai (formerly known as Province Wellesley); and is situated off the coast of northern Peninsular Malaysia. George Town, the State capital located on Penang Island, is the heart of the metropolitan area that is the second largest urban conurbation in Malaysia, served by a sea port, North-South highway, as well as an international airport. Penang was previously part of the sultanate of Kedah until it became a British possession in 1786. It later became part of the Federation of Malaya in 1957. In the 16th century, Portuguese traders from Goa, India sailing to the Far East in search of spices found a small island where they replenished their water supplies. In the 17th century, Penang’s location at the northern entry to the Melaka provided a sheltered harbour for Chinese, Indian, Arabian and European ships during the monsoon months.
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Figure 1: The engraving of the eastern side of Penang Island with Fort Cornwallis in 1810
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Figure 2: Map of Penang Island and Province Wellesley in 1884

Originally part of the Malay sultanate of Kedah, Penang was ceded to the British East India Company in 1786 by the Sultan of Kedah, Sultan Abdullah Mukarram Shah, in exchange for military protection from Siamese and Burmese armies who were threatening Kedah. On 11 August 1786, Captain Francis Light, known as the founder of Penang, hoisted the Union Jack thereby taking formal possession of Penang and renamed it “Prince of Wales Island” (name used until after 1867) in honour of the heir to the British throne. Penang was the first British possession in the Malay States and Southeast Asia.

The location of the island at the opening of the Straits of Malacca attracted the British East India Company to use the island as a natural harbour and anchorage for their trading ships, and as a naval base to counter growing French ambitions in the region. The settlement on the north-eastern tip of the island was named George Town after King George III of the United Kingdom.

Sir Francis Light declared Prince of Wales Island a free port to attract trade away from the Dutch who were then the colonial rulers of the Dutch East Indies. This strategy drew many immigrant traders to Penang. Settlers were allowed to claim whatever land they could clear. By 1789, Penang had 5,000 residents and this doubled by the end of the following decade. The first Chinese settlers in Penang came from an existing community in Kedah, with their leader, called a Kapitan Cina, being Koh Lay Huan, a Baba.

Early in the 19th century, Penang was used as a staging post for the opium trade between India and China. The East India Company auctioned off licenses to gambling dens, brothels and opium traders as approximately 60% of colonial Penang's crimes. In 1805, Penang's colonial status was elevated to that of a Residency. 

The opening of Suez Canal in 1869 greatly expanded British trade with the Far East. Colonial Penang prospered through exports of tin and rubber, which fed the Industrial Revolution in Britain. Penang's prosperity attracted people from far and wide, making Penang truly a melting pot of diverse cultures. Among the ethnic groups found in Penang were Malays, Acehnese, Arabs, Armenians, British, Burmese, Germans, Jews, Chinese, Gujeratis, Bengalis, Japanese, Punjabis, Sindhis, Tamils, Thais, Malayalees, Rawas, Javanese, Mandailings, Portuguese, Eurasians and others. Though many of them no longer impose a felt presence today, their memory lives on in place names such as Burma Road, Rangoon Road, Siam Road, Armenian Street, Acheen Street, Gottlieb Road, and Katz Street, and the Jewish Cemetery.

Cosmopolitan Penang was already a thriving colony of the British Empire in the first decades of the 20th century, counting among its eminent visitors Somerset Maugham, Joseph Conrad, Rudyard Kipling, Noël Coward, Hermann Hesse, Karl May, Count Friedrich M. von Hochberg and Hans Sturzenegger. Generally distinguished visitors stayed at the venerable luxury Eastern & Oriental Hotel.
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Figure 3: Fort Cornwallis, constructed by the British

World War 
The World War I had relatively little effect on Penang but the World War II, on the other hand, unleashed unparalleled social upheaval on Penang. With news of the imminent attack of the Japanese, the European population was evacuated beforehand, leaving the rest of Penang's population to suffer under a brutal Japanese occupation, causing much disillusionment and injury to the British prestige and image of invincibility. The British withdrawal left the defenceless island in the hands of a State Committee which had to subdue a three-day civil unrest. Penang was captured by Japanese forces invading from the north through Thailand on 19 December 1941, one of the key stages of the Battle of Malaya, days after having neutralised American sea power at Pearl Harbor. Three and a half years of rule of terror ensued. Many of the local populace fled to the interior and plantations to escape from Japanese atrocities.

After the war, Japanese forces in Penang finally surrendered to British forces on 6 September 1945. George Town's historic buildings remarkably survived virtually unscathed. Before civilian rule returned to Penang, the state was administered by two successive British military governors from 1945 – 1946.
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Figure 4: Japanese submarine I-10at Penang port in 1942

The political landscape had changed irreversibly in the aftermath of the war. The end of British imperialism seemed impendent, even inevitable. In 1946, the straits settlements were dissolved. Penang became part of the Malayan Union, before becoming in 1948 a state of the Federation of Malaya, which gained independence in 1957. Finally, it became one of the 13 states of Malaysia in 1963

George Town was accorded city status by Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II on 1 January 1957, thereby becoming the first town in the then Federation of Malaya after Singapore to become a city. The royal charter granting George Town its city status and the petition from the Penang residents to Queen Elizabeth II in this regard are still prominently displayed in the Penang State Museum. However, as a result of local government reorganisations in 1976, the City Council of George Town was merged with the neighbouring Penang Rural District Council to form the Municipal Council of Penang Island.
Post-Independence
On 31 August 1957, Penang formally became part of the newly independent Federation of Malaya and in 1963, also became a member state of Malaysia. From independence till 1969, Penang was administered by Chief Minister Tan Sri Wong Pow Nee from the Malaysian Chinese Association (MCA). 

The island's free port status was revoked in 1969 which dealt a considerable blow to Penang's trading industry which was followed by massive unemployment as high as 14.5%.Despite this, from the 1970s to the late 1990s the state built up one of the largest electronics manufacturing bases in Asia, in the Bayan Lepas Free Industrial Zone (FIZ) around the airport in the south of the island. This move is now seen as monumental to the economic growth of modern Penang, today an economic powerhouse of Malaysia. 

In 2004, widespread dissatisfaction with the decline of Penang has led to a media campaign to return Penang to its former glory. Challenges faced by the government include the urban renewal of inner George Town which has seen population and commercial activities dwindling since the repeal of the Rent Control Act in 2000, as well as job creation.

[image: image5.jpg]



Figure 5: St. George's Church, oldest Anglican church in Southeast Asia

In 2015, Penang island as a whole was accorded city status by the Malaysian government. Thus, George Town is the only city in Malaysia to have been conferred city status twice, first by the British monarch, and later by the Malaysian government. Owing to its long colonial history, many British colonial buildings can still be seen today. Such buildings include the City Hall, the Town Hall, the Eastern & Oriental Hotel(popularly known as the E. & O., established 1884), The Mansion, the Old Court House, Suffolk House built upon the pepper estate established by the first lieutenant for the island Francis Light and built by W.E.Phillips and subsequently used by governors until 1836 when it fell into private hands. Governors of the Straits Settlements, Uplands International School building, Standard Chartered Bank building, ABN Bank building and the HSBC Bank building. Local conservationists are lobbying the state government to restore many other historical buildings but regrettably a number of them have dilapidated beyond repair.
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Figure 6: The colonial Eastern & Oriental Hotel

Indeed, many public institutions and customs in Penang and Malaysia in general today are inherited and modified from the British such as formal education, use of English language, English loanwords, transportation systems – harbour, roads, railroads; form of government (Westminster system), English Common Law, and leisure – turf club, recreation clubs. Interestingly, in comparison to Kuala Lumpur, Penang still retains many colonial street names. In all of these maintenance of colonial heritage, UNESCO awarded George Town, as well as another Straits Historical City of Melaka Town the title of UNESCO World Heritage Site.

Becoming a UNESCO World Heritage Site

To stop the further decline of George Town and to save its rich multi-cultural heritage, the state parties began the process to inscribe George Town as a UNESCO world heritage site together with Melaka, another historic city in southern Malaysia facing similar dilemma. The success came on 7 July 2008 when UNESCO inscribed both George Town and Melaka as a cultural world heritage site in its annual meeting at Quebec, Canada with three criterions for consideration as follows:

1. It represents exceptional examples of multi-cultural trading towns in East and Southeast Asia, forged from the mercantile and exchanges of Malay, Chinese, and Indian cultures and three successive European colonial powers for almost 500 years, each with its imprints on the architecture and urban form, technology and monumental art. Both towns show different stages of development and the successive changes over a long span of time and are thus complementary.

2. It is living testimony to the multi-cultural heritage and tradition of Asia, and European colonial influences. This multi-cultural tangible and intangible heritage is expressed in the great variety of religious buildings of different faiths, ethnic quarters, the many languages, worship and religious festivals, dances, costumes, art and music, food, and daily life.

3. It reflects a mixture of influences which have created a unique architecture, culture and townscape without parallel anywhere in East and South Asia. In particular, they demonstrate an exceptional range of shop houses and townhouses. These buildings show many different types and stages of development of the building type, some originating in the Dutch or Portuguese periods.

Since the inscription as a UNESCO world heritage site, George Town is drawing the attention of tourists who arrive in droves to observe and experience the old-world charm of this historic place where rows of colonial-styled traditional shop houses line the narrow streets. The focus of tourism in Penang shifted from the popular “Sun, Sea and Sand” to “Heritage Tourism”. Despite the increasing number of tourists to the inner city, the city’s untidiness and lifeless street scene failed to encourage visitors to stay on for long hours or spend money. Souvenir stalls and cafes were far and few, a typical sign of inner-city decay and gentrification. 
However, being the world heritage site, Penang and Georgetown have variety of cultural images in the forms of tangibility and intangibility. Tangibility can be seen as buildings among streets which can be classified into many sorts of architecture. Intangibility is pure culture of the way people exist since Penang is abundant of many nations, different life being is very obvious. 

Therefore, in the part of multi-national culture always has conflict between religious theory. As of 2010, the population of Penang is 45% Muslim, 36% Buddhist, 9% Hindu, 5% Christian, 4.6% Taoist or Chinese religion follower, 1% follower of other religions, and 0.4% non-religious. For this cause motivated our team to do a research about the impact to the Buddhism villagers in Penang as the case study in next article.

Related Issues

This topic will discuss the impacts of being a World Heritage Site, divided into following four main issues below:

1. The preservation of colonial – styled buildings after the city’s tax – free status has been revoked
  The pre – War houses in George Town were protected from urban development mainly for many years due to the national Rent Control Act enacted in 1966 to prohibit landlords from arbitrarily increasing the rent to provide affordable housing to the lower income inhabitants. In 2000, the Act was repealed and eventually altered the demographic pattern and disrupted the economic activity of George Town. House rentals shot up overnight, forcing tenants to move out of their homes to the outskirt areas where new townships were developed to re-settle the lower income population. The gentrification of inner city population began and the dilapidated old buildings led to more demolition. Many pre – War houses were replaced by the high-rise flats and modern office buildings; the core area of George Town was virtually a ghost town with empty houses. In fact, the inner-city population saw a big decline of approximately 46% between the years 2006 and 2010

2. The incoming of foreigners’ investment a World Heritage Site

After Penang has been signed to be a World Heritage Site, It became a tourism branding and attracted a tourist form over the world. It was appealed to the foreign investor as well. There was high demanding of tourism accommodation in Penang thus the investor is looking for the best place for their hotels where they are able to gain money from tourists’ expenditure. The places which were being watched are located around the historic architectures. Foreign investors have been buying up the lands from the local people. Some but not all of them offered the lands for selling.

3. The Impacts to minority living culture - Case study of Pa Wandee 
Wandee Aroonratana also known as Pa Wandee (which means father in Malay) is a Thai Manora dancer (classical Southern Thai dance), a shaman, and a Buddhist activity performer since 1938. He was the only son of the late Pa Chandee. He started to perform Manora at the age of 14 and remained a leading shaman in the nearby Thai Buddhist Temple. His last performance as Manora dancer was in 2002 when he was at the age of 78 years old. 
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Figure 7: Pa Wandee in Manora costume at the Buddhist temple
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Figure 8: Manora costumes and accessories in Pa Wandee’ s house
Pa Chandee originated from a small village in Songkhla, a Southern province in Thailand. He migrated to live in Penang around 1914 to 1916. Pa Chandee, a father of Pa Wandee, was a traditional medicine doctor. In the beginning, Chandee brought Manora troupe from Songkla to perform for Buddhist activities in the Thai Temple, as well as for the Buddhist wealthy families in Penang. Later, Chandee trained his son, Wandee to perform Manora. Then the Thai Malaysia Manora Troupe was led by Pa Chandee since 1949.
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Figure 9: Noo Wandee and Pa Chandee in 1942
The exotic and authentic Menora Dance originated from the Southern Thailand and spread to the Northern Malaysia states of Perlis, Kedah, Kelantan, and Penang. It was performed to grace temple fairs, shamanistic healing rituals associated with Deities and also to fulfill vows. In 2015, on his 77th birthday anniversary, Pa Wandee was proposed an award as a Folk Artist of Penang by the Penang state governor. This award was rewarded to recognise him as a live cultural heritage in Penang. Although Pa Wandee was born and grew up in Penang, but he still remains his Thai identity.
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Figure 10: Pa Wandee was awarded as a recognition for his outstanding contribution to the cultural heritage in Penang in 2015
Recently, there was a problem with the land where his house is located. According to in the past the whole piece of land was signed by Queen Victoria of Great Britain to allow both Thai and Burmese communities to share the land together with the Thai temple and the Buddhist cemetery. That means the whole piece of land are divided into 4 parts for the Thai community, Burmese community, Thai temple and Buddhist cemetery. Actually, this land cannot be sold or transferred to others. However, there was no formal evidence to guarantee  the ownerships of the land. 
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Figure 11: Pa Wandee’ s house and the land
In spite of being the same land deed, the Burmese conspired with “Five Stars Heritage Company” the Chinese real estate company and sold this land legally in 2014 due to Burmese is a small community and they dispersed to somewhere else. Pa Wandee wants to preserve this land as long as he can because the members of his family lived and died here for a century so that Pa Wandee' s house is sold against his consent.
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Figure 12: Pa Wandee in the age of 78, 2016

They are on process of skirmish in court on the rights of land ownership. The representative of the community has issued an order banning the construction of a hotel. There will be re-elected next year. If the representative is not represented. The villagers and Pa Wandee will be expelled from this land.
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Figure 13: Billboard of preserving Pa Wandee as a live cultural heritage 
Conclusion
This study can reflect the impacts of being a UNESCO World Heritage Site of George Town, Penang resulted in both positive and negative ways. The positive way is George Town’s World Heritage Site status resulted in sharp increase in tourist numbers. On the other hands, tourism growth drives up demand in constructions of new tourist accommodation. The negative way is the injustice surrounded Pa Wandee demonstrates that a living cultural heritage status cannot grant protection.

References
Clement Liang C. M. (2017), George Town’s Street Mural Art and Tourism Impact. Paper presented in the International Seminar on Tourism in Asia: Change and Diversity, during 17-18 February, 2017 at Chiang Mai University.
Flower, Raymond (2011), ‘The Penang Adventure: A History of the Pearl of the Orient’ Marshall Cavendish Publishing.
Ooi, K.C. ‘Art Space Expands in Penang’, Penang Monthly, Issue 5.14, May 2014, Penang Palette, pg. 52-55, Penang Institute, Penang.

Project Details: Marking George Town - Think City Sdn. Bhd. sourced from: http://thinkcity.com.my/index.php/tc-project- page?project=72.
Sandhu, Kernial Singh (1969), Indians in Malaya-immigration and settlement, Cambridge University Press, p. 29.
Sinnappah, Anasanatnam (1979), Indians in Malaysia and Singapore, Kulala Lumpur: Oxford University Press, p. 19.
Snider, Nancy (1968), "What Happened in Penang", Asian Survey, 12: 960–975, doi:10.1525/as.1968.8.12.01p0433y.
UNESCO (2001), UNESCO Universal Declaration on Cultural Diversity. Paris: UNESCO.

UNESCO (2015), Melaka and George Town, Historic Cities of the Straits of Malacca. sourced from: http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/1223.
Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia (2017), History of Penang. sourced from: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_Penang.

ผู้จัดการออนไลน์ (2014), “มะละกา เมืองมรดกโลกใหม่ในสายธารประวัติศาสตร์” [ระบบออนไลน์].  sourced from: http://www.manager.co.th/Travel/ViewNews.aspx?NewsID=9510000085737.
มาเลเซียแฟนคลับ (2014), “สะพายกล้องชมความงาม มะละกา เมืองมรดกโลก” [ระบบออนไลน์]. sourced from: http://www.malaysiafanclub.com/index.php?topic=192.0.
เสถียรพงศ์  ใจเย็น (2014), มรดกโลกในมาเลเซีย 1 : มะละกาและจอร์จทาวน์ นครประวัติศาสตร์บนช่องแคบมะละกา sourced from: http://aseannotes.blogspot.com/2014/08/1_4.html.
1

