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Abstract: This study examines the management of Islamic historical sites as cultural tourism assets in three 
ASEAN cities—Bandung, Penang, and Bangkok—with a particular focus on their historic mosques. Employing 
a qualitative, library-based and comparative method grounded in the literature on cultural heritage tourism and 
Islamic tourism, the research analyses how these sites function simultaneously as living places of worship and as 
heritage destinations. The three cases reveal distinct trajectories: Bandung’s Grand Mosque (Masjid Raya/Agung, 
est. 1812) anchors the colonial-era city square and a Sundanese-Islamic civic identity; Penang’s Kapitan Keling 
Mosque, founded around 1801 by the Tamil-Muslim Chulia community, sits within the George Town UNESCO 
World Heritage Site and its celebrated “Street of Harmony”; and Bangkok’s historic mosques—such as the 
Ayutthaya-era Ton Son, the Thai-styled Bang Luang (Kudi Khao), and the Haroon Mosque—reflect the multi-
ethnic origins of the capital’s Muslim minority. The comparative analysis argues that sustainable management 
requires balancing conservation and authenticity with visitation, embedding community and waqf-based 
stewardship, and respecting the sacred function of active mosques. Managed well, these sites can become assets 
for the socio-cultural integration envisioned by the ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community and exemplars of inter-
religious coexistence, rather than mere commodities. This article contributes to the discourse on Islam in the 
Malay world and on heritage tourism governance in Southeast Asia. 
Keywords: Islamic historical sites; cultural tourism; heritage management; Islamic tourism; mosques; Bandung; 
Penang; Bangkok; ASEAN. 

Introduction 
Cultural heritage has become one of the most significant resources supporting the global tourism industry. 

Historic buildings, archaeological sites, sacred places, and living cultural traditions increasingly attract visitors 
seeking authentic cultural experiences beyond conventional leisure tourism. Consequently, heritage sites are no 
longer viewed merely as historical relics but also as strategic assets capable of generating economic, educational, 
and social benefits. Nevertheless, the transformation of heritage into tourism attractions raises fundamental 
questions regarding conservation, authenticity, commercialization, and community participation (Ashworth & 
Graham, 2005). 

Within this broader context, Islamic historical sites occupy a distinctive position because they function 
simultaneously as cultural heritage and active religious institutions. Unlike monuments preserved solely for 
historical purposes, historic mosques continue to serve as places of worship while also attracting domestic and 
international visitors interested in architecture, history, religion, and local culture. Therefore, managing Islamic 
heritage requires balancing tourism development with religious values and the preservation of sacred space 
(Timothy & Boyd, 2006). 

The concept of Islamic tourism further expands this perspective by emphasizing tourism practices that 
accommodate Muslim religious needs while promoting intercultural understanding and respect for Islamic 
civilization. Contemporary scholarship increasingly recognizes that Islamic heritage tourism should not be 
interpreted solely as pilgrimage but also as a form of cultural tourism capable of fostering historical awareness, 
religious literacy, and cross-cultural dialogue (Butler & Suntikul, 2013; Hall et al., 2004). 

At the regional level, the ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community (ASCC) identifies cultural heritage as one of 
the principal foundations for strengthening regional identity and people-to-people connectivity. ASEAN member 
states share diverse historical experiences shaped by trade, migration, religion, and colonial encounters, resulting 
in a rich mosaic of Islamic cultural heritage throughout Southeast Asia. Indonesia, Malaysia, and Thailand 
represent particularly significant cases because Islamic civilization developed under different political and cultural 
circumstances while producing equally important historical landmarks (ASEAN Secretariat, 2016). 

Among these landmarks, historic mosques occupy a central position in urban history. Beyond their religious 
functions, they frequently serve as symbols of political authority, community identity, educational development, 
and intercultural exchange. Their continued preservation demonstrates how Islamic heritage remains embedded 
within rapidly modernizing cities. Consequently, examining the governance of historic mosques provides valuable 
insights into sustainable heritage management and the relationship between religion, tourism, and urban 
development. 
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This article comparatively examines the management of Islamic historical sites in three ASEAN cities: 
Bandung, Penang, and Bangkok. Although each city represents a distinct national, political, and religious context, 
all possess historically significant mosques that continue to function as living religious institutions while attracting 
cultural tourists. Bandung's Grand Mosque reflects the historical evolution of Sundanese Islamic identity within 
Indonesia's colonial urban planning. Penang's Kapitan Keling Mosque illustrates the interaction between waqf 
institutions, colonial administration, and UNESCO heritage governance. Bangkok's historic mosques reveal the 
multicultural origins of Thailand's Muslim minority and demonstrate how Islamic communities have preserved 
their religious heritage within a predominantly Buddhist society. 

Accordingly, this study addresses three principal research questions. First, how can Islamic historical sites 
be conceptualized as cultural tourism assets? Second, how are Islamic historical sites managed in Bandung, 
Penang, and Bangkok? Third, what comparative lessons can be drawn regarding sustainable heritage governance 
and their contribution to the ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community? By answering these questions, the article 
contributes to the growing literature on Islamic heritage tourism, cultural heritage management, and regional 
integration in Southeast Asia. 

Method 
This study employs a qualitative comparative approach based on library research to examine the 

management of Islamic historical sites as cultural tourism assets in three ASEAN cities: Bandung, Penang, and 
Bangkok. Rather than collecting primary field data, the research synthesizes academic literature, historical 
records, policy documents, and institutional reports concerning heritage conservation, Islamic tourism, and 
cultural governance. 

The primary sources consist of scholarly works on heritage tourism and Islamic tourism, historical studies 
of the selected mosques, UNESCO World Heritage documentation, publications issued by national and local 
governments, and official ASEAN policy documents. Secondary sources include journal articles discussing 
cultural heritage management, waqf governance, religious tourism, urban history, and community participation. 

The analytical framework combines two complementary perspectives. The first is heritage tourism theory, 
which emphasizes the conservation of cultural assets, authenticity, interpretation, visitor management, and 
stakeholder participation (Timothy & Boyd, 2006). The second is Islamic tourism management, which highlights 
the importance of preserving the religious function of Islamic heritage while accommodating visitors in ways that 
respect Islamic ethical values and the sacred character of places of worship (Butler & Suntikul, 2013). 

A comparative case study design is adopted to identify similarities and differences in heritage management 
across the three cities. Comparison focuses on several analytical dimensions, including historical significance, 
conservation strategies, institutional governance, community participation, tourism development, and the balance 
between religious functions and visitor access. This approach enables broader conclusions regarding sustainable 
governance of Islamic historical sites within the socio-cultural framework of ASEAN. 

Because the research relies exclusively on documentary sources, its findings should be understood as 
analytical and conceptual rather than empirical. Nevertheless, the comparative synthesis provides a 
comprehensive understanding of current practices and offers recommendations for future field-based 
investigations. 

Results and Discussion 

1. Islamic Historical Sites as Cultural Tourism Assets: A Conceptual Perspective 

The concept of heritage tourism has evolved considerably during the past several decades. Heritage is no 
longer understood merely as the preservation of monuments from the past; instead, it encompasses the continuing 
interaction between historical resources, local communities, and contemporary society (Ashworth et al., 2007). 
Heritage tourism therefore seeks to preserve cultural significance while simultaneously making heritage 
accessible for educational, recreational, and economic purposes. 

Islamic historical sites constitute a distinctive category of cultural heritage because they embody both 
tangible and intangible values. Historic mosques preserve architectural forms, urban history, inscriptions, 
manuscripts, and material culture, while simultaneously sustaining living religious traditions through daily 
worship, Islamic education, charitable activities, and community gatherings. Consequently, these sites should be 
interpreted not simply as museum objects but as living heritage that continues to evolve together with the 
communities that maintain them (UNESCO World Heritage Centre, n.d.). 

From the perspective of destination management, Islamic historical sites present unique governance 
challenges. Tourism authorities generally seek to maximize accessibility and visitor experiences, whereas 
religious authorities prioritize the preservation of sacredness, worship activities, and religious norms. Sustainable 
management therefore requires balancing these sometimes competing objectives through carefully designed 
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visitor regulations, interpretation programs, conservation planning, and community participation (Timothy, 2011). 
Authenticity represents another central issue in heritage management. UNESCO emphasizes that 

authenticity encompasses not only the physical fabric of historic buildings but also their function, traditions, 
cultural practices, and social meanings (UNESCO, 1994). For active mosques, authenticity cannot be separated 
from their continuing religious function. Excessive commercialization risks transforming sacred spaces into 
tourist attractions detached from their original spiritual significance. 

Community participation similarly constitutes an essential principle of sustainable heritage governance. 
Local communities—including mosque administrators, religious scholars, waqf institutions, neighborhood 
associations, and heritage organizations—possess invaluable knowledge concerning the historical, religious, and 
cultural significance of these sites. Their involvement strengthens conservation efforts while ensuring that tourism 
development reflects local values rather than external commercial interests (Smith, 2006). 

These theoretical considerations provide the analytical foundation for examining the management of Islamic 
historical sites in Bandung, Penang, and Bangkok. 

2. Bandung: The Grand Mosque and the Colonial Urban Landscape 

Bandung's Grand Mosque (Masjid Raya Bandung) occupies a prominent position within the historical 
development of the city. Established in 1812, simultaneously with the relocation of Bandung's administrative 
center to the alun-alun (central square), the mosque became one of the earliest symbols of Islamic authority within 
the colonial urban structure of West Java (Lubis, 2000). As in many Javanese and Sundanese cities, the mosque 
formed part of a traditional civic complex consisting of the alun-alun, government offices, and commercial areas, 
illustrating the close relationship between political authority and religious institutions. 

The original mosque was a modest wooden structure with bamboo walls and a simple thatched roof. 
Throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, it underwent numerous renovations reflecting changing 
architectural styles, urban development, and the growing Muslim population of Bandung. The most significant 
reconstruction occurred between 2001 and 2003, resulting in the present monumental complex featuring two 81-
meter twin minarets, an expanded prayer hall, landscaped public spaces, and integration with the renovated city 
square (Pemerintah Provinsi Jawa Barat, 2012). 

Beyond its architectural significance, the Grand Mosque possesses substantial historical value. During the 
1955 Asian-African Conference, several Muslim delegates reportedly performed prayers at the mosque while 
attending the conference in Bandung. Consequently, the mosque represents not only local religious history but 
also Indonesia's role in post-colonial international diplomacy and the emergence of Afro-Asian solidarity (Kahin, 
2010). 

Today, the mosque functions simultaneously as a religious institution, a civic landmark, and one of 
Bandung's most visited cultural tourism destinations. Visitors are attracted by its architecture, historical 
significance, panoramic observation towers, and proximity to other heritage attractions, including Jalan Asia-
Afrika and numerous colonial buildings. This concentration of heritage resources enables the development of 
integrated cultural tourism routes linking Islamic heritage with colonial urban history. 

From a management perspective, the Grand Mosque illustrates the opportunities and challenges associated 
with integrating religious heritage into contemporary urban tourism. Large numbers of visitors contribute to public 
appreciation of Islamic history and generate economic activity for surrounding communities. However, increased 
visitation also necessitates careful management of visitor behavior, spatial circulation, cleanliness, and the 
preservation of the mosque's sacred atmosphere. The management authority therefore continues to balance 
accessibility with the primary religious functions of daily prayers, Friday congregations, Qur'anic education, and 
Islamic celebrations (Dinas Pariwisata dan Kebudayaan Kota Bandung, n.d.). 

The Bandung case demonstrates how Islamic historical sites can strengthen urban identity while contributing 
to sustainable cultural tourism. Rather than functioning solely as historical monuments, living mosques preserve 
religious traditions, reinforce local Sundanese-Islamic identity, and provide opportunities for intercultural 
understanding among domestic and international visitors. 

3. Penang: Kapitan Keling Mosque and the UNESCO World Heritage City 

Penang represents one of the most successful examples of integrating Islamic heritage into an internationally 
recognized cultural tourism destination. At the center of this achievement stands Kapitan Keling Mosque, one of 
Malaysia's oldest surviving mosques and a landmark of George Town's multicultural urban landscape. Established 
in the early nineteenth century by the Tamil Muslim (Chulia) community under the leadership of Kapitan Keling 
Cauder Mohuddeen, the mosque reflects the important contribution of Muslim merchants to the commercial and 
social development of the Straits Settlements (Hooker, 1983). 

Unlike many historic mosques in Southeast Asia that primarily served indigenous Muslim populations, 
Kapitan Keling Mosque emerged within a cosmopolitan trading port where Malay, Chinese, Indian, Arab, 
European, and other communities interacted on a daily basis. The mosque therefore functioned not only as a 
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religious institution but also as a center for education, dispute resolution, charity, and community organization 
among Muslim immigrants who had settled in Penang during the colonial period (Nasution, 2006). 

The mosque's contemporary significance is inseparable from the inscription of George Town as a UNESCO 
World Heritage Site in 2008. UNESCO recognized George Town for its Outstanding Universal Value as an 
exceptional multicultural trading city where diverse religious, architectural, and cultural traditions continue to 
coexist within a living urban environment. Within this historic landscape, Kapitan Keling Mosque constitutes one 
of the principal religious monuments that illustrates centuries of intercultural interaction and peaceful coexistence 
(UNESCO World Heritage Centre, n.d.). 

Its location along the well-known Street of Harmony further enhances its cultural importance. Within a 
relatively short walking distance stand St. George's Church, Goddess of Mercy Temple (Kuan Yin Temple), and 
Sri Mahamariamman Temple, representing Christianity, Buddhism, Taoism, Hinduism, and Islam in a single 
urban corridor. Rather than functioning as isolated monuments, these religious institutions collectively symbolize 
Penang's long tradition of religious tolerance and multicultural coexistence. Consequently, visitors experience 
Islamic heritage within a broader narrative of intercultural dialogue instead of viewing it in isolation. 

A distinctive aspect of Kapitan Keling Mosque is its long history of waqf administration. Since its 
establishment, the mosque has relied upon charitable endowments that financed religious activities, maintenance, 
education, and community welfare. During the colonial period, however, waqf properties became subject to 
increasing governmental regulation, generating debates concerning ownership, administration, and the autonomy 
of Muslim institutions. These historical experiences continue to inform contemporary discussions on heritage 
governance and demonstrate that conservation cannot be separated from legal and institutional arrangements 
governing religious property (Ali, n.d.). 

From the perspective of tourism management, Kapitan Keling Mosque successfully accommodates both 
worshippers and visitors. The mosque administration provides guided tours, educational exhibitions, multilingual 
information panels, and appropriate visitor facilities while maintaining regulations concerning dress codes, prayer 
times, and respectful behavior. Such measures illustrate how active places of worship can remain accessible to 
international tourists without compromising their religious integrity. 

Community participation likewise constitutes one of the mosque's greatest strengths. Religious leaders, local 
residents, heritage organizations, and public authorities cooperate in maintaining both the mosque itself and the 
surrounding historic district. This collaborative governance model reflects contemporary heritage management 
principles emphasizing stakeholder participation rather than centralized administrative control (Timothy, 2011). 

The Penang experience therefore demonstrates that Islamic historical sites can successfully function as 
internationally recognized tourism assets while preserving their religious authenticity, provided that conservation 
policies, community engagement, and visitor management remain closely integrated. 

4. Bangkok: Historic Mosques and the Multicultural Heritage of Thailand's Muslim Communities 

Compared with Indonesia and Malaysia, Thailand represents a distinctive context for understanding Islamic 
heritage management because Muslims constitute a religious minority within a predominantly Buddhist society. 
Nevertheless, Islam has formed an integral part of Thai history for centuries through maritime trade, diplomatic 
relations, migration, and cultural exchange involving Persian, Malay, Cham, Indian, and Javanese communities 
(Yusuf, n.d.). 

Bangkok preserves numerous historic mosques that collectively illustrate this multicultural heritage. Among 
the oldest is Ton Son Mosque, whose origins date back to the late Ayutthaya period during the seventeenth 
century. Widely regarded as one of Thailand's oldest mosques, Ton Son reflects the enduring presence of Muslim 
communities before the establishment of Bangkok as the royal capital in 1782 (Andaya & Andaya, n.d.). 

Another significant example is Bang Luang Mosque (Kudi Khao), distinguished by its unique adaptation of 
traditional Thai architectural forms. Unlike many mosques influenced by Middle Eastern or Mughal styles, Bang 
Luang incorporates local wooden construction techniques, Thai roof forms, and decorative elements that 
demonstrate how Islamic architecture can evolve within different cultural environments. Rather than diminishing 
Islamic identity, this architectural adaptation illustrates the historical accommodation between Islamic religious 
traditions and local cultural expressions (Pitsuwan, n.d.). 

The Haroon Mosque, established in 1837 by merchants of Indonesian-Arab descent in the Bang Rak district, 
represents another important dimension of Bangkok's Islamic history. Located near the Chao Phraya River, the 
mosque served generations of Muslim traders who participated in regional commerce linking Siam with the Malay 
Archipelago, South Asia, and the Middle East. Today, the surrounding neighborhood continues to preserve 
elements of this multicultural trading heritage while increasingly attracting visitors interested in Bangkok's lesser-
known historical landscapes. 

Unlike George Town, where UNESCO designation provides an internationally recognized conservation 
framework, Bangkok's historic mosques rely more heavily upon community initiatives, religious foundations, and 
local administrative support. Consequently, mosque committees assume primary responsibility for building 
maintenance, religious education, cultural activities, and visitor management. This community-based governance 
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reflects the resilience of Thailand's Muslim minority in preserving its religious heritage despite representing only 
a small proportion of the national population. 

Tourism presents both opportunities and challenges for these historic mosques. Increasing international 
interest in cultural tourism has encouraged visitors to explore Bangkok beyond its famous Buddhist temples and 
royal palaces. Historic mosques consequently contribute to diversifying the city's tourism narrative by 
highlighting Thailand's religious and cultural diversity. At the same time, mosque administrators remain cautious 
regarding visitor behavior, photography, dress codes, and the preservation of sacred space during religious 
activities. 

Research on Muslim communities in Bangkok has similarly emphasized that local residents actively 
negotiate the presence of tourists rather than simply accepting tourism development uncritically. Community 
members generally welcome educational and cultural exchange but remain concerned that commercial tourism 
should not undermine religious practices or reduce mosques to mere sightseeing attractions (Jerryson, n.d.). 

The Bangkok experience therefore demonstrates that sustainable heritage management depends less upon 
international recognition than upon strong local stewardship, community identity, and respect for the continuing 
religious function of Islamic historical sites. 

5. Comparative Analysis: Heritage Governance, Authenticity, and Community Participation 

The three case studies demonstrate that Islamic historical sites should not be understood merely as 
architectural monuments but as living religious heritage whose historical significance derives from the continuous 
interaction between physical structures, religious practices, and local communities. Although Bandung, Penang, 
and Bangkok differ substantially in their political contexts, demographic composition, and institutional 
arrangements, they face remarkably similar challenges concerning the sustainable management of Islamic cultural 
heritage (Timothy, 2021, pp. 8–15). 

A first point of comparison concerns the historical role of the mosque within urban development. In all three 
cities, historic mosques emerged as integral components of urban formation rather than isolated religious 
buildings. Bandung's Grand Mosque developed alongside the colonial administrative center surrounding the alun-
alun, representing the institutional relationship between Islamic authority and local governance during the 
nineteenth century. Kapitan Keling Mosque similarly evolved within George Town's cosmopolitan trading 
environment, serving the religious and social needs of Muslim merchants while contributing to the multicultural 
character of the port city. Bangkok's historic mosques, by contrast, developed through successive waves of 
migration involving Persian, Malay, Cham, Indian, and Indonesian Muslim communities, illustrating the gradual 
incorporation of diverse Islamic traditions into the capital's social landscape (Yusuf, 2020, pp. 311–324). 

These different historical trajectories demonstrate that Islamic heritage throughout Southeast Asia cannot be 
interpreted through a single narrative. Instead, Islamic historical sites embody locally specific experiences shaped 
by trade, migration, colonialism, political authority, and intercultural exchange. Consequently, heritage 
interpretation should emphasize these diverse historical contexts rather than presenting simplified or homogenized 
narratives of Islamic civilization. 

A second comparative dimension concerns institutional governance. The Bandung case primarily reflects 
public-sector management in which mosque authorities cooperate closely with municipal and provincial 
governments responsible for urban planning, heritage promotion, and tourism development. Such collaboration 
has enabled significant investment in infrastructure, visitor facilities, and public spaces surrounding the mosque. 
However, strong governmental involvement also requires continuous efforts to ensure that tourism-oriented 
development does not overshadow the mosque's primary religious functions (Timothy, 2021, pp. 101–118). 

Penang presents a more institutionalized governance model characterized by the interaction of waqf 
administration, religious authorities, heritage agencies, and UNESCO conservation principles. This multi-layered 
governance framework enables heritage conservation to be supported simultaneously by legal protection, 
international recognition, community participation, and religious institutions. The Penang experience illustrates 
that heritage management becomes more sustainable when conservation policies are embedded within long-
established social institutions rather than relying exclusively upon governmental intervention (Aldohni, 2013). 

Bangkok represents a contrasting model in which community organizations assume the principal 
responsibility for heritage conservation. Historic mosques continue to be administered largely by mosque 
committees and local Muslim communities, with governmental support remaining comparatively limited. This 
arrangement demonstrates the resilience of community-based heritage management and highlights the important 
role of religious institutions in preserving cultural identity within minority contexts (Yusuf, 2020, pp. 315–320). 

These governance models illustrate that no single administrative framework can be universally applied to 
Islamic heritage management. Rather, institutional arrangements should reflect local historical traditions, legal 
systems, and community structures while maintaining shared principles of conservation, participation, and 
accountability. 

Another important area of comparison concerns heritage authenticity. Contemporary heritage studies 
increasingly recognize authenticity as a multidimensional concept extending beyond the preservation of original 
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building materials. As emphasized by UNESCO and the Nara Document on Authenticity, authenticity also 
encompasses cultural traditions, social functions, historical continuity, and community values (UNESCO, 1994; 
UNESCO World Heritage Centre, n.d.). 

This broader understanding of authenticity is particularly relevant for active mosques. Unlike archaeological 
monuments that may no longer perform their original functions, historic mosques derive much of their authenticity 
from their continuing religious use. Daily prayers, Friday congregations, Qur'anic education, Ramadan activities, 
charitable programs, and community gatherings all contribute to preserving the living character of Islamic 
heritage. 

Nevertheless, the three cities illustrate different approaches to negotiating authenticity amid modernization. 
Bandung has undergone extensive architectural reconstruction, resulting in a contemporary mosque complex that 
differs substantially from its nineteenth-century appearance. While such renovations have enhanced visitor 
capacity and urban functionality, they also raise questions concerning the preservation of historical fabric and 
architectural continuity. 

Penang has generally adopted a more conservation-oriented approach consistent with UNESCO principles, 
emphasizing the maintenance of historical character while permitting carefully controlled adaptation. Bangkok 
presents yet another model, particularly through Bang Luang Mosque, whose preservation of traditional Thai 
architectural forms demonstrates that authenticity should not be equated exclusively with Middle Eastern 
architectural styles. Instead, local architectural adaptation constitutes an authentic expression of Southeast Asian 
Islamic civilization. 

These cases collectively reinforce the argument that authenticity should be understood as historical 
continuity rather than architectural immobility. Sustainable conservation therefore requires preserving both 
physical heritage and the cultural practices that give historic sites their continuing significance. 

Community participation constitutes another critical comparative theme. Heritage scholars increasingly 
argue that conservation initiatives become more sustainable when local communities actively participate in 
decision-making processes. Heritage should not simply be managed for communities but also by communities, 
recognizing local residents as custodians rather than passive beneficiaries (Smith, 2006; Timothy, 2011). 

In Bandung, community participation is reflected through religious organizations, educational institutions, 
and civic activities centered around the Grand Mosque. In Penang, local Muslim organizations, waqf 
administrators, and heritage associations collectively contribute to conservation and visitor interpretation. 
Bangkok similarly demonstrates the importance of mosque committees, local families, and neighborhood 
networks in maintaining both religious activities and historic buildings. 

These examples indicate that community participation extends beyond physical maintenance. Local 
communities preserve intangible heritage through religious rituals, oral traditions, educational programs, festivals, 
charitable activities, and collective memory. Consequently, heritage governance should recognize intangible 
cultural practices as equally important components of conservation policy. 

A further comparison concerns the relationship between tourism development and religious values. Islamic 
historical sites inevitably attract increasing numbers of visitors due to expanding cultural tourism throughout 
Southeast Asia. Tourism creates significant opportunities by generating local income, strengthening public 
awareness of Islamic history, encouraging intercultural dialogue, and supporting heritage conservation through 
increased public investment. 

However, tourism also introduces important risks. Excessive commercialization may reduce sacred places 
to entertainment venues, while overcrowding can disrupt religious worship and diminish the spiritual atmosphere 
of active mosques. Visitor behavior—including inappropriate dress, excessive photography, or insufficient 
awareness of religious etiquette—may generate tensions between tourists and worshippers. 

The three cities have responded through different management strategies. Bandung regulates visitor 
circulation within a multifunctional religious complex integrated with public urban space. Penang provides 
structured educational interpretation alongside clear behavioral guidelines for visitors. Bangkok relies more 
heavily upon direct community supervision and informal social regulation, reflecting the close relationship 
between mosque administrators and neighborhood residents. 

These different strategies demonstrate that visitor management should prioritize respectful engagement 
rather than unrestricted accessibility. Heritage tourism within active religious sites should be guided by 
educational objectives encouraging cultural understanding rather than merely increasing visitor numbers. 

Finally, all three cases illustrate the broader relevance of Islamic historical sites for the ASEAN Socio-
Cultural Community (ASCC). ASEAN increasingly recognizes cultural heritage as a strategic resource for 
strengthening regional identity while respecting cultural diversity. Historic mosques contribute to these objectives 
by demonstrating centuries of intercultural interaction involving Malays, Sundanese, Javanese, Arabs, Persians, 
Indians, Chinese, Chams, and numerous other communities whose historical experiences collectively shaped 
Southeast Asian civilization. 

Rather than representing exclusively Islamic heritage, these sites embody the shared historical processes 
through which diverse societies interacted across maritime Southeast Asia. Consequently, preserving Islamic 
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historical sites contributes not only to Muslim communities but also to the collective historical memory of ASEAN 
as a culturally pluralistic region. 

From this comparative perspective, successful heritage governance requires balancing five interrelated 
principles: 
1) Conservation of both tangible and intangible heritage;  
2) Preservation of authenticity through historical continuity rather than static reconstruction;  
3) Community participation, including waqf institutions and local religious organizations;  
4) Visitor management that respects the sacred character of active places of worship; and  
5) Integration of heritage tourism within broader objectives of intercultural dialogue and regional cooperation.  

These principles provide a comprehensive framework for managing Islamic historical sites as sustainable 
cultural tourism assets while preserving their religious significance and historical integrity. 

6. Challenges, Policy Implications, and Future Directions 

Despite their considerable potential as cultural tourism assets, Islamic historical sites throughout Southeast 
Asia continue to face a number of structural and managerial challenges. These challenges extend beyond the 
preservation of historic buildings and encompass issues of governance, religious authority, visitor management, 
financial sustainability, and the commercialization of cultural heritage. 

The first challenge concerns the increasing pressure generated by tourism development itself. As visitor 
numbers continue to rise, historic mosques experience greater physical wear, higher maintenance costs, and more 
complex operational demands. Unlike museums or archaeological monuments, active mosques cannot simply 
prioritize tourism because their primary function remains religious worship. Consequently, heritage managers 
must continually negotiate between facilitating public access and preserving an environment conducive to prayer, 
contemplation, and religious education. 

A second challenge involves the growing commercialization of religious heritage. Tourism markets 
increasingly seek visually attractive destinations capable of generating economic benefits through cultural 
branding and destination marketing. While such strategies may contribute to local development, excessive 
commercialization risks transforming sacred places into tourist attractions whose religious meanings become 
secondary to economic objectives. Heritage scholars have repeatedly warned that commodification may weaken 
authenticity by replacing living religious traditions with staged cultural performances designed primarily for 
visitors rather than local communities (Smith, 2006, pp. 95–112). 

A third challenge relates to governance complexity. Islamic historical sites frequently involve multiple 
stakeholders, including mosque committees, waqf institutions, local governments, tourism authorities, heritage 
agencies, religious organizations, and surrounding communities. Although multi-stakeholder governance creates 
opportunities for collaborative management, it may also generate institutional fragmentation when responsibilities 
are poorly coordinated. Sustainable governance therefore requires clearly defined institutional roles accompanied 
by participatory decision-making mechanisms. 

Digital transformation also presents both opportunities and challenges. Advances in digital heritage 
technologies—including virtual tours, mobile applications, digital archives, and interactive interpretation 
systems—offer new possibilities for expanding public access while reducing pressure on fragile heritage sites. 
However, digital representation should complement rather than replace direct community engagement and 
religious experience. Heritage interpretation must therefore remain grounded in local historical narratives and 
religious values. 

Climate change and rapid urbanization further complicate heritage conservation across Southeast Asia. 
Increasing urban density, infrastructure expansion, environmental degradation, and extreme weather events 
threaten many historic buildings that were constructed using traditional materials and techniques. Conservation 
planning should therefore incorporate climate resilience alongside conventional architectural preservation. 

7. Policy Implications 

The comparative findings of this study suggest several policy implications for governments, heritage 
institutions, and religious organizations throughout ASEAN. 

First, heritage management policies should recognize historic mosques as living heritage rather than static 
monuments. Conservation strategies must therefore protect not only architectural authenticity but also religious 
practices, educational activities, charitable functions, and community traditions that collectively sustain the 
cultural significance of Islamic historical sites. 

Second, community participation should become a central principle of heritage governance. Mosque 
committees, waqf administrators, religious scholars, neighborhood organizations, women's associations, youth 
groups, and local residents possess valuable knowledge regarding the historical development and contemporary 
needs of heritage sites. Their meaningful involvement enhances both conservation effectiveness and public 
legitimacy. 
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Third, tourism development should prioritize quality rather than quantity. Visitor management policies 
should emphasize educational interpretation, responsible tourism behavior, multilingual information, and cultural 
sensitivity instead of pursuing unrestricted visitor growth. Such an approach supports sustainable tourism while 
preserving the dignity and sacredness of active places of worship. 

Fourth, ASEAN member states should strengthen regional cooperation concerning Islamic cultural heritage. 
Although Southeast Asian Islam developed through diverse historical experiences, many heritage sites share 
common characteristics relating to maritime trade, migration, waqf institutions, religious education, and 
multicultural coexistence. Regional collaboration involving joint exhibitions, heritage networks, academic 
exchanges, and professional training could significantly improve conservation capacity throughout ASEAN. 

Finally, UNESCO principles concerning authenticity, integrity, community participation, and sustainable 
development should be integrated more systematically into national heritage policies affecting Islamic historical 
sites. Such integration would strengthen both international recognition and local conservation practice while 
supporting the broader objectives of the ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community. 

8. Theoretical Contributions 

This study contributes to the growing literature on Islamic heritage tourism in three principal ways. 
First, it demonstrates that Islamic historical sites should be conceptualized as living heritage systems in 

which architectural conservation, religious practice, and community identity remain inseparable. Existing tourism 
literature often emphasizes either heritage conservation or religious tourism independently. This study argues that 
sustainable management requires integrating both perspectives within a single analytical framework. 

Second, the comparative analysis illustrates that heritage governance varies according to historical context, 
institutional arrangements, and community structures. Rather than proposing a universal management model, this 
article highlights the importance of adaptive governance capable of responding to local cultural conditions while 
maintaining internationally recognized conservation principles. 

Third, the article extends discussions on ASEAN cultural integration by demonstrating that Islamic historical 
sites contribute not only to tourism development but also to intercultural understanding, religious coexistence, 
and regional identity. Heritage should therefore be understood as a strategic resource for strengthening social 
cohesion within Southeast Asia's culturally plural societies. 

Conclusion 
Islamic historical sites in Bandung, Penang, and Bangkok represent significant cultural tourism assets while 

simultaneously functioning as active places of worship that continue to shape the religious and social life of their 
respective communities. Although the three cities differ in their historical trajectories, governance arrangements, 
and socio-political contexts, they share a common challenge: balancing heritage conservation, authenticity, 
tourism development, and the sacred character of religious space. 

The comparative analysis demonstrates that sustainable heritage governance cannot be achieved solely 
through architectural conservation or tourism promotion. Rather, effective management requires integrating 
community participation, religious authority, cultural interpretation, visitor education, and institutional 
collaboration. The experiences of Bandung, Penang, and Bangkok collectively illustrate that historic mosques 
remain authentic not simply because of their age or architectural integrity but because they continue to function 
as living centers of worship, education, charity, and community life. 

The Penang experience highlights the value of waqf-based governance and UNESCO heritage frameworks 
in supporting long-term conservation. Bandung illustrates the opportunities and challenges associated with 
integrating Islamic heritage into modern urban development, while Bangkok demonstrates the resilience of 
minority Muslim communities in preserving their historical identity through community-based stewardship. 

More broadly, these findings reinforce the objectives of the ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community by showing 
that Islamic historical sites serve as platforms for intercultural dialogue, historical education, and regional 
cooperation. Properly managed, they contribute not only to sustainable tourism but also to mutual understanding 
among Southeast Asia's diverse religious and cultural communities. 

Future research should extend the present study through comparative fieldwork involving visitor 
perceptions, community participation, conservation practice, and governance performance across multiple 
ASEAN countries. Such empirical investigations would further strengthen understanding of how Islamic 
historical heritage can contribute to sustainable development while preserving its enduring religious and cultural 
significance. 
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