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Abstract
Urban heritage conservation has often been portrayed as a practice shaped by ‘authorised dis-
courses’ which are produced by powerful actors including the state, international organisations
and experts. But the literature has also paid attention to non-governmental actors who produce
‘unauthorised heritage discourses’ by calling for broader and more diversified heritage interpreta-
tions and practices. Using the case of Phnom Penh, the capital of Cambodia, we argue that the
dichotomy between authorised and unauthorised heritage has produced artificial boundaries
between those legacies which have been (or should be) identified as heritage and the multiple
remains of the past which nobody has ever attempted to define as such. Instead, we argue that
multiple authorised discourses, circulating worldwide, generate a pervasive global hierarchy of
value which relates to heritage. Various actors, including bilateral donors, states’ representatives,
tycoons, owners and tenants, shape urban tactics which selectively appropriate components of
this hierarchy and combine them with socio-political and economic rationalities in order to con-
serve Phnom Penh’s urban legacies. Taken together, these tactics shape what we name a ‘third
space of heritage hybridity’ outside the scope of official agendas.
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Introduction

In his most recent film, Diamond Island,
French-Cambodian film director Davy
Chou (2016) features two young migrants
from rural Cambodia. They work as builders
for Diamond Island, one of the most iconic
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large-scale, multi-functional real property
projects located on an island located at the
confluence of the Tonle Bassac and Mekong
Rivers in Phnom Penh, the country’s capital.
One of the scenes shows the young men dis-
covering Phnom Penh during a nocturnal
motorbike tour. In their eyes, Diamond
Island’s brightly lit towers represent an idea-
lised future of wealth, comfort and amuse-
ment. At the same time, they ignore the
dilapidated city as they speed through it on
their bikes. The camera moves from the illu-
minated towers to the spectral urban land-
scape of decaying shophouses. It seems to
suggest that the new generation of subaltern
urban dwellers pays little attention to the
city of the past.

This scene reflects a broader social reality
shared by many Asian cities. Nation-states
have often delegated to the private sector,
and especially to real estate developers, the
power to produce and manage the urban
space of Asian cities (Shatkin, 2017). Under
these circumstances, urban modernisation
and redevelopment have often been seen as
more profitable options than urban heritage
conservation. Former residents and activities
have been relocated in the urban peripheries
in order to leave space for new housing and
commercial estates, which a majority sees as
both symptom and proof of progress and
modernity (Goldblum and Wong, 2000). In
the face of the destruction of large parts of
their urban legacy, national and local
authorities have gradually developed some
heritage awareness. Since the second half of
the 1980s, urban authorities have initiated
conservation policies for historic districts as
part of a strategy for the construction of
national identities and tourism-driven eco-
nomic development (Avieli, 2015; Logan,
2002a; Yeoh, 2005).

Local heritage policies in Asia largely
draw on norms and good practices dissemi-
nated worldwide by international organisa-
tions including UNESCO. Through the

World Heritage Programme, the latter plays
a leading role in disseminating a ‘global hier-
archy of value’ (Herzfeld, 2004) relative to
heritage. This hierarchy is built from princi-
ples such as conservation, authenticity, cul-
tural diversity and community involvement.
It combines seminal theoretical works (such
as Walter Benjamin’s theorisation of authen-
ticity)1 with normative discourses, interna-
tional models of heritage regulation and
‘best practices’. The hierarchy is viewed as
intrinsically ‘good’, and its components are
used as ‘global yardsticks’ (Herzfeld, 2004:
2) for particular types of social interaction.
States, international organisations and for-
eign experts use it to produce what Smith
(2006) has called ‘authorised heritage dis-
courses’ (AHDs), which express dominant
visions of the past. Studies have shown that
AHDs have great performative power, in
that they allow powerful actors to preserve
cultural legacies that they view as their heri-
tage. Dominant AHDs circulate at the inter-
national level and co-produce the global
hierarchy of value, which is thus transforma-
tive and evolving.

However, heritage-making does not only
involve powerful actors. Another area of
research has developed an alternative per-
spective, looking at the localised effects of
the global hierarchy. It has paid attention to
subaltern groups and associations who claim
the value of marginal legacies and cultural
expressions in order to have them officially
recognised as heritage. Such claims have
often been defined as ‘unauthorised’ or
‘counter’ heritage (Byrne, 2014) because they
oppose the narrow definitions of heritage
produced by the state (De Cesari, 2010;
De Cesari and Herzfeld, 2015). In
Asia, unauthorised heritage has often
included the cultural expression of ethnic
minorities, villages and commercial districts.
Consequently, a dichotomy has been pro-
duced which sees heritage as an arena of
struggle between official practices and
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counter-hegemonic ones. These dichotomies
have helped to shape three dominant under-
standings of heritage: the first sees heritage
as a status (the ‘listed’ versus the ‘non-
listed’), the second as a product of state poli-
cies and the third as an arena of socio-
cultural conflict. We argue that these under-
standings have oversimplified heritage poli-
tics. Drawing on the example of Phnom
Penh, we show that in a context where offi-
cial heritage has not yet been defined, plural
tactics which involve conservation perform
specific degrees of authority and legitimacy.
They shape what, following Bhabha (1994),
we call a third space of heritage hybridity,
which emerges outside the scope of official
agendas. It combines socio-political and eco-
nomic rationalities which make heritage dis-
sonant, multivocal and plural.

Our reflection on conservation practices
covers a vast array of urban legacies. In
English, the term ‘legacy’ is not embedded in
the theorisation of patrimonial values, but
refers more neutrally and broadly to per-
sonal or group inheritances. In urban con-
texts it has been used to designate physical
and built remains from the past. Lancret
(2009) uses the French term héritage, which
is close in meaning to the English legacy, to
designate all the inherited traces and cultural
expressions that a present-day society
receives from the past, whether or not these
are objects of value recognition by a particu-
lar group. This broad definition allows
Lancret to give full consideration to a broad
range of objects, spaces and traditions which
form the cultural reservoir of a given society,
which the latter selectively draws upon at
different historical moments in order to
identify and protect its heritage (patrimoine).
The difference between ‘legacy’ and ‘heri-
tage’ as we use it here defines a spectrum of
possible, shifting degrees of inclusiveness
which allows for a ‘more nuanced and
grounded distinction’ between various
degrees and stages of value-making (De

Cesari and Herzfeld, 2015: 338). It expands
the analytical focus to the entire reservoir of
urban legacies (including buildings, open
spaces and landscapes) which may receive
different forms of recognition, including the
status of heritage. In other words, it helps us
to accord full consideration to the relation-
ship between the ‘part’ (the heritage) and the
‘whole’ (the legacies) and to evolving heri-
tage definitions, including their shadows and
also their nuances, which can provide a
more accurate picture of the relationship
that a given society establishes with the past.

The case of Phnom Penh, the capital of
Cambodia, is particularly valuable in this
respect. The Khmer Rouge, in power
between 1975 and 1979, believed that vil-
lages, towns and cities were barriers to the
agrarian revolution. The urban population
was killed or deported to the countryside
and allowed to return only at the beginning
of the 1980s, after the Vietnamese army
overthrew the regime. These people were to
a large extent not the same as those evacu-
ated in 1975 (Carrier, 2019), many of which
had died. After the end of the Khmer Rouge
era in 1979, the city was partly destroyed,
and its reconstruction took more than
20 years. Refugees from the countryside
looked for shelter and economic opportuni-
ties in the city. New urbanites seized oppor-
tunities to occupy empty buildings left to
decay for years. Since the 2000s, Phnom
Penh has experienced fast urban develop-
ment: the restart of the private real estate
market, drawing important foreign invest-
ments from other Asian countries, has
deeply transformed the urban landscape.
Skyscrapers and condominium towers in the
city centre, as well as dozens of new residen-
tial projects located on its outskirts, have
replaced numerous inherited buildings.

This article draws on several different
methods and sources of investigation: firstly,
field observations of heritage conservation
and destruction in Phnom Penh, gathered
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between 2006 and 2015; secondly, the analy-
sis of official documents by international
donors and consultants collected in govern-
ment offices and international organisation
headquarters; thirdly, more than 20 inter-
views (conducted in English, French or
Khmer) with professionals, including
Cambodian public officials, architects and
heritage experts, carried out in 2013 and
2015; fourthly, systematic analysis of articles
in the two main Cambodian English news-
papers (the Phnom Penh Post and Cambodia
Daily) during the period 2013–2016, used to
cross-check the reliability of the information
provided by our informants.

How state disengagement
generates heritage ‘in-
betweenness’

Nation-states have been seen as the leading
agents of heritage recognition. Their primary
role has to be understood in the context of
the modern history of heritage as an institu-
tional practice. Contemporary ideas of heri-
tage are rooted in the notion of the historic
monument. As the Industrial Revolution
generated dramatic social and physical trans-
formations, historic monuments anchored
modern societies to a sense of common iden-
tity and tradition, fighting back fears about
the possible disappearance of the tradition-
ally familiar world. European powers
exported the notion of the historic monu-
ment to colonial countries (Guha-Takurta,
2004). Ideas of heritage gradually expanded
from isolated monuments to urban heritage.
In Europe, this expansion followed the
Second World War, when the problems of
post-war reconstruction raised governmental
awareness about the importance of historic
districts. Since the 1970s and 1980s, urban-
driven economic development has threatened
the conservation of historic cities in develop-
ing Asian metropolises. Municipal and
national governments have subsequently

started to include urban heritage measures in
planning and to treat urban heritage as con-
stitutive of national identities (Yuen, 2006).
Since the 1990s, urban policies have tried to
reconcile conservation and development and
to use urban heritage conversion for present-
day uses, including tourist and commercial
functions.

Since the end of the First World War,
international bodies, conferences and char-
ters have all contributed to constructing a
global hierarchy relative to heritage. The
‘magic list of global status’ (Askew, 2010)
established by the UNESCOWorld Heritage
Programme contributed to the worldwide
dissemination of this hierarchy. In this
framework, the state has continued to be ‘a
particularly intransigent force in all of
UNESCO’s operations by the very structure
of the organisation that has states as its
members’ (Meskell and Brumann, 2015: 24).
Jealous of its national sovereignty, the state
operates in line with its own perception of
national needs and contributes to the rise of
nationalism within the UNESCO World
Heritage Programme (Logan, 2002b).
[AQ: 3]

Because the state is dominantly viewed by
international organisations such as
UNESCO as a leading actor, its disengage-
ment at the local level is often seen as one of
the main reasons that new real estate devel-
opments are allowed to sweep away urban
legacies. The literature has largely inter-
preted the state’s disengagement as a form
of institutional weakness or a symptom of
lack of capacity, two interpretations which
rely heavily on representations of backward
Southern countries in need of assistance and
education. The underlying assumption is
that conservation would flourish if only
planning and regulation were strengthened.
Heritage is therefore conceived as a technical
field, unconcerned with local politics. It has
been associated with ideas of formality, that
is to say a form of planning which involves
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centrally managed inventory, regulation and
spatial classification. These tools establish
the value of heritage objects with the pur-
pose of preserving them for future genera-
tions. In doing so, such conceptions of
heritage processes establish a sharp line of
demarcation between official heritage and
other urban legacies which are not mapped
by formal policies. They establish heritage as
a status and as a product of state policies.

In Cambodia, the production of dis-
courses about national heritage started in
colonial times. The archaeological site of
Angkor has had a central role in the con-
struction of national history and identity
since colonial times (Edwards, 2008). The
French School of the Far East, a scholarly
institution which aims to produce knowledge
about Asian civilisations, considered
Angkor as its main site of archaeological
excavation and knowledge production
(Peycam, 2010). It contributed to shaping an
idea of national heritage which was espoused
by the Cambodian postcolonial state and
focused on the monumental remains from
the ancient Khmer civilisation (Edwards,
2008; Peycam, 2010). After the period of the
Khmer Rouge regime, civil war and foreign
occupation, the listing of Angkor as a
UNESCO World Heritage Site in 1992
opened up the perspective of tourism-driven
economic development. It enabled
Cambodia to rejoin the international com-
munity with full rights. Since then, Angkor
has drawn numerous donors and interna-
tional consultant teams together on a regular
basis on the International Coordination
Committee for the Safeguarding and
Development of the Historic Site of Angkor.
This Committee has become an arena of
negotiation and struggle about doctrines of
conservation and development (Peycam,
2016). At the same time, UNESCO’s listing
of Angkor repositioned the country on the
expanding routes of international tourism
(Winter, 2007), which has become one of the

pillars of national economic growth
(Esposito, 2018a; Esposito and Fauveaud,
2018).

The exclusion of urban legacies from heri-
tage recognition can be understood in the
light of recent Cambodian history.
Memories of the urbicide perpetrated under
the Khmer Rouge contributed to a wide-
spread indifference to historic buildings, per-
ceived as old and obsolete. A number of
them lack basic hygiene and safety require-
ments but are still home to the poor. As in
Vietnam (Harms, 2012), low-income urban
dwellers cannot see any beauty in the urban
landscapes which form the theatre of their
daily struggles. A case in point was the
White Building in Phnom Penh, a public
housing estate built in 1963 by Lu Ban Hap
and Vladimir Bodiansky under the supervi-
sion of Vann Molyvann, the most famous
architect of the New Khmer movement. In
the 1980s, the building was informally occu-
pied. It became insalubrious and was said to
harbour petty criminals and drug addicts.
However, from the 2000s onwards it was
also used as an exhibition venue by artists
under the umbrella of the SASA artist col-
lective, which celebrated the building’s archi-
tectural and historic value as well as its role
as a symbol of the social inequalities which
undermined the post-war repopulation of
Phnom Penh. In spite of this, the building
was destroyed in 2017 and its inhabitants
relocated, in order to leave space for devel-
opment (Pen Sereypagna, 2018).

Grassroots movements such as SASA are
an exception in Phnom Penh. Such move-
ments develop in countries where civil soci-
ety is strong enough and the level of wealth
and well-being is sufficiently high to allow
citizens to develop a concern for cultural
and historical issues (Byrne, 2014; Esposito,
2018b, 2020; Herzfeld, 2006). As in other
countries which are experiencing poverty,
turmoil and unequal development (such as
Burma and Laos), civil society organisations
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in Cambodia focus on urgent subsistence
needs, such as resisting evictions related to
urban redevelopment projects (Hughes,
2008; Murray, 2012). [AQ: 4]

Furthermore, negative representations
associated with old houses, collective trauma
and endemic poverty have contributed to
shaping a collective drive towards moderni-
sation and enrichment. In Phnom Penh as in
other emerging Asian metropolises (Esposito
et al., 2018), the large majority of the urban
population dreams of improving their qual-
ity of life. Writing about Ho Chi Minh City,
Harms (2012: 5) argues that urbanisation is
celebrated as ‘a universal trajectory to social
advancement’. Urban dwellers would rather
hope for a brighter future than look back on
memories of poverty embedded in the urban
past. They often perceive the opportunity to
move from the dirty, noisy and unsafe city
centre to one of the dozens of new, safe and
clean residential estates located in periurban
areas as a socio-economic advancement
(Fauveaud, 2015, 2016, 2017). These aspira-
tions are endorsed and magnified by
Cambodian state policies which target cities
for various forms of development including
real estate, manufacturing, trade, gambling
and finance without the constraints that
urban heritage regulations would impose.

In order to make these profitable activi-
ties flourish, a high level of flexibility is
required for the acquisition and transference
of public and private land. Such flexibility is
incompatible with spatial mapping, which is
a crucial tool for heritage planning.
Mapping fixes the value of the areas and dis-
tricts defined as heritage for future genera-
tions, that is to say for the long term. In
contrast, land-based urban tactics depend
on volatile negotiations of property values
aimed at short-term, often speculative, bene-
fits. The urban space must remain
unmapped (Kah-Wee Lee, 2014) in order to
allow these practices.

While heritage planning is incompatible
with these practices, this does not mean that
it is politically useless. Significantly, the
inventory of Phnom Penh’s urban heritage
drafted by the Agence Parisienne
d’Urbanisme (APUR) at the beginning of
the 1990s has never been officially dismissed.
It remains in a ‘grey space’ of permanently
pending approval and sporadic revision
which relegates urban heritage to an in-
between state of uncertainty and ambiguity.2

The plan is used politically as a warning
about the strategic power – a prerogative of
the state – which local Cambodian authori-
ties might one day willingly enforce.
Rumours about the possible implementation
of heritage planning are a consistent threat
and generate waves of destruction of historic
buildings by developers who prefer not to
deal with the constraints imposed by urban
regulations. State officials behave like tacti-
cians amongst other tacticians, negotiating
conservation or destruction on a case-by-
case basis depending on the power they
enjoy. For example, a few young, foreign-
educated municipal officials have succeeded
in implementing small-scale restoration
projects for monuments which represent the
fundamental values of the Cambodian mon-
archy and the Buddhist religion. However,
they lack political authority, independence
from central institutions and the financial
resources to expand their approach to larger
urban sectors.

The destruction of urban legacies for the
construction of new housing and commercial
estates is widespread. Many private develo-
pers only take into account buildings’ live-
able surfaces, which can be specified on the
market, but overlook other factors such as
architectural qualities, which can increase
the properties’ value for certain market seg-
ments. Moreover, many private developers
do not have the expertise to undertake reha-
bilitation work, and prefer to follow the
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track of the construction industry in order to
get quick returns on their investment. In this
context, the replacement of historic buildings
has become common practice since the early
2000s: an informant from Phnom Penh
municipality (MPP) told us that while only
35 ‘historic buildings’ inventoried as such by
the French cooperation mission at the begin-
ning of the 1990s (APUR and Ministère de
la Culture, 1997) were abandoned or
destroyed between 1996 and 2004, approxi-
mately 30% of the colonial period buildings
had disappeared by 2010. Furthermore,
between 30% and 40% of the historic build-
ings had been destroyed by 2015.

Unlike many Asian metropolises, public
authorities in Phnom Penh view only a few
iconic buildings and cultural sites as heri-
tage. Heritage policies are repeatedly prom-
ised but never implemented; urban heritage
thus possesses an ambiguous status which
exacerbates its vulnerability when faced with
urban redevelopment. Institutional beha-
viours endorse contradictory attitudes
towards this urban heritage that lead to both
conservation and destruction. At the same
time, the uncertain institutional situation
gives urban actors the freedom to constantly
produce new forms of signification by draw-
ing on the deep reservoir of Phnom Penh’s
urban legacies. Multiple, small-scale, perva-
sive conservation practices, mainly targeting
individual buildings, do not produce new
authorised discourses: they are not granted
specific authority or legitimacy in the urban
arena, nor do they endorse stable definitions
of heritage values. They can be categorised
as unauthorised heritage in a context like
Phnom Penh where the state authorities
have not (yet) established formal planning
and mapping for urban heritage. Between
local and more global heritage initiatives,
between official and unofficial conservation
projects, between dominant and counter-
hegemonic heritage strategies, urban legacies
are given meanings which engage them in

the never fully achieved process of becoming
heritage.

This state of in-betweenness recalls the
concept of ‘third space’ proposed by Bhabha
(1994), who insisted on the fluid construc-
tions and evolutions of culture and identity
formation in the age of globalisation. Third
spaces represent, for Bhabha, spheres of in-
betweenness, in which individuals and
groups are constantly negotiating the con-
struction of their identity. These never-
ending processes are hybrid because they
challenge and contradict essentialised cul-
tural narratives produced by hegemonic
actors such as the state or international
organisations. Following De Jong (2009), we
believe that third space and hybridity are
useful concepts for addressing the multipli-
city of heritage processes.

In Phnom Penh, what we name the third
space of heritage hybridity comprises multi-
ple, syncretic narratives and rationalities,
which are variously combined in urban tac-
tics involving heritage conservation. These
tactics attach meanings to a plurality of
locations through seemingly insignificant,
ordinary, everyday practices of maintenance
and reuse (Bhabha, 1994). They do not use
these legacies only for the sake of their cul-
tural values but as proxies for something else
(Meskell, 2015), as vehicles for and facilita-
tors of political agreements and devices of
self-legitimation and as tools for economic
profit. They draw on components and frag-
ments of the global hierarchy of value and
selectively reinscribe them into multiple and
localised tactics. Without relying on well-
constructed discourses which would deter-
mine socially accepted heritage meanings,
they shape the third space of heritage
hybridity, in which urban actors produce
unstable, ambiguous and sometimes antago-
nistic heritage representations (Hollinshead,
1998). As the case studies will illustrate,
these tactics conserve inherited buildings
and spaces for various purposes, including
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the strengthening of diplomatic relations
between countries, the conversion of urban
legacies for economic profit and the
improvement of individual social status and
political ascendancy.

Hybrid heritage as
a co-production

In Phnom Penh, state representatives can
support heritage conservation if this helps to
attain specific economic or political goals,
which are sometimes disguised as the ‘com-
mon good’ (De Cesari and Herzfeld, 2015).
The rehabilitation of the Phnom Penh
Central Market (Phsar Thmey), inaugurated
in 1937, is a good example which shows how
the implementation of a project sponsored
by a foreign donor, supposedly reliant on
official agreements and formal planning, is
dependent on and closely entangled with
local informal politics. It also shows how the
global hierarchy of value can first be rein-
scribed in the donor’s discourse and later
selectively appropriated by Cambodian state
representatives.

At the beginning of the 2000s, the French
government and the MPP formed a partner-
ship for the renovation of three of the most
important markets in Phnom Penh, includ-
ing the Central Market. In 2001, the
MPP, the Municipality of Paris and the
Association Internationale des Maires
Francophones (AIMF) jointly launched a
feasibility study which assessed the needs
and costs of the renovation. The Central
Market was viewed as an important heritage
building and tourist site in the capital. In
2005, the French Development Agency
(AFD) provided a grant of US$4.5 million
to support the renovation of the market,
with a contribution of US$1.5 million by the
MPP. Although its objectives were technical
(architectural rehabilitation and infrastruc-
ture improvement), the AFD provided the
grant subject to the establishment of an

autonomous body, the régie autonome,
which would be in charge of the market’s
daily management and finances.

In Phnom Penh, public markets are man-
aged by a market committee under the
supervision of ‘urban districts’ (one of the
administrative divisions of Cambodian cit-
ies) and controlled by the MPP (Kusakabe,
2016). Vendors have to pay several taxes on
sales and fees (including rental fees and fees
for sanitation and security), which are col-
lected by sub-contractors hired by the MPP
through auctions. The latter are opaque (sig-
nificantly, the identity of sub-contractors is
not made public) and highly competitive,
because the contracts are very profitable.
Amongst the winners of contracts in the past
can be found well-known companies owned
by Cambodian tycoons with connections to
the government, such as the controversial
real estate company Phan Imex (in charge of
market tax collection in 2003–2008), which
is involved in several land disputes around
the country. Tax collectors, along with local
representatives and the police, also collect
fees from itinerant sellers working near the
markets, as well as for parking, which is
another lucrative source of income, espe-
cially for district and sub-district authorities
(Kusakabe, 2016).

This situation has generated tensions in
the past. Tax collectors have sometimes been
accused of harassing and intimidating sellers
(Sokheng, 2014a). The press has also
reported tensions between sub-contractors
and the municipality about the granting of
tax-collection licences, which may involve
the payment of generous bribes to the high-
ranking officials of the municipality
(Kongkea, 2014). Moreover, markets are
strategically significant not only for eco-
nomic reasons, but also for the broad disse-
mination of political information, especially
during political campaigns. The police and
market chiefs exert significant control over
political activities in the markets, to the
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advantage of the leading political party
(Seangly and McMorran, 2013; Sokheng,
2014b). In view of this complex governance
structure, the AFD believed that the estab-
lishment of a régie autonome would improve
transparency and accountability (AIMF,
2010).

However, the implementation of the proj-
ect became the object of contestation and
negotiation between the municipality, the
AFD, the national authorities and the ven-
dors. Since the beginning of the project, ven-
dors protested against the relocation of their
stalls and the reduction of their activities
due to the renovation work. Local authori-
ties and the AFD had to find ways to reduce
these negative impacts on vendors’ revenues.
Besides, the establishment of the régie auton-
ome has been revised several times to fit with
different expectations by the parties
involved. According to an expert who parti-
cipated in the renovation project, the main
objective of the AFD was to give enough
autonomy to the régie autonome, and to
avoid the involvement of private stake-
holders in the management of the markets
(which was a central element of the bribery
system controlled by local authorities). At
the same time, the MPP aimed to simplify
the structure of the new management body,
which allowed some leeway in the manage-
ment of the market, thus maintaining, at
least partially, the management methods
which had prevailed until then. These nego-
tiations delayed the completion of the proj-
ect. In spite of this, the AFD estimated that
the project was an overall success: today, the
régie autonome is responsible for tax collec-
tion. However, the AFD also noted that the
current management system has not sub-
stantially changed, and that finance and
accounting could be more transparent
(Granjux, 2013). Moreover, following the
renovation, an order from Phnom Penh
municipality recommended that the shop-
houses surrounding the market should be

renovated ‘in line with original design’
(Khouth, 2011), but no implementation
measures followed. Finally, although the
renovation of the Central Market was sup-
posed to be followed by the renovation of
two other markets in the capital, the AFD
has not pursued its commitment, in view of
the aforementioned difficulties.

The completion of the rehabilitation proj-
ect, even if only half successful, heavily relied
on local politics, that is to say on the donor’s
ability to negotiate with local and national
stakeholders, in order to solve the political
challenges posed by the reform of the market
management regulations. Public discourses
and evaluation documents produced after
the completion of the project (see for
instance Granjux, 2013) remain vague about
the multiple problems (including the govern-
ance reform, the opposition of vendors and
the difficulties of the negotiations) encoun-
tered all through the renovation project. At
the market’s inauguration ceremony in 2012,
the AFD stated that Phsar Thmey was a
‘heritage object and a source of pride for
local authorities’ (Eric Beugnot, former
AFD director, quoted in Le Petit Journal du
Cambodge, 2012), while the governor of
Phnom Penh defined Phsar Thmey as an
‘urban symbol’ (Sokmom, 2011). By this
means they made reference to the global
hierarchy of value in order to reach and cele-
brate consensus. Official discourses disre-
garded the constraints and controversies
faced during the project implementation,
which have nothing to do with heritage mat-
ters but depend on local politics. They thus
concealed the third space in which local poli-
tics, pragmatism, economic imperatives and
donor objectives converge to co-produce a
hybrid heritage. These discourses are used as
a diplomatic tool (Winter, 2015) to reduce
former tensions between the donor and the
local counterparts and foster mutual agree-
ment about the positive evaluation of the
project’s outcomes.
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Malleable pasts: Conservation
projects by owners and tenants

In Phnom Penh, a large number of conserva-
tion projects are implemented outside any
institutional framework, even though the
Cambodian legislation formally regulates
this sector. The sub-decree on construction
permits (6 ANK/BK/19 December 1997)
declares that a building permit is required
for the renovation of existing buildings when
the renovation modifies the facades, the
aspect of the building, its floor areas, pre-
mises opened to the public, sanitary and
wastewater installations or configuration of
the ground (art. 2). However, enforcement
measures are weak, especially if the owner is
powerful enough not to fear police controls.
The relevant authorities are therefore seldom
consulted. Furthermore, because the French-
sponsored heritage inventory and master
plan have never become official legal instru-
ments, local authorities have little power to
enforce the specific urban regulations that
such instruments prescribe for historic build-
ings. In this situation, urban legacies become
malleable objects, open to every transforma-
tion that private owners and tenants may
choose to implement. The conversion of his-
toric buildings for profitable functions (e.g.
cafes, restaurants, shops and hotels) is a
widespread trend in Phnom Penh as it is in
other contemporary cities, a trend generally
identified as a consequence of global gentrifi-
cation (Crossa, 2009; Janoschka et al., 2014;
Jones and Varley, 1999). However, research-
ers have mainly focused on the socio-
political implications of gentrification and
have rarely addressed the rationalities which
lie behind privately run conversion projects.
In what follows, we examine how these con-
version projects combine different criteria of
taste, value and objective, thus contributing
to shaping a socio-cultural landscape of heri-
tage hybridity.

Urban legacies as proxies of political
power and prestige

Our informants in the Phnom Penh munici-
pality declared that, between 2000 and 2010,
historic buildings were almost routinely
destroyed as soon as they were acquired by
new owners. Building replacement allowed
quick and secure profits on real estate invest-
ment in central locations. More recently,
owners and tenants have developed invest-
ment tactics involving conservation. Tactics
developed by powerful Cambodian tycoons
accord urban legacies both symbolic and eco-
nomic value, which is used to increase their
personal charisma. Some of these tycoons have
bought historic buildings that they then sit on
for several years without regular maintenance,
waiting for attractive investment opportunities
which may or may not include conservation.
The municipality and the Ministry of Culture
sometimes try to negotiate with them to pro-
mote conservation, but the outcome of such
negotiations depends on various factors,
including the owner’s personal power and pub-
lic officials’ political skills.

For example, one of the most powerful
people in Cambodia, who has stakes in media,
communications and banking, owns several
colonial villas and former public facilities.
Some of these have been converted for com-
mercial purposes. One is now an elite social
club whose membership costs more than a
thousand dollars a year. The building has
become the showcase for an elite who can
afford to pay for conspicuous leisure activity
(Veblen, 1994 [1899]). Heritage values alone
do not explain why such a powerful person
would buy historic buildings, especially con-
sidering that some of them are left to decay
for several years before eventually being con-
verted or destroyed. When asked about his
reasons for rehabilitating one building, this
man explained that he ‘only implements proj-
ects that bring money’. [AQ: 5]
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Economic profitability is only one of the
reasons used to justify conservation.
Another tycoon with stakes in the lumber
industry uses a colonial villa located along
one of the main boulevards of the city centre
as his company’s headquarters. The house is
a former property of the Ministry of
Culture. An informant who used to work
for him declared during an interview that
the acquisition involved several informal
financial transactions. Regular fees were
paid to the Ministry of Culture and the
Secretary of State in order to obtain the
legal ownership title. In addition, a payment
of several million US dollars was allegedly
made to the ruling party (the Cambodian
People’s Party) in exchange for their infor-
mal endorsement of the transaction. Bribery
is a widespread practice within the adminis-
tration. Official positions require paying
bribes to the leading party and to powerful
clans. In turn, high official positions guaran-
tee access to various kinds of resource, as
rewards for financial contributions and
political loyalty. Informal transactions lie at
the very heart of the state’s functioning.

Public properties, including historic build-
ings, today figure amongst the resources
which can be used as symbolic and economic
rewards, especially since the property boom
of the 2000s. Their aura is a sign of the polit-
ical ascendancy of the parties involved in the
transaction. Urban legacies are thus proxies
of political power and prestige, social quali-
ties closely associated with capital accumula-
tion displayed through the ability to pay, in
both symbolic and material ways, in order to
access ownership rights to the historic
buildings.

In the case of the colonial villa, the sym-
bolic value is much higher than the eco-
nomic one. Significantly, the architect hired
by the tycoon to rehabilitate the villa was
trained by the French-sponsored École du
Patrimoine (a French-funded training insti-
tute for young Khmer professionals) and

formerly worked at the Ministry of Culture.3

Official attitudes to restoration do matter,
and the owner shows that they can master
the codes and rules of heritage conservation
by hiring a recognised expert in the field.
These increase the tycoon’s socio-political
power by highlighting the fact that they are
able to indulge in the conspicuous waste
(Veblen, 1994 [1899]) of an outrageous
amount of money, which also confirms their
loyalty to the ruling power to which the
bribe has been paid.

Tycoons use historic buildings for various
forms of personal advantage. These advan-
tages are obtained through socio-political
tactics which are not aimed exclusively at
economic benefits but in every case involve
the display of personal wealth. Rehabilitated
historic buildings are used as ‘marks of dis-
tinctions and collective symbolic capital’
(Harvey, 2012: 106, quoted by De Cesari
and Herzfeld, 2015: 349), proof of the elite
status displayed by individuals presenting
themselves as powerful. [AQ: 6]

Shrinking the global hierarchy to fit with
economic priorities

In other cases, the conversion of historic
buildings is directly aimed at developing
commercial activities. Architects are some-
times involved in the projects, but in the
majority of cases tenants and owners design
the projects on their own. Many of these are
implemented by foreign tenants who have
insufficient capital available to develop new
properties, and consequently choose to reha-
bilitate historic buildings selected to attract
wealthy tourists and expatriates. By con-
trast, Cambodian owners rent out (rather
than redevelop) central urban sites if they
estimate that property values will substan-
tially increase during the period of the lease.
They prefer not to leave their property
unexploited because it would be subject to
the ‘unused land tax’, equivalent to 2% of
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the land value as estimated annually by the
Committee for the Valuation on Unused
Land. They grant leases of a maximum
length of 10 years in order to retain the
option of redeveloping the property in a few
years’ time. Because their tenants have no
guarantee that leases will be renewed at a
reasonable cost, they believe that the reuse
of a historic building needs to be profitable
within the period of the lease. Under these
conditions, rehabilitation is aimed at main-
taining the building for approximately
10 years. A short-term timeline seems to be
completely incompatible with one of the
founding principles of the global heritage
hierarchy, according to which built heritage
is rehabilitated in order to last. It proves
that this hierarchy can be locally negotiated
and selectively appropriated in order to fit
with land valuation tactics that use urban
legacies as ‘motors of capital absorption and
accumulation’ (De Cesari and Herzfeld,
2015: 350).

Yet heritage values do have some weight
in developers’ discourses. One tenant who
opened a popular restaurant for expatriates
said, ‘I had hoped the villa was designed by
Vann Molyvann, but it was not. At least it is
a building from the 1960s’. This shows that
architectural history is important to this
tenant because it increases the building’s
appeal to potential customers. However, his-
torical knowledge is generally hazy, since
archival sources were largely destroyed dur-
ing the Khmer Rouge period. An architect
who was involved as a designer and business
partner in the rehabilitation of a colonial
building recalled that:

after buying the building, we went to
UNESCO to ask for advice and information
on the building. We never heard back from
them. Then we found the help of a French-
educated Cambodian ‘heritage expert’ who
knew about the history of the building and
guided us through renovations by providing
information and old pictures.

This example suggests that UNESCO plays
quite a marginal role in the field of urban
heritage conservation in Phnom Penh. This
is mainly because any attempt to interfere in
the delicate issue of land management could
result in strong institutional resistance to
dialogue, and could even be a threat to the
UNESCO delegates in Cambodia. In other
words, if international experts wish to secure
their place in urban politics (and in the coun-
try), they have to be careful enough to com-
ply with the informal rules of local politics
(Avieli, 2015). UNESCO does not exert
some of the authority that its status as an
international organisation would lead one to
expect, demonstrating to what extent the
state – not as a monolithic power but as a
multifarious network of actors performing
and struggling for power – still plays a domi-
nant role in defining the fate of historic
buildings in the developing city. Under these
circumstances, it is at the owners’ discretion
to collect historical data through both for-
mal and informal sources of information.
The depth of the owners’ commitment to
historical knowledge depends purely on the
importance they personally attribute to his-
tory, not to a general understanding of the
value of history for the public good that the
Cambodian nation-state might have wanted
to provide. They adopt a ‘ramified form of
common sense’ (Herzfeld, 2004: 3), whose
vagueness makes multiple interpretations
and negotiations possible.

The flexible appropriation of heritage val-
ues involves personal tastes and sensibilities.
One French tenant said that ‘history and
architectural value would not be enough. I
have to feel the place, I have to feel the
vibrations that come from the earth’. As
with gentrified districts in other Asian
metropolises (Chang, 2016; Lu, 2017), archi-
tectural design mirrors not only personal
cultural backgrounds and individual under-
standing of collective representations of the
Cambodian past, but also a geographical
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‘elsewhere’ evoked by furnishings, decora-
tion, a wide range of themes (colonial his-
tory, American cities, etc.) and eclectic
architectural styles. This process results in
the aestheticisation of architectural and
urban space, especially where high-end
hotels and restaurants are concerned.

Some foreign owners and tenants see
themselves as the bearers of heritage knowl-
edge exclusive to a cultural elite. Their proj-
ects aim to speak ‘the idiom of cosmopolitan
responsibility for a universal heritage’ (De
Cesari and Herzfeld, 2015: 340) and to
widely disseminate that responsibility. This
pedagogical aspect stresses these people’s
social utility in the foreign arena, thus legiti-
mating their power to transform and man-
age urban space. Their conservation agendas
produce a third space of heritage, in which
only a few of the fundamental components
of the global hierarchy of value (such as
authenticity) are taken into account on a
case-by-case base, and are watered down to
a level that allows for conversion for short-
term economic purposes.

Conclusion: Heritage hybridity as
a dynamic spectrum

In this article, we have shown that heritage
acts as a powerful reference system infused
by circulating international discourses which
shape the blurred yet palpable boundaries of
the global hierarchy of value. Taking the
example of Phnom Penh, the capital of
Cambodia, we have pointed out that conser-
vation practices take place in the space
between ‘authorised’ and ‘unauthorised’
heritage discourses, and between interna-
tional heritage doctrines and local politics.
Phnom Penh’s urban legacies are not valued
(only) for their heritage qualities. Rather,
they are used as ‘transactional devices’
(Meskell, 2015: 43) for achieving economic
gain, political power and greater social capi-
tal. Yet heritage does matter. Heritage

values are used to ‘consolidate control’ over
real estate and to increase capital accumula-
tion (De Cesari and Herzfeld, 2015: 340).
The global hierarchy of value surrounds
urban legacies with an aura of prestige and
authority which leads urban actors to con-
serve and make use of them. A multiplicity
of approaches to urban conservation shapes
what we have named, following Bhabha, a
third space of heritage hybridity. These
approaches rarely construct well-argued dis-
courses about the values of the past, and the
syncretic rationalities which underpin them
are detectable only through their material
effects.

The pervasiveness of such conservation
practices is even more evident in the atypical
case of the postcolonial city of Phnom Penh,
where no official heritage policy has been
implemented so far. On the one hand, the
low performative power of French-designed
heritage planning demonstrates that the
influence of the former colonial power is
being challenged by a newly reconfigured
panorama of international relations. While
heritage values originating in the Western
world still largely influence the global hierar-
chy of value, elements of heritage discourses
can be reframed within political and socio-
economic tactics which assign urban legacies
a wide range of symbolic, material and cul-
tural values. At the same time, these tactics
help to recognise a series of socio-political
processes which add nuance and complexity
to the sharp dichotomy between authorised
and unauthorised heritage, thus defining a
broader spectrum of stages of value-making
which may prove useful for deciphering
urban heritage politics in other developing
postcolonial urban situations. Taken
together, the three broad groups of tactics
that we have examined here – by state offi-
cials, tycoons, owners and tenants – show
that heritage hybridity is dynamically
shaped by case-by-case combinations of
dual rationalities, short-term economic
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profitability and socio-political legitimation,
at both the individual and collective level.
The scope and raison d’être of hybrid heri-
tage have deviated from the fundamental
international principles of the common good
and transmission to future generations.
Instead, this constantly reconfigured heritage
becomes a ramified, fragmented and ambigu-
ous field of short-term empowerment.
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Notes

1. Walter Benjamin (2007 [1995]) questioned
how the advent of the instruments for
mechanical reproduction (e.g. photography
and film), since they allow the manipulation
and multiplication of copies, blurred the con-

cept of authenticity for the work of art that
was closely associated to the idea of original-
ity and uniqueness. Since the 1990s, the inter-
national heritage community has engaged
with this reflection and questioned the relativ-
ity of the notion of authenticity, especially in
non-Western contexts (Jerome, 2008).

2. This inventory identified several hundred
buildings to be listed as part of the national
Cambodian heritage (APUR and Ministère
de la Culture, 1997). Its implementation was
formally made possible by the Cambodian
National Law on Cultural Heritage of 1996,
modelled after French legislation, which was
supposed to enable the establishment of heri-
tage lists.

3. The École du Patrimoine is sponsored by the
Ministry of Culture, funded by the French
cooperation mission and given technical assis-

tance by two Paris-based institutions, the Cité
de l’Architecture et du Patrimoine and the
École de Chaillot.
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bration et négation. In: Négri V and Schulte-

Tenckhoff I (eds) Normer l’oubli. Paris: Edi-

tions PUF/Institut de recherche juridique de la

Sorbonne, pp. [AQ: 7]
Esposito A (2020) Un patrimoine urbain vrai-

ment malaisien? Stratégies d’aménagement

spatial pour la ville historique de Melaka. In:

Delfolie D, Fau N and Lafaye De Michaux E

(eds) Malaisie Contemporaine. Paris and Bang-

kok: Les Indes Savantes/IRASEC, pp. [AQ: 8]
Esposito A and Fauveaud G (2018) The atomiza-

tion of heritage politics in postcolonial cities:

The case of Phnom Penh, Cambodia. Environ-

ment and Planning C: Politics and Space 37(4):

670–688.
Esposito A, Bekkering H and Goldblum C (2018)

Introduction. In: Bekkering H, Esposito A

and Goldblum C (eds) The Ideas of the City in

Asian Settings. Amsterdam: Amsterdam Uni-

versity Press, pp. [AQ: 9]
Fauveaud G (2015) La production des espaces
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