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Abstract- Commodification constitutes a tantamount issue with heritage. It has always been a topic of dialogue among the 
researchers. In this era of globalization, commodification plays an important role to meet the needs of tourists.  On account of 
the existing heritage which correspond to the tourism products such as historic buildings, traditional food and crafts. However, 
the modifiers that are made to meet the demands of the tourists have changed their authenticity elements contained in the 
heritage product.  But, with the modification, it has helped in reviving the precious heritage elements. Therefore, this paper 
discusses the excellence commodification in the context of the Malay cultural heritage in Melaka, Malaysia. The main focus of 
this study is to identify the forms of commodification that has increased the prestige of the Malay cultural heritage. Head-on 
interview sessions have been conducted with 34 individuals who are actively involved representing the 21 elements of the 
Malay cultural heritage. Interview results showed that only 7 elements undergo the process of commodification in terms of 
output, such as patterns, designs, colours and flavours. These commodification have been successfully introduced the Malay 
cultural heritage in the society. These forms of commodification do not leave the authenticity value of the heritage. In fact, it 
has managed to elevate the status of the Malay cultural heritage based on the success of the practitioners who are still actively 
working on the Malay cultural heritage. 
 
Index Terms-  commodification, Malay cultural heritage, Melaka, tourism product. 
 
I. INTRODUCTION 
 
Heritage is a tourism product (Austin, 2002; Caton & 
Santos, 2007; George, 2010; Kausar and Nishikawa, 
2010), which become the main attraction for tourists 
visiting the heritage destination (Debes, 2011; Ho & 
McKercher, 2004; Huibin, Marzuki, & Razak, 2013; 
Zhang, 2011). This tourism product consists of natural 
heritage and cultural heritage (Mckercher & Ho, 
2006). Among these heritage, cultural heritage is the 
popular product (Timothy & Boyd, 2006) because it 
consists of the history, lifestyle and environment that 
become the symbol of a destination (McKercher, Ho., 
& Du Cros, 2004). However, these heritage are 
exposed to the issues of commodification (Bunten, 
2008; Pendlebury, Short, & While, 2009; Rodzi, Zaki, 
& Subli, 2013) to meet the needs of tourists (Chhabra, 
2009; Rodzi et al., 2013; Zhang, 2011). No doubt the 
success of a destination is measured by the tourism 
products available in a particular destination (Leask, 
2010) but it depends on the consistency, quality and 
authentic experience available on the tourism product 
(Hargrove, 2007). 
 
In the context of tourism, the commodification of 
cultural heritage is said to be necessary to develop the 
tourism products and to revive the heritage elements 
that have been abandoned (Debes, 2011; Xie, Wu, & 
Hsieh, 2012). However, to what extent this 
commodification of heritage can be done? This study 
focuses on Malay cultural heritage product as a 
tourism product in Melaka. Commodification aspects 
will be evaluated based on feedback from Malay 
cultural heritage practitioners in Melaka. At the end of 
this article, a commodification excellence framework 
will be presented. 

II. EXCELLENCE COMMODIFICATION 
FROM THE PERSPECTIVE OF CULTURAL 
HERITAGE  
 
Commodification of heritage can be defined as the 
modifications made to commercialize heritage 
products (Chhabra, 2009) and to promote a particular 
destination (Caton & Santos, 2007). Commodification 
is often associated with the authenticity of a product 
(Chang, Wall, & Chang, 2008; Cole, 2007; 
Pendlebury et al., 2009; Shepherd, 2002). Heritage 
products that are exposed to commodification 
elements can reduce the uniqueness that causes the 
weakening of tourism aura in a particular destination 
(Bunten, 2008; Cohen & Cohen, 2012; Debes, 2011). 
A study conducted by Rani (2014) pointed out that the 
element of authenticity affected tourists desire to 
revisit to a particular destination. Thus, if 
commodification has been conducted on the heritage 
products, the potential for the destination to receive 
repeat tourists is rather thin. However, there are still a 
handful of researchers who have their own 
justification of why the commodification of heritage 
needs to be done. Some say this modification is a 
major marketing tool (Xie et al., 2012) to attract and 
meet the needs and demands of tourists who have 
diverse backgrounds (Caton & Santos, 2007; Debes, 
2011; Rodzi et al., 2013; Xie et al., 2012; Yang, 2012). 
When tourists get good service, indirectly it has 
affected their level of satisfaction when traveling to a 
destination (Kirillova, Fu, Lehto, & Cai, 2014). In 
addition, the commodification can provide 
value-added to the heritage products (Xie et al., 2012) 
through branding, packaging, labelling and features 
(Halim & Mat, 2010) (See Figure 1). These elements 
are very important because it affect the demand for the 
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heritage products (Halim & Mat, 2010). In addition, 
through commodification, it can create a new form of 
creative activity in tourism which provides 
opportunities for the tourists and local community to 
interact (Richards, 2011a, 2011b). Based on this 
finding, we can conclude that commodification give 
value-added to the heritage products. Indirectly 
successful commodification can attract more tourists 
to a destination. Based on the previous studies, less 
attention is given to the forms of commodification that 
has been successful. Past studies are more focused on 
the perception of tourists toward the authenticity of the 
heritage products and the effects of heritage products 
commodification. Therefore, this study is focusing on 
the forms of commodification that has been 
successfully performed by the Malay heritage 
practitioners in Melaka. 
 

 
Figure 1: The added-value of heritage product 

Source: Halim and Mat (2010) 
 
III. MALAY CULTURAL HERITAGE 
 
Cultural heritage belongs to the community, which 
consists of tangible and intangible cultural heritage. 
Tangible heritage can be seen physically such as 
historical buildings, artefacts and museums. While the 
intangible heritage cannot be seen physically such as 
tradition, music and oral expression. In the context of 
this study, the research is focusing on the Malays 
cultural heritage. Based on the history, the Malays are 
a group of people who have spread from Madagascar 
to the Pacific Ocean and Taiwan (Rahman, 2014). 
They represent the largest population in South East 
Asia (Kamaruddin & Kamaruddin, 2009). In terms of 
the Malay cultural heritage, it can be seen from various 
categories such as architecture, music and song, 
performing arts, fine arts, traditional foods and 
traditional games (Parliament of Malaysia, 2006). 
Each of these elements are the heritage products that 
have become the tourist attraction in Malaysia. These 
heritage elements symbolize beauty, identity and the 
power of the Malays (Said, Ramli, & Sedon, 2011; 
Yusoff & Zain, 2013). However, the most significant 
categories are architecture and fine arts such as 
traditional Malay houses, museums, mosques and 
handicraft products. On account of both elements that 
are tangible heritage which means it can be seen 
physically. These Malay cultural heritage elements are 

abundant in the East Coast of Malaysia such as Batik 
and Songket which has been the tourism product that 
are synonymous with the state of Kelantan and 
Terengganu. However, this study is focusing in 
Melaka because this state has a great sketch of history 
about the Malays. Therefore, this study will explore 
the elements of the Malay cultural heritage that are 
available in the entire state of Melaka. Figure 2: The 
traditional Malay attire in the distant past. 
 

 
Figure 2: The traditional Malay attire in the distant past. 

Source: Researcher (2014) 
 
IV. METHODOLOGY 
 
In line with the findings of previous studies related to 
the issues impacting the commodification of heritage 
products, this study uses Malay cultural heritage in 
Melaka as the case study to identify the elements of 
commodification. Malay cultural heritage 
practitioners in Melaka has been chosen as the case 
study because Melaka is a popular heritage tourism 
centre with the declaration as world heritage site in 
2008. This study is an exploratory study in the 
descriptive form. It is using a multiple-case study 
which uses qualitative research strategy. Primary and 
secondary data were used to obtain the best results of 
the study. Secondary data consists of various types of 
reference such as books, journals, proceedings and 
statute. Secondary data is necessary to work on the 
commodification issues of the cultural heritage 
products. Primary data were obtained through face to 
face interviews with 34 respondents representing six 
categories namely music and song, performing arts, 
fine arts, traditional food, traditional games and 
architecture found in Melaka (See Table 1 and Figure 
3). The respondents were selected by purposive 
sampling (Palys, 2008) based on the active 
involvement of the practitioners in empowering the 
Malay cultural heritage (Tan, Kung, and Luh, 2013). 
Data collection was conducted through 
semi-structured interview and takes between 45 
minutes to two hours depending on the time spent by 
practitioners. However, this study is focusing on the 
aspects of commodification and the question posed to 
the practitioners is, "Are there modifications done to 
the heritage products that you participate?” Primary 
data collection was carried out for 8 months beginning 
in January 2015 until August 2015. This long period is 
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due to the location of heritage practitioners who are 
located far away from one another. All interviews 
were conducted by using MP3 recorder. The 
interviews were transcribed and content analysis was 
used to analyse the feedback given by the 
practitioners. 
 
Table 1: The categories and elements of Malay cultural heritage 

which represented by 34 respondents who have been 
interviewed. 

 
 

 
Figure 3: The red point shows the location of Malay cultural 

heritage practitioners in Melaka 
Source: www.mpjasin.gov.my 

 
V. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSIONS 
 
This section discusses the findings based on the 
accumulated primary and secondary data. Feedback 
from the practitioners showed that the 
commodification of Malay cultural heritage can be 
seen in fine arts and traditional foods categories. 
Excellence commodification has been implemented in 
terms of patterns, shapes, colours and flavours. In the 

context of authenticity, the study by Chang et al., 
(2012) showed that tourists perceived authenticity in 
terms of local flavour, traditional characteristics, 
utility or appearance and market driven. Although the 
tourists perceived the elements of authenticity from 
these aspects, but commodification can be done to 
improve the quality and value of the heritage products 
(Xie, Wu, & Hsieh, 2012). Furthermore, this condition 
takes place to provide variety of choice for the 
customers, particularly tourists. Table 2 shows 
feedback from the practitioners about the elements of 
commodification of the Malay cultural heritage. 
 
  The first excellence commodification is the 
commodification of pattern. It can be assessed based 
on the feedback of the woven food cover (R1), 
songkok (R4) and cow-drawn carriage (R6). All three 
practitioners have done the modification to meet the 
customers’ demands. It is due to the clients’ different 
backgrounds. Review by Goulding (2006) and 
McKercher and Du Cros (2002) showed that the 
aesthetic visitor and purposeful cultural tourist 
categories were really accentuate on the authenticity 
rather than the other tourist categories such as social 
visitor, incidental cultural tourist and cultural 
sightseeing tourist. Therefore, the way they perceived 
the heritage value is different (Caton & Santos, 2007; 
Debes, 2011; Rodzi, Zaki, & Subli, 2013; Xie et al., 
2012; Yang, 2012). This state of affairs is the reason 
many practitioners implemented the commodification 
of the Malay cultural heritage product. 
 
The second excellence commodification is on the 
design of heritage products such as the Tengkolok 
folding (R2) and sandals (R3). Both practitioners 
implemented commodification to provide more 
options for their customers to be more interested in 
purchasing either a traditional or modern product. This 
commodification process depends on the current 
trends and practitioners creativity to attract clients. For 
example, excellence commodification conducted by 
R3 in which they designed an embroidered beaded 
sandals. It is designed specifically to attract tourists to 
buy the heritage products. The modifications made by 
these practitioners are a form of innovation in terms of 
the features that give value-added to the heritage 
products (Halim & Mat, 2010). Furthermore, Zhang 
(2011) also pointed out that these innovations would 
attract tourists to get hold of these heritage products. 
 
The third excellence commodification is the 
commodification of colour. Attractive colours can 
diversify the Malay cultural heritage collections. 
Wicker practitioner (R5) managed to perform this 
modification. For him, the selection of colour depends 
on the needs of the tourist because each of them has 
different taste. The variations of colours not only cater 
to the tourists’ demand, but can also indirectly 
improve tourists’ satisfaction (Dash, 2011; Kirillova et 
al., 2014). In contrast, a study by Mutua, Massimo and 
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Mburu (2008) showed that the commodification of 
colour has been done due to the limitations in securing 
raw materials for dye production. Therefore, the use of 
artificial dyes resulted in the variation of colours. 
Although there are changes in terms of colour, but its 
authenticity is still maintained as wicker is made by 
using traditional methods (Maruyama, Yen, & 
Stronza, 2008). Lastly is the commodification of 
flavours. Traditional food made by R7 has undergone 
modification process in terms of its taste. Variety of 
taste gives choices to the tourists. However, the taste 
and aroma of the original Dodol is still preserved. This 
finding is consistent with the study conducted by 
Halim and Mat (2010) which stated that an interesting 
pattern can attract customers to purchase a heritage 
product. In addition, a study by Gyimothy and 
Mykletun (2009) showed that traditional Norwegian 
meal in Smalahove also implemented 
commodification by re-branding the traditional food. 
In the context of traditional foods, it is one of the most 
popular tourism product. Most studies related to 
traditional foods is involving the tourists’ acceptance 
whether they are categorized as food neophilia or food 
neophibia (Mkono, Markwell, & Wilson, 2013). Not 
all tourists are able to accept new foods. Thus, through 
the commodification of taste, it can provide an option 
for tourists to enjoy the traditional food. 
 

 

 

Based on these findings, this study has developed a 
conceptual framework related to excellence 
commodification (Figure 4). If seen, the 
commodification performed by these Malay cultural 
heritage practitioners is a form of innovation that has 
given a new guise to the heritage products. The value 
of authenticity is still maintained despite the 
modifications made. 
 

 
Figure 4:  The conceptual framework of excellence 

commodification 
 

CONCLUSIONS 
 
This study discusses the excellence commodification 
that has been implemented by many Malay cultural 
heritage practitioners in Melaka. Past studies have 
much to say about the negative impact of 
implementing this commodification. Apparently, not 
many researchers support the action to make 
modifications to the heritage products as they feared to 
lose its authenticity. Therefore, this study has 
introduced a successful form of commodification that 
still retains the authenticity characteristics of the 
heritage products. Based on the feedback from 
practitioners, commodification can be done in terms of 
pattern, design, colour and taste. Generally, the 
practitioners offer two types of products, original and 
modified products. Distinct tourists’ background is the 
reason practitioners should meet their needs and 
demands. However, the results of the analysis 
performed showed that only practitioners of the fine 
arts and the traditional food categories have 
implemented commodification. Therefore, the study 
of commodification for the architecture, music and 
song, performing arts and traditional games category 
can be done in the future. Overall, this study provides 
a form of solution to the issue of commodification that 
has become an important issue in the context of 
cultural heritage. The authentic is still the priority, 
while the modification is performed to give added 
value to the heritage product. 
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