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Abstract 
Language textbooks play an important role in bridging learners’ understanding between the source culture and 
target culture. This study explores how the Cambodian and foreign characters are produced and how the source 
and target cultures are represented in three English language textbooks published by the Cambodian Ministry of 
Education, Youth and Sport (MoEYS). The data were collected from textbook passages, exercises and images 
presented in the textbooks and the data were analyzed based on the emerging themes in language and cultural 
representations of the textbooks. The findings indicate that regarding the distribution in the target communities, 
Anglophone and their postcolonial countries are prominently highlighted in the textbooks with the exception that 
Japan is exclusively introduced as imagined interlocutor for cultural communication; concerning the 
representation of the source culture, Buddhism and Khmer are constructed as legitimate forms of Cambodian 
practices. Based on the findings, we argue that English textbooks produced in Cambodia have not provided 
Cambodian youth with balanced exposure of cultural diversity. The study has implications for designing English 
textbooks with the consideration of diverse identity options and cultural representations. 
Keywords: identity options, cultural representations, English textbooks, Cambodia 
1. Introduction 
In the globalized era, English has spread on a huge scale all over the world (Crystal, 2003; Graddol, 2006; 
Jenkins, 2015). With English becoming increasingly significant for achieving success in 21st century global 
competition, English has been adopted as an official language used in the Association of South East Asian 
Nations (ASEAN) (Zein, 2017). The Kingdom of Cambodia, as one of the members of ASEAN, has been 
dominated by the impact of global, international and national status of English language. English plays a 
significant role in Cambodia both politically and economically. After gaining independence in 1953, English has 
become popular in connecting Cambodia to the rest of ASEAN and in enhancing its local economy via the 
tourism industry. The boom of the tourism and hospitality industry is probably the most compelling reason and 
the strongest incentive for learning English among the young generations in Cambodia (Kasanga, 2012)。 
Apart from the lucrative tourism, English is also widely adopted in various businesses, foreign investments and 
educational settings, symbolizing modernity, prosperity and many other economic benefits (Kasanga, 2012). 
Seeing the importance of English language in Cambodia，there have emerged major educational reforms in 
Cambodia supported by international funding, and the vital role of English has increased due to its vitality in 
social development and modernization (Tweed & Som, 2015). English was conceptualized as a foreign language 
in the Cambodian education system in the late 1980s by the Ministry of Education, Youth and Sport (MoEYS) 
(Moore & Bounchan, 2010; Neau, 2003), and it has recently become the official language of the ASEAN (Tweed 
& Som, 2015).  
As a matter of fact, Education is the domain in which English tends to burgeon. Thus, English has been a 
curriculum subject for Cambodian middle school students, at least since 1989 (Neau, 2003). Additionally, the 
introduction of English instruction to primary school students reflects the government’s recognition of the 
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significance of English for national development. Among all of language teaching materials, language textbooks 
are considered as the primary tool for providing knowledge in the classroom (Peled-Elhanan, 2012). For 
language beginners, the cultural representations in textbooks will greatly affect students’ recognition and world 
values. 
English language textbooks are not only used to impact linguistic knowledge, but also considered as the main 
resource for learning different cultural aspects of English. Thus, language textbooks constitute a hidden 
curriculum that embodies particular ideologies and legitimizes specific types of knowledge (Canale, 2016). 
Following this line of inquiry, this paper explores the identity options and cultural representations of the English 
textbooks for Cambodian middle school students. 
2. Previous Studies on English Language Textbooks 
Many scholars have investigated the cultural representations of English textbooks in different contexts, such as 
Japan, Australia, Iran, England, Uganda, Saudi Arabia, Pakistan and so on (Yamada, 2010; Lee & Collins, 2010; 
Hodkinson, 2018; Stranger-Johannessen, 2015; Alshammri, 2017; Mohamood, 2012). In these previous studies, 
thematic topics like cultural representation, identity construction, and gender stereotypes were reported and 
analyzed. For instance, Alshammri (2017) evaluated the representations of identity options and cultural elements 
in English language textbooks used in Saudi Arabia under the framework of Critical Discourse Analysis, 
showing that the oversimplifications and misrepresentations of foreign characters and foreign cultures may have 
a negative impact on learner’s motivation or may lead to weak English competence. Similarly, Taira (2019) 
revealed that the Nihonjinron discourse operating produces a position subjected to the discourse of Japanization 
within which Okinawans become “Japanese”. He problematized these discursive texts as a systematic form of 
Japanizing Okinawans’ minds through education. Also, Lee & Collins (2010) examined gender construction both 
in Australia and Hong Kong, revealing the convention that women were depicted as more passive and weaker 
than men. As one of the ancient civilizations in Southeast Asia, however, little is known about the English 
textbooks used in Cambodia. Language textbooks are not only an important source for conveying subject 
knowledge but also impact their underlying beliefs on their effectiveness in conveying knowledge to language 
learners (Alshammri, 2017, p. 9). Thus, studying Cambodia’s English textbooks is one of the essential ways to 
understand the current situation of English language learning in Cambodia. 
3. Hegemony and Ideology as Theoretical Concepts  
The concepts of hegemony and ideology are two vital terms in language education and culture. Gramsci (1971) 
sees hegemony as powerful groups use to dominate subjects whereby the latter accept dominance as natural and 
apply it in the interests of the former without objection. Hegemony is applied via channels with a limited use of 
actual force but is nonetheless supported by unequal structures of power (Richardson 2007). In this case, both the 
dominant and the dominated groups take hegemony for granted as it is validated through natural and legitimate 
forms of social interaction, socio-cultural values and assumptions as well as through discursive practices. 
Moreover, Mohamed (2014, p. 55) asserts that hegemony refers to power and domination in the domains of 
economics, politics, cultural life and ideology within a certain society or across societies. Gramsci also notes that 
one of the most “... critical element[s] to promote and enhance the ideological hegemony in certain classes is 
often done through the control of knowledge” (Apple, 1990, p. 26). In this context, the rationing of knowledge 
tends to serve the needs of a single interested party rather than individuals or society (Apple, 1990). Thus, 
language and knowledge play a major role in terms of hegemonic control in the social world. 
Furthermore, ideology is another term discussed in studies of language and education. Gee (1990, p. 3) affirms 
that ideology refers to “… the ideas, beliefs, principles and values that a person has”. Mohamed (2014, pp. 53-54) 
maintains that ideology is the set of beliefs which is used by the powerful to sustain inequality across a society or 
between societies. In this sense, ideology is employed through discursive and visual practices to serve and 
sustain asymmetrical power relations either nationally or internationally. In this respect, the powerful employ 
various tactics so as to obscure and deceive the less powerful such that the illegitimate becomes legitimate and 
the inappropriate becomes appropriate (Wooffitt, 2005). Fairclough asserts that “…language is a material form of 
ideology, and language is invested by ideology” (1995, p. 73). Li, Ai & Zhang’s study (2019) indicates that 
Myanmar high school students’ language investment is shaped by their language ideologies which in turn impact 
their cultural identifications. Meanwhile, Li, Dong & Li’s study (2019) also illustrated that multiple ideologies of 
shaping Cambodian Students’ language learning experiences at Chinese universities. Language is manipulated in 
order to serve the interests of the powerful and privileged at the expense of the disempowered and less privileged. 
Ideology in textbooks represents itself in texts and images. Therefore, ideology is presented within the form and 
content of texts. This implies that textbooks are social products that offer service to students by providing them 
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characters in the three textbooks, it is clear that the representation of Cambodian characters (65.49%) is higher 
than that of foreign characters (34.51%). 
5.1.2 Gender 
Table 2. Gender distribution in the three MoEYS series textbooks 
Gender and nationality Cambodian male Cambodian female Unknown Foreign male Foreign female Unknown

Number 34 31 9 16 19 4 
Percentage (N=113) 30.09% 27.43% 7.96% 14.16% 16.81% 3.54% 

 
In terms of the gender distribution, Table 2 shows that Cambodian male and female are shared almost the equal 
numbers (34 male and 31 female). At the same time, in the case of foreign characters, there is a slight number 
gap between male and female characters (16 male and 19 female), indicating that in this series book, there is not 
an obvious imbalanced gender distribution and under-representation of Cambodian and non-Cambodian female 
characters. 
5.1.3 Occupation 
Table 3. Occupational identities of characters in the three MoEYS series textbooks 

Cambodian Characters Foreign Characters 
Occupational identity Male 38 Female 36 Occupational identity Male 19 Female 18

Teacher 
School principal 

Student 
Cook 

Gardener 
Singer 

Musician 
Dancer 

Housewife 
zookeeper 

Doctor 
Officer 

Photographer 
Farmer 

- 
1 
29 
1 
- 
2 
1 
- 
- 
1 
1 
1 
- 
1 

1 
- 

26 
1 
1 
4 
- 
1 
1 
- 
- 
- 
1 
- 

Teacher 
Student 

Footballer 
Musician 

Singer 
Baseball player 
Health worker 

- 
16 
1 
1 
- 
1 
- 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

- 
16 
- 
- 
1 
- 
1 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Table 3 shows the occupations of the Cambodia and foreign characters represented in the MoEYS series. 
Cambodian characters have been assigned 14 occupations, while 7 (less than 10) occupations have been assigned 
to foreigners. It is obviously demonstrates that the MoEYS series Cambodian English textbooks play more 
attention to domestic occupations but not foreign countries. According to the number of the male and female 
occupations in Cambodia (38 male and 36 female) and Foreign countries (19 male and 18 female), there is 
almost an equal distribution. However, comparing the occupations of Cambodia and foreign countries offered in 
the three textbooks, the occupations offered in Cambodia almost represent the low and middle-class (cook, 
gardener, housewife, zookeeper and so on), while occupations attached foreigners (footballer, musician, singer, 
baseball player, health worker and so on) are constructed as middle- or upper-class.  
5.1.4 Nationality 
Table 4. Nationality distribution in the three MoEYS series textbooks 

 Nationality Male 43 Female 44 Undefined 

Europe 

UK 
England 
Ireland 
Italy 
Spain 
Russia 
France 

- 
2 
- 
- 
- 
- 
 

2 
- 
1 
 
 
- 
- 
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Americas 
Canada 

America(US) 
Brazil 

1 
- 
- 

3 
2 
- 

 

Asia 

China 
Mongolia 

Japan 
India 

Thailand 
Laos 

Malaysia 
Vietnam 

Cambodia 
Indonesia 

Philippines 

1 
1 
- 
- 
- 
 
1 
1 

34 
- 
- 

- 
- 
4 
- 
- 
 
 
 

31 
- 
- 

- 
1 
- 
1 
- 
- 
1 
- 
9 
- 
1 

Africa 
Kenya 

South Africa 
- 
1 

- 
- 

- 
1 

Oceania 
New Zealand 

Australia 
- 
1 

- 
1 

- 
1 

 
In these English textbooks, the representation of the world is Anglophone-centered in that English speaking 
countries like UK, USA, Canada, Ireland, Australia and their previously-colonized countries such as South 
Africa, India, Malaysia are represented as the targeting countries. The world for young Cambodian students to be 
exposed to is de facto dominated by the English-speaking countries. Apart from the representation of the 
English-speaking world order, Asian countries also find their places in the textbooks where Japan constitutes the 
prominent space given its main funding source for compiling the textbooks. For the rest of the Asian countries 
produced, Southeast Asian countries such as Malay, Indonesia, Vietnam are depicted as important cooperating 
partners for Cambodia.  
5.2 Cultural Representations of the Source and Target Countries  
Four emerging themes have been examined based on the content analysis of the cultural representations between 
the source and target countries. They are Buddhism-oriented religious practices, Khmer-centered 
monoculturalism, tourism-driven English learning and over-representation of Japan as an imagined target 
culture.  
5.2.1 Buddhism-oriented Religious Practices 
Buddhism is considered as the national religion of Cambodia through legislative practice. The social and 
historical construction of Buddhism in Cambodia is associated with the unification of Cambodia as an 
independent country free from various colonial impacts in history (Hobsbawm & Ranger, 1983). Article 43 of 
the Cambodia’s constitution clearly states: “Buddhism is the religion of Cambodia.” Meanwhile, more than 93 
percent of the population believes in Buddhism, which plays an important role in the political and social life of 
the Cambodian people. Moreover, there are also other influential religions in Cambodia, including Islam, 
Catholicism, Primitive Religions and Brahmin. 
Hobsbawm and Ranger (1983) assert the fact that Buddhism is not simply being recreated in its previous mold, 
but is being “reinvented” after a radical break with the past in Cambodia. Historically, Kent (2003) states that in 
pre-modern Cambodia, the cultural fabric of popular Buddhism/ animism played a central role in political and 
moral ordering in shaping Khmer ethnic and national identity and in nourishing fellowship among Cambodian 
villagers. Khmer Buddhism has played a crucial role in Cambodian culture for centuries both in the royal court 
and widely throughout the country. However, the role of religion in a country, apart from being consolidated and 
recognized by law, can also be solidified and practiced by all the people through education. The reproduction of 
Buddhism as national religion and legitimate forms of cultural interactions in daily life can be found through the 
English textbooks as indicated in Figure 3and 4.  
In Figure 3, from the title, ‘Unit 5-A homecoming: Monks, mangoes and a boat trip’, we can see that the Monks 
(Buddhism) is a typical religious symbol of Cambodia. Addition to the title, the second picture also shows the 
monks who wear the Buddhist clothes. So the two figures show that monks in Cambodian English language 
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Buddhist history and scenic spots are used as cultural icons to present Cambodian culture and Buddhism-related 
social and cultural activities are constructed as daily part of mundane life. As a consequence, other religious 
practices are overlooked and thus marginalized from the mainstream social discourse.  
As a member of ASEAN, Cambodia sees the importance of teaching English to the young generation in order to 
embrace the world in the globalized era. However, the imagined community for Cambodian youth to use English 
for communication is de facto with Japanese people. The analysis of three textbooks for Cambodian students 
indicates that Japan-related cultural forms constitute a prominent part of learning content. Both the value of 
learning about Japanese culture and the importance of getting to know Japan as an imagined country have been 
depicted in the textbooks as important learning resources for Cambodian youth to get exposed to. We argue that 
such over-representation of Japan in Cambodian English textbooks, aiming to manipulate Cambodian youth by 
imparting Japanized knowledge. Such social practice and ideological education correlate with the fact that the 
funding resource for compiling the English textbooks for Cambodian government is largely supported by Japan. 
In other words, the cultural elements represented in the English textbooks do not serve the common good but a 
small group of people from a particular country.  
7. Conclusion 
In conclusion, English is used in the textbooks to introduce Cambodia to the outside world by attracting tourists 
from all over the world. However when it comes to the distribution of targeting countries and imagined 
interlocutors, there are Anglophone-based, Khmer-centered homogeneity and Japan-oriented representations. In 
order to make a more balanced evaluation of English textbooks in Cambodia, future studies should be conducted 
by comparing different materials produced in different social contexts for better understanding of sociopolitical 
forces upon Cambodia. 
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