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FOREWORD 

 

 

 

The publication of the UC Occasional Paper Series is a major initiative by The University of 

Cambodia to help contribute to the development of a research culture at an institutional level, 

in particular, and at a national level, in general. The launching of the first issue of this 

Occasional Paper Series, therefore, marks the beginning of an exciting project aimed at 

providing a platform for students who have completed or are currently pursuing their Master‟s 

or Doctoral degrees at The University of Cambodia or elsewhere, either in Cambodia or 

overseas, to publish their book reviews, research papers, or critical and analytical discussions 

which make original contributions to the body of knowledge in the area of their specialization 

and interests.  

 

The UC Occasional Paper Series, although intended to showcase and publish students‟ work, 

is peer-reviewed and has a professional in-house team of editors and reviewers who are 

committed to high quality standards, ensuing the high quality and consistency of papers 

published. The Editorial Board of the UC Occasional Paper Series strongly believes that all 

students have the potential to reach the top of their academic performance and deserve the 

opportunity and support necessary for them to succeed personally and academically. Thus, the 

Occasional Paper Series is designed to live up to this proposition.  

 

In this first issue, four articles and a book review were accepted for publication. Three articles 

were contributed by PhD students at the Techo Sen School of Government and International 

Relations (TSS), while another was submitted by a student who has completed his graduate 

studies overseas. The diversity of the contributions to this publication reflects the diversity 

and wide range of topics the UC Occasional Paper Series covers. 

 

I would like to congratulate the contributors, reviewers, editors, and those involved in making 

this publication possible. Let this not only be the beginning of a major institutional project, 

but a lifelong endeavor to disseminate ideas, stimulate research and debate, enhance research 

publications, and ultimately instill a reading culture in Cambodia.  

 

 

Keo Chhea 

Chief Review Editor 

UC Occasional Paper Series 
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The Rise of China: 

Global Threat or International Peace? 

 
Kimkong Heng 

The University of Cambodia, Phnom Penh, Cambodia 

 

 

Abstract 

 

 

This critical review is aimed at examining different justifications for the rise of 

China and its implications for ASEAN, with particular reference to Cambodia. A 

careful examination of the literature on the rise of the world‟s most populous 

county reveals two distinct prevailing views with regard to the Chinese 

phenomenon. On the one hand, China‟s rise is equated to a global threat because, 

given its more advanced economy and powerful military development, China is 

more likely to aspire to be a global hegemon and regain its Middle Kingdom 

status. On the other hand, the rise of China is not considered to be yet a threat, but 

rather an opportunity for interstate cooperation and global engagement. These two 

opposing views clearly divide scholars into two camps: realists and liberalists. 

However, the author supports the latter camp and believes that the rise of China 

could enhance the sustained growth of bilateral ties between China and Cambodia 

in particular and China-ASEAN relations in general. Toward the end of this 

review, major findings are summarized, implications for Sino-ASEAN and Sino-

Cambodian relations discussed and areas for further research suggested. 

 

Keywords: The rise of China; China-ASEAN relations; China-Cambodian relations 

 

 

I. Introduction 

 

 

1. Background of the study 

 

The impact of China's rise on global affairs has been a hot topic for researchers since the 

collapse of the Soviet Union. In other words, China's rise has attracted global interest 

particularly since the end of the Cold War (Guo, 2006; Ikenberry, 2008; Kem, 2011; Lynn-

Jones, 2000). There are two major schools of thought – realism and liberalism – which try to 

put forward their own hypotheses regarding the rise of China. For realists, the rise of China is 

seen as a threat against the rest of the world since, in realist views, states are bound to pursue 

power, self-interest, and other benefits. Therefore, China is more likely to go to war to extend 

its influence and dominate other states to fulfill its own interests. In addition, the more 
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powerful a state is, the more aggressive and dominant it becomes and therefore the more 

likely conflicts may arise. For liberalists who believe in order, justice, and cooperation within 

the anarchic international system (Dunne, 2014), however, the rise of China can be translated 

into global economic development, including a cooperative and harmonious world, and 

international peace. 

 

These two opposing views have led many researchers to conduct their study in order to dispel 

the doubt and uncertainty regarding the impact of China's rise (Glaser, 2011). On the one 

hand, China's rise will bring about intense competition in the global context. China's growing 

strength will lead it to pursue its interests more assertively, which will in turn lead the United 

States and other countries to balance against it. As a result, the second Cold War or even a 

hegemonic war may take place (Glaser, 2011). On the other hand, as the liberalists argue, 

China's rise in the current international system will enhance interstate cooperation based on 

the principle of free markets, civil rights, democratic society, and international cooperation 

between states. 

 

Despite many negative views toward the rise of China, Yee (2010) argues that many of 

China's neighboring countries, except South Korea, India, and some ASEAN states, are 

beginning to accept and accommodate China's rise. Brazil, Australia, African states and other 

natural resource rich countries, for example, welcome China's rise and see it as an opportunity 

rather than a threat. For industrialized countries like Japan and European Union states, they 

are desperately in need of the huge Chinese market in order to boost their exports. Politically 

speaking, according to Yee (2010), some countries are also pleased with the rise of China 

because there is a balance of power between China and the United States. In other words, with 

rapid economic expansion, China becomes the only country in Asia and probably the world 

that could compete with the United States economically in the current unipolar world led by 

the latter. Kissinger, as cited in Yee (2010), also argues that cooperation between China and 

the United States can bring about world peace. 

 

Although Yee (2010) sees a more positive than negative impact of China's rise on 

international affairs, several other researchers take an opposite view. Friedman (2010), for 

example, states that China's rise cannot guarantee a peaceful future. Instead, based on power 

transition theory, he argues that powerful states on the rise often fight wars with other major 

powers. Wars can also be caused by the fact that a rising power feels constrained by the 

existing superpower and seeks to overturn or balance against it, or the existing superpower 
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might engage in a preventive war to contain the rising power and preserve its leading position 

as a hegemon in the international system.  

 

2. Purpose statement 

 
Having examined several studies on the impact of China's rise on global politics and 

international affairs, it is interesting to investigate the literature on the rise of China in order to 

clear the doubt about its consequences, either positive or negative or both. Thus, this review is 

aimed at examining the literature on the rise of China to see whether China's rise is considered 

a threatening global phenomenon, as postulated by realists, or a welcoming peaceful addition 

to the international politics, as liberalists believe.  

 

3. Research questions  

 

This critical review seeks to answer the following questions: 

 

1. Is the rise of China a security threat to the world or an opportunity for global 

cooperation? 

2. What implications can be drawn for Sino-ASEAN and Sino-Cambodian relations with 

regard to the rise of China? 

 

4. Significance of the study 

 
This is an extensive literature review which is carried out to examine some heated arguments 

over the rise of China. This critical review is firstly useful in filling the gap in literature on the 

mentioned topic with regard to how ASEAN, particularly Cambodia should respond to the 

phenomenon of China's rise. Secondly, this review hopes to dispel doubts and controversies 

over the impact of China's rise, in particular, its effects on global security and international 

peace. This review, thirdly, may encourage other Cambodian researchers and students to 

conduct empirical research into this popular yet controversial topic to better understand how 

Cambodia and ASEAN can take advantage of this 21st century Asian phenomenon.   

 

 

5. Scope and limitations of the research 

 
This review no doubt cannot be flawless. Its scope is limited to the context of China-ASEAN 

and China-Cambodia relations. It does not attempt to discuss the impact of China‟s rise on 

other regional and international contexts. As for the limitations, this paper is not research-
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based, meaning that the findings are based on secondary data. Therefore, all findings are 

extracted from previous research studies, which limits the originality of ideas in this review. 

The quality and comprehensiveness of the paper is also another issue which should be 

tolerated and understood because the researcher had limited access to the body of available 

literature while conducting this review.   

 
II. Literature Review  

 

1. The development of China 

 
Since initiating market reforms in 1978, China has shifted from a centrally planned to a 

market based economy and has experienced rapid economic and social development. With a 

population of 1.3 billion, China recently became the second largest economy and is 

increasingly playing an important and influential role in the global economy. Although China 

remains a developing country with 98.99 million people still living below the national poverty 

line of RMB 2,300 per year at the end of 2012 (World Bank, 2015), this country has enjoyed 

the benefits of dynamic growth for more than two decades. For example, Chinese GDP has 

experienced high growth rates, with an average annual growth rate of 9.4 percent from 1979 

and 2004 (Liu, 2006). 

 

With its high economic annual growth rate which has taken place since the late 1970s, China 

has transformed itself from a low-income to a middle-income country. And if this trend 

persists, China is more likely to be on a path to becoming a high-income country (Ye, Zhang, 

& Zhao, 2015). And the development of China, according to Malesky and London (2014, p. 

397), has been more rapid than that of its neighboring countries, namely Japan and Korea, and 

China‟s growth is “among the most rapid in modern history”. In addition to its status as the 

world‟s second largest economy, China is also the world‟s greatest export economy; 

therefore, the fact that China has been predicted to be the next great superpower is highly 

likely (Watson, 2016).  

 

Several key factors, however, are required for China‟s development (Liu, 2006). First, it is 

social and political stability, which in turn requires ongoing reforms in economic and political 

systems. Therefore, China has to create and maintain a peaceful environment set forth in its 

five principles of peaceful coexistence. Second, China needs to sustain its open door policy 

which has played crucial roles in attracting FDIs, opening up markets, and promoting 
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international trade. Third, it is China‟s integration into the international system. Without such 

integration, it would be unlikely for China to be able to enjoy its rise at the moment. 

Moreover, by integrating into the global system, China has improved its economics, human 

rights, and security. 

2. Challenges to China’s rise 

 
Since the 1990s, the rise of China has become a popular topic for discussion and debate 

among researchers in the field of international relations. Given its enormous population, 

China is struggling with almost everything. China‟s reliance on coal, for instance, causes 

serious environmental and health problems. Energy consumption is also a big issue, and 

China has become the second largest consumer of energy resources in the world, only behind 

the United States. Thus, the possibility of a global oil crisis is very likely, especially when the 

Chinese oil consumption per capita increases. 

 

China has also been experiencing a problem with skilled labor. While there is a great demand 

for skilled labor, there are also surplus laborers, caused by labor migration into the city. This 

in turn leads to unemployment, lack of social safety, and a source of social instability. In a 

similar vein, the issue of income disparity is not uncommon. The consumption gap, for 

example, between rural households and urban households jumped from 227 yaun in 1978 to 

5365 yaun in 2000 and 6110 yuan in 2003 (Liu, 2006). Although there has been a lot of 

discussion on the issue, more actions are needed to tackle such a huge gap in income disparity 

in China. 

 

Although Beijing has followed a good neighbor policy and built friendly relations with almost 

all of its neighbors, except Japan whose political system and ideology differ greatly from 

those of China, the world‟s most populous country is also troubled by a number of issues 

within the region (Liu, 2006). One is its relation with Russia. Although the Sino-Russian 

relations have seen much improvement over the last few decades, both countries are seen to 

have mistrust and suspicion with one another. In other words, their bilateral relation is purely 

grounded on their national interest gains and other benefits. 

 

Despite its rapid growth, however, China last year experienced the lowest growth rate (6.9%) 

for the first time in 25 years. This continued economic slowdown was a result of a continued 

decline of domestic investment demand and a fall in international market demand. Moreover, 
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the development of China‟s economy has also been impeded by the imbalanced income 

distribution structure, a slow and imperfect reform to the production factor market and capital 

market, and an mismatch between the economic growth pattern and economic development 

stages (Slowly, 2016). Furthermore, China‟s potential growth has continued its downward 

trend since 2013. This economic slowdown has been impacted by a number of constraining 

factors, including the slowdown in infrastructure investment, a decline in production output, 

and resource, energy, and environmental constraints. Nevertheless, despite the decline, 

China‟s economic growth rate is still regarded as a high speed, if not rapid one (Ye, Zhang, & 

Zhao, 2015).  

3. The threat of China’s rise 

 
Many scholars have examined the potential impact of the rise of China on global security or 

world order. According to Glaser (2011), who bases his argument on realist views, China's 

growing strength will lead it to pursue its interests more assertively, which will in turn lead 

the United States and other countries to balance against it. This phenomenon will eventually 

generate a parallel to the Cold War stalemate between the United States and the Soviet Union, 

and perhaps even a hegemonic war. Similarly, many Western neo-realist IR scholars have 

already drawn a dark picture of Eastern Asia regional security with a pessimistic view about 

the China threat (Ye, 2002). That is why whether China as an emerging or a rising power in 

the East Asia region and in the world will be a threat to its neighbors and even to the United 

States within the next few decades, is a big issue that has been widely discussed in the 

Western IR academic circle and among Western and Japanese political experts. 

 

According to the notion of power structure transformation, when any state becomes wealthier 

and more powerful, it will inevitably seek greater regional and then world-wide political 

influence, which will cause a change of the power-structure in the region and in the world. 

The change of the power structure caused by the rise of a newly established regional and 

world power usually poses a long-term danger for the security of the region and even for the 

stability of the world. According to the power structure analysis, China is a threat to the 

security of the East Asia region and the United States and its main ally in East Asia, Japan. 

Thus, Asia is likely to see more international conflicts in the near future (Ross, 2015). 

 

For Lemke and Warner (1996), war is most likely when the power of a rising, dissatisfied 

country becomes equal to that of a dominant state, the US, in this case. Then power parity 
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provides the opportunity to act for those who are committed to changing the status quo. The 

phenomenon has been applied to China as a rising power seeking to change the status quo in 

the East Asia region. Moreover, China‟s desire to make change to the international status quo 

can be explained by China‟s historical memory of past greatness and the desire to regain its 

Middle Kingdom status; its determination to erase the painful legacy of a century of national 

humiliation; its desire to recreate the traditional Sino-centric world order as a means of 

regulating political and economic structures of the world; and its belief that China‟s external 

security in the past was primarily assured by a strong state (Swaine; Daly, & Greenwood, 

2000). 

 

On another note, given the dramatic increase in its economic development, China, since the 

1970s, has begun to modernize its armed forces by, in a large part, importing advanced 

weapons from overseas. This has led many observers to argue that China will not only seek 

hegemon in East Asia, particularly its territorial claims over the South China Sea, but it will 

also assert its influence in the global sphere, which will most likely lead the US to 

counterbalance against China‟s assertiveness, and if this situation persists, an hegemonic war 

would be on the horizon (Lynn-Jones, 2000).  

4. China’s rise and international peace 

 

Although many scholars have expressed their pessimistic views of the threat of China‟s rise 

on global security, others who belong to the liberalist group positively see China‟s rise as 

opportunities for global economic cooperation and international peace. Friedman (1999), for 

instance, states that a new international system which is globalization, has now clearly 

replaced the Cold War. Globalization, the integration of markets, finance, and technologies in 

a way that is shrinking the world from a size medium to a size small, enables each of us to 

reach around the world farther, faster, and cheaper than ever before. It is not just an economic 

trend, and it is not just some fad. Like all previous international systems, it is directly or 

indirectly shaping the domestic politics, economic policies, and foreign relations of virtually 

every country. Even though this view seems to be at least slightly alarmist, most people 

would agree that globalization has directly or indirectly re-shaped the foreign relations of 

almost every country big or small, including the United States, an established power, and 

China, a rising power. 
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Unlike Germany in the late 19th and early 20th century or Japan in the period between the 

two world wars, according to Ye (2002), China as a rising power prefers to merge into the 

international cooperative regimes like WTO or IMF and tries its best to cooperate with the 

established powers and follow the international norms and rules. In the traditional 

international system dominated by power politics, the level of integration and 

interdependence was very low because there were no efficient international organizations 

such as WTO, IMF, World Bank, etc., nor was there any orientation towards cooperation for 

both the established or the rising powers. 

 

Furthermore, the globalization process has also improved the deepening of mutual influence 

of the economies in various countries, and China is no exception. In other words, China has 

adjusted its attitude toward the world economic system from self-reliance to cooperation. 

China has already become a member of the IMF, the World Bank, and other international 

economic institutions and has been very active in those institutions that it once condemned as 

tools of capitalist imperialism. The cooperative and integrative nature of the Chinese 

government clearly shows that China has the willingness to integrate itself into the world 

market system and catch up with the quick pace of globalization (Ye, 2002). Put another way, 

China has not only shifted its attitude towards the world market from self-reliance to 

cooperation but also has been taking a more active role in those international economic 

regimes. 

 

III. Methodology 

1. Research instrument 

 

This is a critical literature review which is aimed at investigating different views regarding the 

impact of the rise of China. Since this research is based on an extensive literature review, 

content or document analysis is used as the basis for the research design for this study. Thus, 

no questionnaire or interview has been used to collect primary data to answer the research 

questions, that is, the findings of this study are solely based on previous research findings and 

the analytical skills of the author. 

2. Data collection and analysis 

 

Since this is not a research-based paper, secondary data are collected through the extensive 

critical literature review. All relevant secondary data (i.e. books, journals, government 
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publications, magazines, periodicals, records, etc.) have been located and examined to seek 

answers to the research questions. After identifying all relevant data, the writer has examined 

and read each document to develop central themes relevant to the topic. The writer then 

presents the findings and discussions based on the available sources in the literature. Finally, a 

conclusion is drawn, followed by recommendations and suggestions for further research. 

 
 

IV. Findings and Discussion 
 

 

Having conducted the critical literature review on arguments for and against the rise of China, 

three major themes are in order. First, the rise of China is a threat. Second, the rise of China 

can promote international cooperation, and third, China‟s rise is not a global threat. What 

follows are the presentation and discussion of major findings derived from the review of 

literature, with support and references to a number of relevant research studies. 

 

1. China’s rise is a threat 

 
A number of scholars have asserted that the rise of China is equivalent to the threat of the 

global world order. In other words, China‟s rise will threaten global security as China seeks to 

dominate the world or become a hegemon. The literature review reveals that most Western 

scholars and some Japanese ones tend to have pessimistic views regarding the rise of China. 

They base their arguments on the realist view by claiming that a hegemonic war is more likely 

as China rises to balance power with the US. In other words, the change of the power 

structure caused by the burgeoning of a newly rising regional and world power usually poses 

a long-term danger for the security of the region and even for the stability of the world (Ye, 

2002). 

 

Another researcher who supports this idealist concept is Robert Art. Art (2010) observes that 

there will be political and economic conflicts and friction between the United States and 

China as China‟s economic and military power in East Asia and its global economic and 

political reach continue to expand. Clearly, there will also be some arms racing between 

China and the United States as each country attempts to gain advantage over the other and as 

the United States responds to contain China‟s growing power. Art further explains that 

dominant powers have not readily given up their position of number one to rising challengers, 

and rising challengers have always demanded the fruits to which they believe their growing 

power entitles them. There is no reason to expect that things will be different in this regard 
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with China and the United States. Thus, they will not be able to avoid a certain level of 

problematic relations and political friction over the next several decades. 

 

According to Economy (2005), China‟s diplomatic offensive in Southeast Asia has raised 

questions in the US and throughout Asia concerning the nature of China‟s rise and its 

implications. Advocates of a China threat scenario have long argued that China desires 

regional hegemony and that US–China relations in this regard are a zero sum game. 

Comparisons are made between the rise of China and that of Nazi Germany or Imperial Japan: 

China‟s rise will necessarily be highly disruptive to US preeminence in the global system, 

stability in Asia, and the international system. There are also views of the return of the glory 

days of the Middle Kingdom, China, using its economic power to re-establish an empire 

reaching out throughout most of Asia and transforming its neighbors into little more than 

subordinate states. 

 

2. China’s rise promotes cooperation  

 
Despite pessimistic views from many Western scholars who see China‟s rise as a global 

threat, there is a possibility of economic cooperation associated with the rise of China. This 

view is held by many researchers who assert that China, unlike Germany or Japan in the 20
th

 

century, is adopting principles of peaceful coexistence. As a result, the rise of China means 

global cooperation in terms of economy, security, technology and other sectors. For example, 

although China has emerged to be both an economic superpower and a leader of Western 

markets, this Chinese economic dominance has not been found to have a detrimental effect on 

ASEAN‟s GDP growth rate; conversely, it has benefited ASEAN exports and GDP 

advancement (Napoli, 2014).  

 

China's rise does not have to be as aggressive and dangerous as the standard realist argument 

suggests because the structural forces driving major powers into conflict will be relatively 

weak. The outcome of China's rise will depend less on the pressures generated by the 

international system than on how well U.S. and Chinese leaders manage the situation. 

Conflict is not predetermined, and if the United States can adjust to the new international 

conditions, making some uncomfortable concessions and not exaggerating the dangers, a 

major clash might well be avoided (Glaser, 2011). In addition, current international conditions 

should enable both the United States and China to protect their vital interests without posing 

large threats to each other. The presence of nuclear weapons will also make it relatively easy 
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for major powers to maintain highly effective deterrent forces. Even if Chinese power were to 

greatly exceed U.S. power sometime in the future, the United States would still be able to 

maintain nuclear forces that could survive any Chinese attack and threaten massive damage in 

retaliation. Moreover, large-scale conventional attacks by China against the U.S. homeland 

are virtually impossible because the United States and China are separated by the vast 

expanse of the Pacific Ocean, which makes it difficult for China to attack the US if it intends 

to (Glaser, 2011). 

 

Ye (2002) also sees a positive aspect in the rise of China. Ye states that the official acceptance 

of the inevitable trend of globalization and the willingness of moving along in harmony with 

globalization indicates that Chinese elites are keenly aware of the relative weakness of 

China‟s power and the absolute necessity of cooperating with other countries in the 

international systems formed by the force of globalization. Similarly, according to Ding 

(2008), China‟s foreign policy is based on four main pillars: a commitment to multilateralism 

underpinned by the central role of the UN as the guarantor of global security; a commitment 

to consultation and dialogue rather than force as a means of settling disputes; a commitment 

to global economic development with the developed world taking a greater share of the 

responsibility for promoting growth elsewhere; and a spirit of inclusiveness for all societies 

and cultures to coexist as equal stakeholders in the global order. Therefore, China values a 

democratic international order rather than the unipolar hegemony, and China has utmost 

respect for state sovereignty rather than imposing values and policies on other countries. This 

eliminates the possibility of the hegemonic war but promotes economic and bilateral 

cooperation. 

 

Moreover, the Chinese leadership is using trade and investment as a means of obtaining 

security objectives by establishing a Sino-centric regional economic order. But this attempt to 

place China at the center of the region is more a consequence of conforming than of 

confronting, and results from the changing ideational basis of Chinese foreign policy and the 

increasing acceptance of „neoliberalism‟s core belief that economic interdependence creates 

common interest and lessens the probability of conflict‟ (Yunling, 2004). 
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3. China’s rise is not a threat 

 
Having examined the vast literature on the rise of China, a conclusion can be drawn. That is, 

the rise of China will promote global economic cooperation rather than an international or 

regional threat. Many scholars have supported this optimistic view. Breslin (2009), for 

example, believes that China will be a more responsible regional actor, that is, China is 

working not just to stabilize its own economy for its own sake, but also to stabilize the 

regional economy as a whole. Moreover, China is becoming increasingly important for the 

region as a source of finance and, if the Chinese economy recovers as planned, should become 

an even more significant market in its own right for regional producers. Breslin (2009) also 

concludes that China‟s regional influence might indeed by predicated on the strategic use of 

trade and investment strategies and promoting diplomatic/economic initiatives at bilateral and 

multilateral levels. 

 

In a parallel manner, Kem (2011) also sees China‟s rise positively. Kem believes that the rise 

of China, with its five principles of peaceful coexistence and win-win policy, will promote 

cooperation in the region, particularly with ASEAN. China has enhanced mutual trust with 

ASEAN members by actively participating in the ASEAN Regional Forum (ARF) and has 

reached agreements of concrete substance through multilateral dialogue and cooperation. 

China is the first non-ASEAN country to formally join in the Treaty of Amity and 

Cooperation in Southeast Asia, and has even played a positional role in maintaining stability. 

All of these have served to create favorable conditions for maintaining stability in Southeast 

Asia (Kem, 2011). Despite China‟s increasing economic and military power, likewise, 

Goldstein (2000), having considered China‟s actual economic and military capabilities, argues 

that China‟s rising power would not threaten the international system for the time being.   

 

Moreover, although it is unlikely that China will be able to assume a leadership role in 

promoting good governance in the very near future, and even though the region undoubtedly 

recognizes the limitations of China as a leader on such issues, China‟s role as a contributor to 

transnational problems dictates its presence at the table. To the extent that China is reforming 

its own practices and increasingly behaving in a responsible manner both domestically and 

internationally, the opportunity for China to assume a leadership role will increase 

exponentially. China‟s efforts to assuage the fears of its neighbors by adopting a foreign 

policy approach that is active, non-threatening, and generally aligned with the economic and 

security interests of the region is also clearly making headway (Economy, 2005).  
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The rise of China, therefore, does not have to trigger a complete hegemonic transition. The 

U.S.-Chinese power transition can be very different from those of the past because China 

faces an international order that is fundamentally different from those that past rising states 

confronted. China does not just face the United States; it faces a Western-centered system that 

is open, integrated, and rule-based, with wide and deep political foundations. The nuclear 

revolution, meanwhile, has made war among great powers unlikely – eliminating the major 

tool that rising powers have used to overturn international systems defended by declining 

hegemonic states. Today's Western order, in short, is hard to overturn and easy to join 

(Ikenberry, 2008). 

 

V. Conclusion 

 
 

1. Summary of the main findings 

 
The literature review has revealed the two main arguments regarding the rise of China. On the 

one hand, researchers and scholars who belong to the realist camp argue that the rise of China 

will lead to a hegemonic war or China will pose a threat to the whole world. This belief is 

based on the realist view which puts much emphasis on the concept of balance of power and 

power transition theory. In other words, China‟s rise will trigger a new world order in which 

the US and China are the major actors. Thus, the two superpowers would be involved in 

hegemonic competition, which will possibly lead to a major war or conflict for hegemony in 

the international system, particularly in the Asia Pacific region.  

 

On the other hand, those who belong to the liberalist camp argue that the rise of China will 

enhance global economic cooperation, bilateral relations and international peace. They also 

raise the term „globalization‟ to support their point of view, meaning that, in the age of 

globalization, states seek for cooperation rather than disagreement or war. Moreover, with the 

presence of the international organizations such as the United Nations, a full-scale war is less 

likely because states would try their best to maintain peace in order to benefit from it. Simply 

put, such liberalist scholars see opportunities that states are more likely to cooperate to 

survive and prosper rather than conflict or war which eventually would cause destruction to 

states‟ wellbeing. 

 

The findings also show that many scholars are in support of the liberalist camp despite heated 

arguments regarding the threat caused by China rising. This trend is understandable, 
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considering several crucial factors such as the state interdependence, international trade, 

mutual interests, global security and other important issues. The advent of the Internet and 

high technology, together with the presence of nuclear weapons, has also contributed to the 

deterrence of war, particularly the hegemonic war because such an extensive war would be 

synonymous to the destruction of human beings or simply the end of the world. 

 

2. Implications for Sino-ASEAN relations 

 
The rise of China shall have several implications for Sino-ASEAN relations. First, as China is 

one of the largest ASEAN export markets, ASEAN apparently needs to play a careful and 

proactive role in dealing with the world‟s second economic superpower. To this end, instead 

of competing with China, ASEAN should take advantage of this Chinese phenomenon and 

continue to enhance its economic development through free trade agreements and other 

economic and strategic cooperation such as China‟s One Belt, One Road initiative, China-

ASEAN Free Trade Agreements, and a China-led East Asian Community.  

 

Second, given its geopolitical proximity to China, ASEAN should foster and improve its 

foreign policy relations with China to ensure its regional security and avoid unforeseen 

conflicts which may arise from growing regional tensions on the issue of South China Sea as 

well as other territorial claims to the same stretch of water or land between China and several 

ASEAN member states. Good China-ASEAN relations would also place ASEAN in a good 

position to exercise its strategic balancing between China and the United States. However, 

such a balancing act should be conducted with great care and caution to guarantee that 

ASEAN would not fall under too much influence from China, which will definitely enrage 

America, another good friend of ASEAN.  

 

Third, in addition to strengthening itself, maintaining its unity, and safeguarding its centrality, 

ASEAN needs to focus on building its own community and seek acceptable and practical 

alternatives to bilateral and regional dispute settlements (Heng, 2013). Unless issues 

surrounding border disputes among ASEAN member nations and disputes in the South China 

Sea are resolved, peace, stability, and development within the region are still at stake. Thus, 

not only does ASEAN need to be inward-looking in terms of maintaining and enhancing its 

unity, stability and cooperation in the regional group, but it also need be outward-looking in 

order to further strengthen its good relations with its dialogue partners, regional powers and 
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other countries within and beyond Asia. In so doing, ASEAN could send a message to China 

that Beijing is one of ASEAN‟s most important partners in their various bilateral and 

multilateral agreements and partnership. Meanwhile, another message is also conveyed to 

China that ASEAN cannot afford to be too reliant on its Chinese counterpart although it now 

needs this great Asian power to accelerate its economic, social and cultural development. 

 

3. Implications for Sino-Cambodian relations 

 

As Cambodia and China have been engaged in a long history of bilateral relations, Cambodia 

would definitely benefit from the phenomenon of China‟s rise. Therefore, Cambodia should 

try to maintain and enhance its relations with China, and it should play its role in ASEAN 

carefully and tactically, particularly with regard to the South China Sea conflict. Cambodia 

should also demonstrate to the Chinese government that it will continue to support China‟s 

one policy, and that Phnom Penh is a long-time supporter of China on the international stage, 

as seen twice in the ASEAN Summit in Phnom Penh and Vientiane when Cambodia blocked 

a joint communiqué with reference to China‟s growing assertiveness and militarization in the 

South China Sea (Millar, 2016). Moreover, Cambodia should continue to open its door for 

Chinese investment as well as strengthen its trade with China at all levels to reap as maximum 

benefits as possible from Chinese initiatives such as the Maritime Silk Road. Both 

governments should be constantly involved in dialogues and discussions to better understand 

one another and work collaboratively for the interests of both states. 

 

Nevertheless, Cambodia has to establish a strategic alignment with China, instead of adopting 

a full bandwagoning strategy with this rising power. To this end, several alternatives are 

feasible, as suggested by Cheunboran (2015). Firstly, Cambodia needs to strengthen its 

bilateral relations with other major powers who are China‟s competitors such as India, Japan, 

Russia, and the United States, although this approach would put Phnom Penh in an uneasy 

position packed with challenges and obstacles. Secondly, Cambodia should improve its 

bilateral and multilateral relations with its ASEAN counterparts by playing a more proactive 

role in this regional grouping and abiding by the ASEAN Way to promote ASEAN centrality. 

Thirdly, Cambodia ought to pursue an omnidirectional foreign policy by forming a good 

partnership with other states within the region and beyond for the sake of its social, economic, 

and cultural advancement. More importantly, Cambodia should carefully and strategically 

maintain a balance between China and ASEAN, particularly its closest neighbors, Thailand 
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and Vietnam, to ensure its national security (Leng, 2014), bilateral trade deals, and other 

important interstate agreements between Cambodia and its old friends and enemies.  

 

4. Implications for further research 

 

Due to the fact that this paper is a review, not an empirical study, it is vitally important that 

further research-based studies be conducted to better understand the controversy surrounding 

the issue of China rising. Future research should employ both quantitative and qualitative 

methods to collect data from various sources so that a good conclusion can be drawn and 

implications can be made in reference to the rise of China. Future empirical studies should 

also consider a variety of views from different scholars and researchers regardless of their 

nationalities and stances. Most importantly, they should take the current world situation, 

particularly new global trends arising from the rise of China, into account so that a more 

accurate interpretation of this controversial topic could be made and reported.  

 

The Author 

 

Kimkong HENG is an Assistant Dean for the School of Graduate Studies, The University of 

Cambodia. He has also been an English lecturer for almost ten years. He earned his MA in 

TESOL from the Institute of Foreign Languages (RUPP, Cambodia) and from the University 

of Canberra (Australia) with High Distinction in 2011 and 2014, respectively. His areas of 

interest include language teaching methodology, teacher education, teacher research capacity 

building, and now foreign policy. He can be reached at kimkongheng@gmail.com. 

mailto:kimkongheng@gmail.com


  

17 

 

References 
 

 

Art, R. J. (2010). The United States and the rise of China: Implications for the long haul. 

Political Science Quarterly, 125(3), 359-391. 

Breslin, S. (2009). Understanding China's regional rise: Interpretations, identities and 

implications. International Affairs, 85(4), 817-835. 

Cheunboran, C. (2015, July 08). Cambodia’s strategic China alignment. Retrieved from 

http://thediplomat.com/2015/07/cambodias-strategic-china-alignment/     

Ding, S. (2008). To build a “Harmonious World”: China‟s soft power wielding in the global 

south. Journal of Chinese Political Science, 13(2), 193-213. 

Dunne, T. (2014). Liberalism. In J. Baylis, S. Smith, & P. Owens (Eds.), The globalization of 

world politics: An introduction to international relations (6
th

 ed.) (pp. 113 – 125). 

Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Economy, E. (2005). China's rise in Southeast Asia: Implications for the United States. 

Journal of Contemporary China, 14(44), 409-425. 

Friedman, E. (2010). Power transition theory: A challenge to the peaceful rise of world power 

China. In H. S. Yee (Ed.), China's rise: Threat or opportunity? London: Routledge. 

Glaser, C. (2011). Will China‟s rise lead to war? Foreign Affairs, 90(2), 80-91. 

Goldstein, A. (2000). Great expectations: Interpreting China‟s arrival. In M. E. Brown, O. R. 

Coté, S. M. Lynn-Jones, & S. E. Miller (Eds.), The rise of China: An international 

security reader (pp. 3-40). Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press. 

 

Guo, S. (Ed.). (2006). China's peaceful rise in the 21st century: Domestic and international 

conditions. London: Ashgate Publishing. 

 

Heng, S. (2013). ASEAN: Between China and America. Retrieved from 

http://www.eastasiaforum.org/2013/07/12/asean-between-china-and-america/           

Ikenberry, G. J. (2008). The rise of China and the future of the West: Can the liberal system 

survive. Foreign Affairs, 87(1), 23-37. 

Kem, S. (2011). Chinese harmonious world policy and its implications on Southeast Asia. 

Cambodian Institute for Cooperation and Peace Working Paper, N
o 
43.  

Lemke, D., & Werner, S. (1996). Power parity, commitment to change, and war. International 

Studies Quarterly, 40(2), 235-260. 

Leng, T. (2014, June 05). Cambodia’s betwixt and between foreign policy. Retrieved from 

http://www.eastasiaforum.org/2014/06/05/cambodias-betwixt-and-between-foreign-

policy/  

http://thediplomat.com/2015/07/cambodias-strategic-china-alignment/
http://www.eastasiaforum.org/2013/07/12/asean-between-china-and-america/
http://www.eastasiaforum.org/2014/06/05/cambodias-betwixt-and-between-foreign-policy/
http://www.eastasiaforum.org/2014/06/05/cambodias-betwixt-and-between-foreign-policy/


  

18 

 

Liu, G. (2006). The dialectic relationship between peaceful development and China‟s deep 

reform. In S. Guo (Ed.), China's peaceful rise in the 21
st
 century: Domestic and 

international conditions (pp. 17-38). London: Ashgate 

Lynn-Jones, S. M. (2000). Preface. In M. E. Brown, O. R. Coté, S. M. Lynn-Jones, & S. E. 

Miller (Eds.), The rise of China: An international security reader (pp. vi-

xxvii). Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press. 

 

Malesky, E., & London, J. (2014). The political economy of development in China and 

 Vietnam. Annual Review of Political Science, 17, 395-419. doi: 10.1146/annurev-

 polisci-041811-150032   

 

Millar, P. (2016, September 1). Cambodia caught between China and US amid superpower 

 showdown. Retrieved from http://sea-globe.com/cambodia-in-the-middle/  

 

Napoli, C. (2014). China's economic rise: Implications for ASEAN trade flows. Journal of 

Southeast Asian Economies (JSEAE), 31(3), 345-360.    

 

Ross, R. S. (2015). East Asia in transition: Toward a new regional order. New York: 

Routledge. 

 

Slowly, S. A. (2016). A review of China‟s economy in 2015. In Center for Macroeconomic 

Research of Xiamen University‟s China’s Macroeconomic Outlook (pp. 1-24). 

Singapore: Springer. doi: 10.1007/978-981-10-2068-1_1  

Swaine, M. D., Daly, S. A., & Greenwood, P. W. (2000). Interpreting China's grand strategy: 

Past, present, and future. California: Rand Corporation. 

Watson, A. C. (2016). Patterns of growth and the economic development of China (Master‟s 

thesis). The City University of New York. New York: The United States. 

 

World Bank. (2015). China’s overview. Retieved on February 12, 2016 from 

http://www.worldbank.org/en/country/china/overview  

 

Ye, J. (2002). Will China be a threat to its neighbors and the world in the twenty first century? 

Ritsumeikan University Annual Review of International Studies, 57. 

 

Ye, Z., & Zhang, H., & Zhao, L. (2015). The current situation and future challenges of 

China‟s economy. Globalization and Development Volume III: In search of a new 

development paradigm, 3, 53.   

 

Yee, H. S. (Ed.). (2010). China's rise: Threat or opportunity? New York: Routledge. 

 

Yunling, T. S. Z. (2004). China's regional strategy. World Economics and Politics, 6, 001. 

 

 

 

http://sea-globe.com/cambodia-in-the-middle/
http://www.worldbank.org/en/country/china/overview


  

19 

 

Students’ Perceptions on Cambodia-China Relations 

toward the South China Sea Conflict 

 
Sophal In,

 
Matta Kong, Panha Pich, and Rortha Chum 

The University of Cambodia, Phnom Penh, Cambodia 

 

Abstract 

 

Even though Western scholars view Cambodia-China relations regarding the 

South China Sea dispute negatively, Cambodian perceptions are relatively more 

supportive. This divergence of views in academia raises the question of how the 

Cambodian public generally perceives Cambodia‟s current relations with China. 

Given that most Cambodian academics are positive concerning this topic, it is 

assumed that the Cambodian public would be supportive of the current relations. 

Therefore, this study aims to prove this perception by studying the attitudes of 

students in The University of Cambodia, specifically on how they perceive 

Cambodia‟s current relations with China in the context of the South China Sea 

dispute. Using a quantitative approach, questionnaires were employed to measure 

the students‟ perceptions towards five dimensions of the Cambodia-China 

relations. These include economy, trade, conflict management, geopolitics, 

foreign policy, and benefits for Cambodia. Data was collected and analyzed from 

11 classes and 292 participants. The analysis involved steps such as data cleaning, 

determining the reliability of responses, and descriptive statistical analysis. The 

results from the analysis confirms the view that Cambodians are generally 

supportive of Cambodia‟s current relations, and do not view Cambodia‟s actions 

as contradicting or harming ASEAN. However, they have expressed reservations 

on China‟s contributions to democracy, and are wary of Cambodia‟s aid 

dependency. On the other hand, the perceptions observed reflect the need for a 

balanced and pragmatic approach to foreign policy. Furthermore, Cambodians 

believe that all relations require mutual reciprocity between Cambodia and all 

nations.  

 

Keywords: Cambodia-China relations; South China Sea conflict; Cambodia‟s foreign   

 policy 

 
I. Introduction 

 

 

Cambodia‟s diplomatic relations with China can be traced back to the Angkor period when 

Chinese diplomat Zhou Daguan visited and recorded his stay in Cambodia (Long, 2009); 

however, modern diplomatic relations are seen by various experts to have started during the 
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1950s by Prince Sihanouk and gained new momentum during 1997 (see Radio Free Asia 

(RFA), 2016; Thayer, 2013; Chheang, 2009). The year 1997 was also the turning point in 

Cambodia‟s relations with China, and since then Cambodia has received immense support 

from the latter (RFA, 2016; Thayer, 2013; Chheang, 2009;). However, this relationship with 

China has come under scrutiny by various experts in light of the South China Sea dispute. 

One important event that led to such attention was an ASEAN meeting chaired by Cambodia 

that failed to produce a joint communiqué for the first time in the ASEAN summit‟s history 

(Phoak, 2014; RFA, 2016). This outcome has led some experts (Ciorciari, 2013; Thayer, 

2013) to believe that Cambodia is heavily influenced by China, and that this relationship is 

harmful for both Cambodia and ASEAN.   

 

Concerns about China‟s relations with Cambodia have been reported by other experts who 

state that Cambodia has become China‟s proxy, and that Chinese investments spark unrest 

(Sok, 2014). However, Cambodian experts believe the relations with China were borne out of 

necessity (Long, 2009; Chheang, 2009). According to Chheang (2009), China‟s aid was 

unconditional, making it more favorable than Western aid. China‟s diplomacy was also 

considered as a polite diplomacy, borne out of necessity, and not a result of Cambodia‟s 

geopolitical calculations (Long, 2009). Phoak (2014) also noted that China‟s aid definitely 

helps the government but has not won the confidence of the Cambodian people, nor does it 

promote democracy, human rights, and other governance issues. He pointed out how China 

could help gain more trust from the Cambodian people.  

 

Concerning how Cambodia‟s relations with China affects ASEAN, Sutter (2013) stated that 

China used Cambodia to prevent the South China Sea dispute from being discussed in 

ASEAN and exploited ASEAN‟s division. Former ASEAN Secretary General Ong Keng 

Yong also perceived Cambodia as China‟s client state, and stated that Cambodia will continue 

to stay in ASEAN because China wants it to (as cited in Wai, 2016). However, Ciorciari 

(2013) and Thayer (2013) see that Cambodia may act like China‟s client but it is not 

powerless. Both believed Cambodia could use its geographic location at the heart of Southeast 

Asia to leverage against China. However, another analyst Mertha was reported as saying that 

Prime Minister Hun Sen is smart and could withdraw from China‟s influence if he needed to 

(RFA, 2016). Thus, Cambodia is seen as uncooperative and selfish by the foreign academics 

and media. Yet again, Cambodian intellectuals do not agree with the criticism. Var (2015) and 

Leng (2014) supported Cambodia‟s position with China. Var (2015) stated that by upholding 
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neutrality on the South China Sea issue, Cambodia is serving the interests of ASEAN. Leng 

(2014) supported Cambodia‟s stance in the conflict and said that balancing between China 

and ASEAN as a whole was the wisest decision. Phoak (2015), however, criticized the 

blaming of Cambodia and stated that blaming Cambodia was not the solution and doubted the 

results would have differed should another country have dealt with the matter.   

 

Yet, despite the controversy surrounding Cambodia‟s position with China regarding the South 

China Sea conflict, there are signs that the Cambodia-China relations have not made the 

situation worse. The conflict was once seen as a potential flashpoint by analysts (Thayer, 

2009); however, Weissman noted that the handling of the South China Sea conflict serves as 

an example of successful conflict prevention (Weissmann, 2010). Among the factors, what he 

attributed to this success was building personal relationships with ASEAN leaders and China 

accepting the ASEAN Way. Despite this optimistic view, Kosandi (2014) challenged this 

view and stated that ASEAN‟s success was minor and insufficient, although he did note that 

the dispute did not affect economic cooperation between ASEAN and China. 

 

Therefore, it can be seen that opinions are divided regarding Cambodia‟s relations with the 

China in the context of the South China Sea. Cambodia‟s relations with China are seen as 

both positive and negative to the country itself and to ASEAN. Opinions also diverge on 

whether Cambodia‟s position is self-serving or whether it also serves the interests of ASEAN 

too. This divergence of ideas between foreign academics and Cambodian academics reveals a 

lot about the perspective of academics and the media, but do not reveal the opinions of 

Cambodian people. All the literature mentioned focuses on the macro-level of analysis, and 

does not analyze the individual level. Thus, this study attempts to fill this knowledge gap and 

explore how Cambodians view the current relationship between Cambodia and China in the 

context of the South China Sea. It intends to explore how Cambodians perceive China‟s 

influence, Cambodia‟s relationship with China compared to ASEAN, and Cambodia‟s foreign 

policy choices. Through this study, the effects of Cambodia-China relations can be quantified 

and evaluated. It also aims to provide a quantitative analysis at the individual level of 

international relations (IR). The main question this study intends to answer how the 

relationship between Cambodia and China affects ASEAN in the South China Sea dispute. It 

seeks to test if Cambodians see the relationship between Cambodia and China as not only 

beneficial to Cambodia, but also beneficial to ASEAN.  
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II. Research Methodology 

 

In this chapter, the methods employed to conduct the research will be shown. This chapter 

will include the method for data gathering procedure, population, sample size, sample 

sampling technique, research tool, and statistical analysis. This study uses primary data to 

answer the research questions.  

1. Data gathering procedure 

 

This study used a quantitative approach and was also a cross-sectional study covering the 

focus group. The research tool to gather data was a questionnaire. The purpose of the 

questionnaire was to understand the perception of University of Cambodia students on 

“Cambodia and China relations toward the South China Sea dispute”, and the questionnaire 

was divided into two parts. Part one surveys demographic information and part two comprises 

statements under different categories such as economy/trade, conflict management, foreign 

policy, geopolitics and benefits Cambodia receives in the context of the South China Sea 

dispute.  

 

The questionnaire was designed based on the available literature reviewed and the research 

questions formulated. After the first draft was completed, two professors were sought for their 

feedback. One professor was an expert in research methodology, and another was an expert in 

International Relations. Based on the feedback, the first draft underwent revision and a second 

draft was formulated. This second draft was checked by peers to ensure clarity of information. 

Feedback from the peers led to another round of revisions. The third revision was piloted with 

10 Master degree students from Techo Sen School of Government and International 

Relations, and minor typing errors were corrected. The next revision was checked again by 

peers before being finalized. Once the final version was created, another round of test surveys 

was done on 10 students. The data from these 10 students were used to test the SPSS analysis. 

When the SPSS analysis was found to be sound and applicable, real data collection was 

conducted.  

 

A total of 316 students were surveyed. These students came from 11 different class sessions 

selected at random. The researchers requested permission and assistance from the class 

lecturers at The University of Cambodia. The class lecturers devoted some time for 

conducting the survey and collected the survey for the researcher at the end of the class. The 
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language used in the survey was in English and Khmer to ensure that all students fully 

understood the statements. After the survey was administered, the number of surveys returned 

for analysis was 292, equalling 92% of the desired population sample. After the surveys were 

collected, data was entered and analysed using SPSS 23 software. 

 

1.1. Population 

 

 

The University of Cambodia (UC) is one of the universities in Cambodia that provides 

courses in International Relations. According to the Office for Student Academic Affair in 

term three, the total amount of students in the university is 1495. This number comprises 

undergraduate and postgraduate students and does not include students studying other 

programs provided by UC such as its Center for English Studies in term three. For this reason, 

the number of undergraduate and postgraduate students serves as the population size of the 

study. 

 

1.2. Sample size 

 
 

The total population of this study was one thousand and four hundred and ninety five (1495) 

students. However, a sample from that population was selected in order to ensure practicality. 

In order to meet the demands of practicality and reliability, the population sample needed to 

fulfil had a 95% level of confidence and 5% error margin. Based on these criteria, the sample 

size formula employed was calculated as below: 

316
73.4

1495

73.31

1495
2

)05.0()1495(1

1495
2
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N= total population; n=sample size; e=error 

 Therefore, based on the calculation, the sample size of this study is 316 students.  

1.3. Sample sampling techniques  

 
The sample sampling techniques (SST) was used to select the respondents in this study.  As of 

the time of the study, there were nine weekday classes and six weekend classes for 

undergraduate and graduate students. Out of these classes, 11 were conveniently selected for 
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the survey, and the total students surveyed equalled 316. However, the research was able to 

obtain 292 responses from students for analysis.  

 

1.4. Questionnaire design 

 
The questionnaire was designed into two parts. The first part covered demographical 

information in order to provide some background about the respondents. The second part 

covered the theme of the research and was divided into five subsections.  

In the first part, demographic information included sex, age, marital status, occupation, birth 

of place, religion, monthly income, studying time, and study major. Each item either provided 

a range of choices for students to choose from, or had a blank for students to fill in.  

In the second part, statements were categorized into different categories in the following 

order: economic/trade, conflict management, geopolitics, foreign policy, and benefits of 

Cambodia in the context of the South China Sea dispute. A Likert scale measurement was 

provided to respondents, so they could evaluate their opinions on the statements provided in 

the survey. The measurements ranged from 1 to 5, of which 1 equalled strongly disagree and 

5 meant strongly agree.  

 

In total, there were forty eight items used to explore students‟ perceptions on Cambodia‟s 

relations with China. These forty eight items were grouped into different subsections. 

Subsection A, covering economics/trade had 13 items. Subsection B, which covered conflict 

management, had eleven items. Subsection C, which was related to geopolitics, had six items. 

Subsection D, which covered perception on foreign policy had seven items. As for Subsection 

E, this section covered benefits Cambodia received and had eleven items 

 

1.5. Statistical analysis of data 

 
To analyse the data, descriptive statistics was used. The percentage of frequencies, and the 

mean values were calculated. The software used to operate all these calculations was SPSS 

version 23.0. A Cronbach‟s alpha test was also done on the data to ensure reliability of the 

data. The overall score on the Cronbach‟s alpha test was 0.83. This makes the questionnaire 

answers reliable on more than 80% of the sample. 
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III. Findings and Discussion 

1. Demographic information 

 

1.1. Gender and age range 

 

The number of male students (55%) slightly exceeds that of female students (45%). However, 

this may be a result of available students at the time of the study, and does not affect the 

representativeness of the sample population. An overwhelming number of respondents are 

aged 18 to 24 (see Table 1 below). As the age range progresses, the number of students 

decrease. This age composition is reflective of university studies, where a majority of students 

are young adults.  

 

Table 1: Gender and age range of the respondents 

Categories Features Frequency Percentage 

Gender 
Male 155 55 

Female 127 45 

Age 

18 – 24 229 78.4 

25 – 31 42 14.4 

32 – 38 7 2.4 

39 – 44 3 1.0 

45 and above 1 0.3 

 

1.2. Education 

 
A significant number of students are undergraduate students, and the number decreases as the 

level of education progresses. In fact, graduate students comprise less than 15% of the sample 

population (see Table 2). 

 

Table 2: Educational background of the respondents 
 

Educational Background Percentage 

Bachelor‟s 85.6 

Master‟s 11.3 

PhD 2.1 
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1.3. General findings 

 

In general students are neutral regarding Cambodia‟s current relations with China. However, a 

majority agree that the current relationship with China is beneficial, while many disagreed 

that the current relationship is helpful to conflict management in the South China Sea dispute. 

Respondents were neutral on issues such as economy/trade, geopolitics, and foreign policy. A 

study of each sector reveals that the students views of Cambodia‟s relationship with China is 

generally positive, and that view can vary according to gender, and educational background  

 
2. Analysis by sector 

 

2.1. Perceptions on economy/trade 

 

Regarding the perceptions of students on economy and trade, students have a positive view in 

general. They believe the current relations can increase trade with China and will not 

decrease trade with Vietnam, the Philippines, Malaysia, and Brunei.  They agree that 

Cambodia needs investment from China. While neutral on several issues, after separating the 

neutral responses, students expressed agreement and strong agreement on issues such as 

boosting economic growth in Southeast Asia, strengthening trade cooperation among 

ASEAN members, not affecting Cambodia‟s trade with EU, and needing investment with 

China. The negative comments from students include lost investment opportunities with the 

conflicting parties in ASEAN, the US, and Japan. They also see that ASEAN and China may 

use their economic aid to influence Cambodia.  

2.2. Perceptions on conflict management 

 
Regarding conflict management in the South China Sea dispute, students see the relationship 

with China as having a negative effect. However, they do not believe that Cambodia‟s 

relationship with China will lead to an armed conflict in the region. Yet they do not see the 

relationship as bringing peace and stability either. They disagree that Cambodia‟s relations 

with China will bring a win-win solution to the conflicting parties, minimize the dispute, 

prevent future wars, enable Cambodia to play as mediator, and use the relations as a model 

for conflict resolution. They also see a threat in China‟s rise. They believe the rise will affect 

conflict resolution mechanisms in the dispute, and can cause internal conflict in ASEAN. 

However, while most are neutral regarding US involvement in the South China Sea Conflict, 



  

27 

 

students who agree and strongly agree on conflict management believe the dispute can be 

resolved without US involvement. 

2.3. Perceptions on geopolitics 

 
Regarding geopolitics, Cambodian students see the importance of geography in the current 

situation. They believe Cambodia‟s location at the center of Southeast Asia is the reason 

China has relations with Cambodia. Furthermore, this convenient location makes Cambodia 

important for trade in ASEAN, and links the countries together. They believe both China and 

ASEAN respect Cambodia‟s right to making political decisions within the country. They also 

believe Cambodia must have good relations with both China and ASEAN.  
 

2.4. Perceptions on foreign policy 

 
Cambodian students are supportive of Cambodia‟s neutral stance regarding the South China 

Sea dispute, and believe this stance is consistent with ASEAN‟s norms. They do not believe 

this position will lead it to expulsion from ASEAN. However, they are neutral on whether 

Cambodia‟s relationship with China can strengthen cooperation with the ASEAN 

community. Even when splitting the opinions between those who either agreed/strongly 

agreed against those who disagreed/strongly disagreed, the opinions were almost evenly split 

at 26.45 and 24.6% respectively. They think that this stance may affect Cambodia‟s relations 

with Vietnam, and may lead to political and diplomatic pressure. Yet they also believe that 

Cambodia must have good relations with each other to strengthen their bond. 
 

2.5. Perceptions on benefits for Cambodia 

 
According to Cambodian students, Cambodia receives benefits from her relationship with 

China in terms of infrastructure development, human resources development, military 

capability, the number of exports to China, receiving more unconditional aid, and low interest 

loans. They are neutral regarding whether China‟s aid can shield Cambodia against Western 

pressure, with those on both sides of the spectrum almost evenly split. Those who strongly 

agreed/agreed consisted of 29.6% while those who disagreed/strongly disagreed consisted of 

28.5%. The students were also neutral concerning whether China‟s aid improves good 

governance. However, by cancelling neutral responses, it was found that more Cambodian 

students agreed China helps improve good governance.  Regarding democracy, Cambodian 

students were neutral but cancelling neutral responses reveal that more students agreed that 
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Cambodia‟s relations with China affects democracy. As for negative responses, Cambodian 

students believe that Cambodia is too dependent on aid from China. 

 

3. Analysis by gender 

 

To measure whether there was a difference between the responses of males and females, an 

independent T-test was run and all items except 3 can be assumed to have equal variances. 

This allows for a good comparison between male and female respondents. In general, males 

agreed more than females regarding Cambodia‟s relationship in general. However, female 

respondents were more likely to view Cambodia‟s relations with China as affecting trade 

with other ASEAN countries, harming the free flow of goods in the region, and impacting 

trade with the EU. However, they also viewed the relations as a cause for boosting economic 

growth in the region, inducing other ASEAN nations, the US, and Japan to invest in 

Cambodia. More female respondents believed that Cambodia needed investment from 

ASEAN and that ASEAN could use economic aid to influence Cambodia. 

 

Female respondents were also more positive than their counterparts regarding conflict 

management. More of them agreed that Cambodia‟s relations with China could pacify and 

stabilize the region, minimize the dispute, and prevent wars. Their views on foreign policy 

were consistent with this stance as more of them believed Cambodia‟s current relations with 

China could strengthen cooperation in ASEAN. Furthermore, they were more likely to report 

that Cambodia‟s relations with China could help protect Cambodia from Western pressure, 

and also believed China could help improve good governance.  

 

In short, both genders have similar views. However, female respondents saw more 

opportunities in trade, and conflict resolution than their male counterparts. Apart from 

trade/economy and conflict resolution, males held more positive views about all other factors 

such as geopolitics, foreign affairs, and benefits. This divergence of view on trade/economy 

and conflict resolution is a pattern that may require an in-depth study on how women differ 

from men in terms of foreign policy affairs. 

 

IV. Conclusion 

 

In general Cambodians have a positive view of Cambodia‟s relations with China, and 

Cambodia‟s neutral stance. However, they hold some reservations regarding China‟s 
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contribution towards democracy, and Cambodia‟s aid dependence. They also view that the 

relationship with China may affect trade with the US and Japan, and may even harm relations 

with neighboring countries. This may imply that Cambodian students prefer a balanced and 

pragmatic approach to foreign policy. They also perceive Cambodia as susceptible to outside 

influence, and believe all relationships require reciprocity. In other words, this paper proves 

the hypothesis that a section of the Cambodian population support Cambodia‟s stance and 

even see this stance as consistent with ASEAN norms.  

 

The implication for this study is that Cambodians hold a pragmatic view regarding foreign 

affairs. They see all relations have benefits and drawbacks. For this reason, they view 

maintain good relations with the US, Japan, the EU, and ASEAN as equally important. They 

are also aware of the potential influence exerted by all countries who have a relationship with 

Cambodia. With everything being equal, all nations will try to induce Cambodia to acting in 

favor of their respective interests through aid. This reciprocal relationship seems to be viewed 

as a part of international relations, and the pursuit of national interests is normal. This attitude 

could explain why respondents acknowledged both the benefits and cost of aid dependence. It 

also explains why respondents are concerned about China‟s rise, but also believes the South 

China Sea dispute can be resolved without US involvement.  

 

Further research is recommended regarding the differing gender-based attitudes towards 

foreign policy. This kind of research will provide a truly unique perspective in IR, and may 

provide useful insights on the individual level of analysis of IR such as how gender 

differences can reflect differing views in current issues such as ASEAN and the South China 

Sea dispute. It also provides a framework to examine the current norms, which were created 

in a male-dominated world. Such a study may provide useful insights on how to manage 

current problems differently. 

 

In short, the study shows that a sample of Cambodians holds a nuanced view of foreign 

relations, and the views of academics do not necessarily represent the views of the general 

populace. However, the validity of expert views versus the views of the population regarding 

international relations deserves another study, and is not the focus of this study. The focus of 

this study is how the public views the current relations, and based on the views of the 

respondents compared to the view of experts, it can be seen that the public is perceptive of 

the current relations, and understanding their views on IR issues is well-deserved. 
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Appendix A 
 

កម្រងសណួំរ  
Questionnaire 

ទស្សន ស្តីពីទំនាកទំ់នងរវាងកមពុជា និងចិន ចំព ោះជព ល្ ោះស្មុរទចិនខាងត្បងូ 
Perception on Cambodia-China Relations toward the South China Sea Dispute  

ការណែនា:ំ ការសិ្ការាវរជាវពនោះព ើមបសិី្កាណស្វងយល់អំពី "ការយល់ពឃើញរបស់្និសិ្សត្នន 
ស្កលវទិាល័យកមពុជាពលើទំនាកទំ់នងរវាងរបពទស្កមពុជា និងរបពទស្ចិនចំព ោះបញ្ហា ជព ល្ ោះ 
ស្មុរទចិនខាងត្បូង” ។ សូ្មពោក ពោករសី្ អនកនាង កញ្ហា  បំពពញនូវករមងសំ្ែួរណ ល្ន ូច 
ខាងពរកាម ព ើយរាល់ពត័្៌្ នទងំឡាយរបស់្ពោកអនកនឹងរតូ្វរកាការសំ្ងាត្ ់ ។ ពៅពពលអនកបាន 
បំពពញករមងសំ្ែួរពនោះចប ់សូ្មបញ្ជូ នករមងសំ្ែួរពនោះរត្ឡបព់ៅពោក គង ់ពមត្តត  ។ របសិ្នពបើអនក 
្នសំ្ែួរ សូ្មពមត្តត ទកទ់ងគាត្ត់្តមពលខទូរស័្ពទ ០៦៩ ៣៩១ ៣១៦ ឬកត៏្តមរយៈអីុណម៉ែល 
kongmatta2017@gmail.com.  សូ្មអរគុែ។ 
 

 
ណផនកទី១ (Part I): របជាាស្តស្ត (Demography) 

ពភទ (Sex): របុស្ (Male): ⎕         រសី្ (Female): ⎕ 

អាយុ (Age): ………………... 

ាា នភាពរគាួរ (Marital status): ពៅលីវ (Single)   ⎕ ពរៀបការ (Married) ⎕  

ណលងលោះ (Divorced) ⎕ ព ោះ ៉្ែ យ ឬ ពម ៉្ែ យ (Widow/Widower) ⎕   

ពផសងៗ (Other)    ⎕   ………………… 

ករមតិ្វបបធម ៌(Educational background) :បរញិ្ហា បរត្ (Bachelor)  

⎕បរញិ្ហា បរត្ជានខ់ពស់្ (Master) ⎕ បែឌិ ត្ (Ph.D.) ⎕ 

មុខរបរ (Occupation): ការងារពពញព ៉្ែ ង (Full time job)⎕ ការងារពរៅព ៉្ែ ង (Part Time job) ⎕ 

ទីកណនលកំពែើ ត្ (Place of Birth) :  …………………………… 

ាស្នា (Religion): រពោះពុទធ (Buddhist)⎕   អីុាល ម (Muslim) ⎕ 

 រគឹស្តាស្នា (Christian) ⎕ ពផសងៗ (Others):…………………  

របាកចំ់ែូលរបចណំខ (Monthly Income): …………………………… 

ពពលសិ្កា (Studying time):  នងៃធមមត្ត (Week days) ⎕  ចុងស្បាត  ៍ (Weekend)  ⎕ 

មុខវជិាជ  (Major): ……………………………….. 
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ណផនកទី២ (Part II) ៖  ករមងរបពោគ (Statements) 

 

សូ្មអានករមងរបពោគខាងពរកាមពនោះ ពត្ើអនកយល់រស្ប ឬមនិយល់រស្បនឹងរបពោគទងំអស់្ពនោះ 
ករមតិ្ណា? សូ្មគូស្រងវងព់លើករមតិ្្រត្ដ្ឋា នពី ពលខ ១  ល់ ពលខ ៥ ណ ល ៖ 
១= មនិយល់រស្បខាល ងំណាស់្ ២=មនិយល់រស្ប ៣=អពារកិត្ ៤=យល់រស្ប 
៥=យល់រស្បខាល ងំណាស់្ (Please read statements below, how much do you agree with the 

statements below? Circle the number that best fits your idea) 

1= strongly disagree, 2= disagree, 3= Neutral, 4= agree, 5= strongly agree 

 

A. Perception on Economy/Trade 
 

1.  ទំនាកទំ់នងរវាងរបពទស្កមពុជានិងចិនអាចបពងកើន ែិជជកមមកមពុជាជាមយួនិង
របពទស្ចិន Cambodia-China relations can increase Cambodia‟s trade 

with China  

1 2 3 4 5 

2.  ទំនាកទំ់នងរវាងរបពទស្កមពុជា និងចិនអាចកាត្ប់នាយ ែិជជកមពុជាជាមយួ 
របពទស្ស្្គមនរ៍បជាជាតិ្អាសីុ្អាពគនយ ូ៍ចជារបពទស្ពវៀត្ណាម  វីលីពីន 
៉្ែ ពឡសីុ្ និងរបពទស្របរុយពែ។  Cambodia-China relations can decrease 

Cambodia‟s trade with ASEAN countries such as: Vietnam, Philippine, 

Malaysia, and Brunei 

1 2 3 4 5 

3.  ទំនាកទំ់នងរវាងរបពទស្កមពុជា និងរបពទស្ចិនអាចបពងកើនពស្ ាកិចច 
ពៅអាសីុ្អាពគនយ ៍Cambodia-China relations can boost economic growth 

in Southeast Asia 

1 2 3 4 5 

4.  ទំនាកទំ់នងរវាងរបពទស្កមពុជា និងចិនអាចប៉ែោះ ល់លំ ូរទំនិញពដ្ឋយពស្រ ី
ពៅកនុងតំ្បនស់្្គមនរ៍បជាជាតិ្អាសីុ្អាពគនយ ៍Cambodia-China relations 

can harm free flow of goods in ASEAN 

1 2 3 4 5 

5.  ការពកើនពឡើងពស្ ាកិចចរបស់្របពទស្ចិនអាចជយួ ពរងឹងកិចចស្ របតិ្បត្តិការ 
 ែិជជកមមកនុងចំពណាមស្្ជិកននស្្គមនរ៍បជាជាតិ្អាសីុ្អាពគនយ ៍

China‟s economic rise can strengthen the trade cooperation among 

ASEAN members 

1 2 3 4 5 

6.  ភាគីទំនាស់្ទងំបនួននស្្គមនរ៍បជាជាតិ្អាសីុ្អាពគនយ ៍(ពវៀត្ណាម 
 វីលីពីន ឥែឌូ ពនសីុ្ និង របរូយពែរ) ចងវ់និិពោគពៅកមពុជា 
ពដ្ឋយារណត្របពទស្កមពុជា្នទំនាកទំ់នងលអជាមយួរបពទស្ចិន Four 

ASEAN conflicting parties (Vietnam, Philippine, Indonesia and Brunei) 

in South China Sea will want to invest in Cambodia because of 

Cambodia-China relation 

1 2 3 4 5 

7.  ទំនាកទំ់នងរវាងរបពទស្កមពុជា និងចិននឹងពធវើឲ្យប៉ែោះ ល់ពៅពលើ ែិជជកមម 
រវាងរបពទស្កមពុជា និងស្ គមនអឺ៍រ ៉ែបុ Cambodia-China relation will give 

1 2 3 4 5 
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the negative impact on Cambodia-EU trade 

8. . ទំនាកទំ់នងរវាងរបពទស្កមពុជា និងចិននឹងផតល់ឪកាស្ ល់ស្ រ ា 
អាពមរកិព ើមបពីធវើវនិិពោគពៅកមពុជា Cambodia-China relation will give 

opportunity for United States to invest in Cambodia 

1 2 3 4 5 

9. . ទំនាកទំ់នងរវាងរបពទស្កមពុជា និងចិននឹងផតល់ឱកាស្ ល់របពទស្ 
ជប៉ែុនព ើមបពីធវើវនិិពោគពៅកមពុជា Cambodia-China relation will give 

opportunity for Japan to invest in Cambodia 

1 2 3 4 5 

10.  របពទស្កមពុជារតូ្វការវនិិពោគទនពី់របពទស្ចិន Cambodia needs investment 

from China 

1 2 3 4 5 

11.  របពទស្កមពុជារតូ្វការវនិិពោគទនពី់របពទស្ននស្្គមនរ៍បជាជាតិ្អាសីុ្អាពគន
យ ៍Cambodia needs investment from other ASEAN nations 

1 2 3 4 5 

12.  របពទស្ជាស្្ជិកននស្្គមនរ៍បជាជាតិ្អាសីុ្អាពគនយព៍ផសងពទៀត្ពរបើរបាស់្
ជំនយួពស្ ាកិចចកនុងការបញ្ចុ ោះបញ្ចូ លកមពុជាព ើមបសី្ពរមចពគាលបំែងរបស់្ខលួន 
Other ASEAN countries use its economic aid to persuade Cambodia to 

follow its goals 

1 2 3 4 5 

13.  របពទស្ចិនពរបើរបាស់្ជំនួយពស្ ាកិចចរបស់្ខលួនកនុងការបញ្ចុ ោះបញ្ចូ លកមពុជាព ើមប ី
ស្ពរមចពគាលបំែងរបស់្ខលួន China uses its economic aid to persuade 

Cambodia follow its goal 

1 2 3 4 5 

 

B. Perception on Conflict Management 

14.  ទំនាកទំ់នងរវាងរបពទស្កមពុជា និងចិនអាចនាឲំ្យ្នទំនាស់្របដ្ឋបអ់ាវធុ 
ពៅកនុងទំនាស់្ស្មុរទចិនខាងត្បងូ Cambodia-China relation can lead to 

armed conflict in South China Sea 

1 2 3 4 5 

15.  ទំនាកទំ់នងរវាងរបពទស្កមពុជា និងចិនអាចនាមំកពៅស្នតិភាព និងពស្ារភាព 
ពៅកនុងតំ្បនក់នុងទំនាស់្ស្មុរទចិនខាងត្បងូ Cambodia-China relation can 

bring peace and stability in region on the South China Sea dispute 

1 2 3 4 5 

16.  ទំនាកទំ់នងរវាងរបពទស្កមពុជា និងចិនអាចនាមំកពៅ ំពណាោះរាយឈ្នោះៗ 
ចំព ោះស្្ជិកននទំនាស់្របស់្ស្្គមនរ៍បជាជាតិ្អាសីុ្អាពគនយក៍នុងជព ល្ ោះ 
ស្មុរទចិនខាងត្បងូ Cambodia-China relation can bring a win-win 

solution to the disputing members in ASEAN on South China Sea 

1 2 3 4 5 

17.  ទំនាកទំ់នងរវាងរបពទស្កមពុជា និងចិនអាចបនាយទំនាស់្ពៅតំ្បន ់
ទកទ់ងនឹងទំនាស់្ស្មុរទចិនខាងត្បងូ Cambodia-China relations can 

minimize the dispute in the region regarding to the South China Sea 

conflict  

1 2 3 4 5 

18.  ទំនាកទំ់នងរបពទស្កមពុជា និងចិនអាចទបា់ក ត្ម់និពអាយ្នស្ស្តងាគ ម 1 2 3 4 5 
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ពៅត្ំបនស់្មុរទចិនខាងត្បងូពៅពពលអនាគត្ Cambodia-China relations 

can prevent future wars in the South China Sea 

19.  របពទស្កមពុជាអាចព ើរត្នួាទីជាអនកស្រមបស្រមួលកនុងការពដ្ឋោះរាយទំនាស់្
ស្មុរទចិនខាងត្បងូ Cambodia can play as a mediator to solve the South 

China Sea dispute 

1 2 3 4 5 

20.  ពស្ ាកិចច និងកិចចស្ របតិ្បត្តិការរវាងរបពទស្កមពុជា និងចិនអាចជាគំរមូយួ 
កនុងការពដ្ឋោះរាយទំនាស់្ពៅកនុងទំនាស់្ស្មុរទចិនខាងត្បងូ Cambodia-

China economic and cooperation can be a model for conflict resolution 

in the South China Sea 

1 2 3 4 5 

21.  ការពងើបពឡើងននរបពទស្ចិនអាចគំរាមគំណ ងស្នតិសុ្ខកនុងតំ្បនទ់កទ់ងពៅនឹង
ទំនាស់្ស្មុរទចិនខាងត្បងូ The rise of China can threaten security in the 

region on South China Sea dispute 

1 2 3 4 5 

22.  ការពកើនពឡើងននពស្ ាកិចចរបស់្របពទស្ចិនអាច្នឥទធិពលកនុងការអនុវត្តន ៍
យនតការពដ្ឋោះរាយទំនាស់្កនុងជំពោោះស្មុរទចិនខាងត្បងូ China‟s economic 

rise may affect the implementation of conflict resolution mechanisms in 

the South China Sea 

1 2 3 4 5 

23.  ទំនាកទំ់នងរវាងរបពទស្កមពុជា និងចិនអាចបណាត លឲ្យ្នទំនាស់្នផទកនុងនន 
ស្្ជិករបស់្ស្្គមនរ៍បជាជាតិ្អាសីុ្អាពគនយ ៍Cambodia-China relations 

can cause internal dispute among ASEAN members 

1 2 3 4 5 

24.  ការពដ្ឋោះរាយទំនាស់្ចំព ោះជព ល្ ោះស្មុរទចិនខាងត្បងូអាចពដ្ឋោះរាយបាន 
 រាបណាគាម នការចូលរមួពីស្ រ ាអាពមរកិ The South China Sea conflict 

can be resolved without US involvement 

1 2 3 4 5 

 

C. Perception on Geopolitics 

25. . របពទស្ចិនពរជើស្ពរ ើស្របពទស្កមពុជាជាន គូពីពរ ោះណត្របពទស្កមពុជាស្ាិត្ពៅចំ
កណាត លននតំ្បនអ់ាសីុ្ភាគខាងពកើត្ China chooses Cambodia as 

partnership because it is located at the center of Southeast Asia 

1 2 3 4 5 

26. 2 ទីត្តងំភូមាិស្តស្តរបស់្របពទស្កមពុជាគឺ្នារសំ្ខានស់្រ្ប ់ែិជជកមម 
កមពុជារបស់្ស្្គមនរ៍បជាជាតិ្អាសីុ្អាពគនយព៍ៅកនុងតំ្បន ់Cambodia‟s 

location is important for ASEAN trade in the region 

1 2 3 4 5 

27.  ទីត្តងំភូមាិស្តស្តរបស់្របពទស្កមពុជា គឺ្នារសំ្ខានក់នុងការផារភាជ បព់ៅ 
នឹងរបពទស្កនុងតំ្បនអ់ាសីុ្អាពគនយ ៍Cambodia‟s location is important to link 

Southeast Asia countries in the region 

1 2 3 4 5 

28.  របពទស្កមពុជារតូ្វការទំនាកទំ់នងលអជាមយួនឹងរបពទស្ជាស្្ជិក នទពទៀត្ 
ននស្្គមនរ៍បជាជាតិ្អាសីុ្អាពគនយ ៍Cambodia needs good relations with 

other ASEAN members 

1 2 3 4 5 



  

37 

 

29.  របពទស្ចិនពគារពសិ្ទធិរបស់្រដ្ឋា ភបិាលកមពុជាកនុងការស្ពរមចចិត្តពលើទិស្ពៅ 
នពោបាយរបស់្ខលួន China respects the Cambodian government‟s right to 

decide on the country‟s political destiny 

1 2 3 4 5 

30.  របពទស្ជាស្្ជិកននស្្គមនរ៍បជាជាតិ្អាសីុ្អាពគនយព៍គារពសិ្ទធិរបស់្ 
រដ្ឋា ភបិាលកមពុជាកនុងការស្ពរមចចិត្តពលើទិស្ពៅនពោបាយរបស់្ខលួន ASEAN 

respects the Cambodian government‟s right to decide on the country‟s 

political destiny 

1 2 3 4 5 

 

D. Perception on Foreign Policy 

31. 1 ទំនាកទំ់នងរវាងរបពទស្កមពុជា និងចិនអាចពរងឹងកិចចស្ របតិ្បត្តិការជាមយួ 
ស្ គមនអ៍ាារ ន Cambodia-China relations can strengthen cooperation 

within ASEAN community 

1 2 3 4 5 

32. 2 ជំ រអពារកិត្របស់្របពទស្កមពុជាពលើបញ្ហា ទំនាស់្ស្មុរទចិនខាងត្បងូ 
គឺឈ្រពលើធមមនុញ្ា  និងរកមរបស់្ស្្គមនអ៍ាារ ន Cambodia‟s neutral 

position on the South China Seas dispute is consistent with ASEAN‟s 

norms and constitution  

1 2 3 4 5 

33. 3 របពទស្កមពុជា និងចិនរតូ្វណត្្នទំនាកទំ់នងលអជាមយួគាន ពៅវញិពៅមកព ើមប ី
ពរងឹងការទូត្ ពគាលនពោបាយការបរពទស្ និងកិចចស្ របតិ្បត្តិការអនតរជាតិ្ 

Cambodia and China must have good relations with each other in order 

to strengthen their diplomacy, foreign policy and international 

cooperation. 

1 2 3 4 5 

34. 5 ទំនាកទំ់នងរវាងរបពទស្កមពុជា និងចិនអាចពធវើឲ្យណបកបាកចំ់ែងមតិ្តភាពរវាង 
របពទស្កមពុជា និងពវៀត្ណាមទកទ់ងពៅនឹងជព ល្ ោះស្មុរទចិនខាងត្បងូ 

Cambodia-China relations can break down Cambodia‟s friendship with 

Vietnam on the South China Sea dispute 

1 2 3 4 5 

35. 6 ទំនាកទំ់នងរវាងរបពទស្កមពុជា និងចិនអាចបណាត លឲ្យ្នសំ្ ធ 
នពោបាយ និងការទូត្ពីរបពទស្ពវៀត្ណាមចំព ោះជំ ររបស់្កមពុជាទកទ់ង 
ជព ល្ ោះស្មុរទចិនខាងត្បងូ Cambodia-Cambodia-China relations can result 

in political and diplomatic pressures from Vietnam because of the South 

China Sea dispute  

1 2 3 4 5 

36. 7 ជំ រអពារកិត្របស់្កមពុជាចំព ោះបញ្ហា ស្មុរទចិនខាងត្បងូគឺជាជំពរ ើស្មយួ  ៏
រតឹ្មរតូ្វស្រ្បក់មពុជា Cambodia‟s neutral stance towards South China 

Sea dispute is the right choice  

1 2 3 4 5 

37. 8 របពទស្ស្្ជិកអាារ នពផសងពទៀត្នឹងចងឲ់្យកមពុជាចកពចញពីស្្គមនព៍នោះ 
ពដ្ឋយារណត្កមពុជា្នទំនាកទំ់នងលអរបស់្កមពុជាជាមយួចិន Other ASEAN 

members will want Cambodia to leave ASEAN because of Cambodia‟s 

good relations with China 

1 2 3 4 5 
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E. Perception on Benefit of Cambodia 

38. 9 ទំនាកទំ់នងរវាងរបពទស្កមពុជា និង ចិនគឺជយួ ឲ្យរបពទស្កមពុជាអភវិឌ្ឍនព៍លើ 
ព ដ្ឋា រចនាស្មពន័ធរបស់្របពទស្ ូចជា ការកាងវារអីគគិស្នី ការាងផលូវងនល់ 
និងាព នជាព ើម Cambodia-China relations can make Cambodia able to 

improve infrastructure development such hydroelectricity, roads, bridges. 

1 2 3 4 5 

39. 0 ទំនាកទំ់នងរវាងរបពទស្កមពុជា និងចិនអាចបពងកើនជំនួយបណនាមពទៀត្ពីរបពទស្ 
ចិនកនុងការបែតុ ោះបណាត លធនធានមនុស្សរបស់្របពទស្កមពុជា Cambodia-

China relation can increase China‟s aid for human resources in 

Cambodia 

1 2 3 4 5 

40.  ទំនាកទំ់នងរវាងរបពទស្កមពុជា និងចិនអាចជយួ ពរងឹងស្មត្ាភាព និងជំនាញ 
ណផនកពោធា ល់កងទព័កមពុជា Cambodia-China relation can strengthen 

Cambodia‟s military capability and competency  

1 2 3 4 5 

41.  ទំនាកទំ់នងរវាងរបពទស្កមពុជា និងចិនជយួ កមពុជាកនុងការកាត្ប់នាយសំ្ ធ 
នពោបាយ និងបញ្ហា សិ្ទធិមនុស្សពីរបពទស្ពោកខាងលិច Cambodia-China 

relation help Cambodia from Western‟s political and human right 

pressure 

1 2 3 4 5 

42.  ទំនាកទំ់នងរវាងរបពទស្កមពុជា និងចិនអាចពរងឹងអភបិាលកិចចលអ ល់ 
របពទស្កមពុជា Cambodia-China relation can improve good governance in 

Cambodia 

1 2 3 4 5 

43.  ទំនាកទំ់នងរវាងរបពទស្កមពុជា និងចិនអាចបពងកើនការនាពំចញផលិត្ផលពី 
របពទស្កមពុជាពៅរបពទស្ចិន Cambodia-China relation can increase 

Cambodia‟s export to China 

1 2 3 4 5 

44.  ទំនាកទំ់នងរវាងរបពទស្កមពុជា និងចិនអាចជយួ បពងកើនជំនយួបណនាមពទៀត្ពី 
របពទស្ចិនពដ្ឋយគាម នលកខខែឌ  Cambodia-China relation can improve 

China‟s aid to Cambodia without conditions 

1 2 3 4 5 

45.  ទំនាកទំ់នងរវាងរបពទស្កមពុជា និងចិនអាចកាត្ប់នាយលទធិរបជាធិបពត្យយ 
ពៅកមពុជា Cambodia-China relation decrease democracy in Cambodia 

1 2 3 4 5 

46.  ទំនាកទំ់នងរវាងរបពទស្កមពុជា និងចិនអាចជយួ បពងកើនរបាកក់មចពីីរបពទស្ចិន 
ពដ្ឋយអរត្តការរបាកទ់ប Cambodia-China relation can increase loan from 

China with low interest  

1 2 3 4 5 

47.  របពទស្កមពុជាពឹងណផអកពរចើនណាស់្ពៅពលើជំនយួ និងរបាកក់មចពីី របពទស្ចិន 
ពរចើនពពក Cambodia depends too much on China‟s aid and loan 

1 2 3 4 5 

48.  ស្មពន័ធភាពណផនកនពោបាយ និងទំនាកទំ់នងការទូត្រវាងរបពទស្កមពុជា និងចិន 
គឺអាច្នផលប៉ែោះ ល់ ល់កមពុជាកនុងការអនុវត្តនព៍គាលការែ៍លទធិរបជាធិប
ពត្យយពៅកមពុជារយ:ពពលយូរអណងវង Cambodia-China on political alliance 

1 2 3 4 5 
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and diplomacy is harmful in implementation of democracy principles in 

Cambodia in the long term 

 

មតិ្ពោបល់ (Comment) 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………………………... 

 
សូ្មអរគុែ (Thank you).  
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Abstract 

 

 

Cambodia‟s foreign policy options after 1993 have been a subject of heated 

discussion amongst researchers, politicians, teachers, students, and the general 

public. Research has also shown that Cambodian foreign policy has been swaying 

from side to side, with China tending to carry greater weight on Cambodia‟s 

foreign policy continuum. Accordingly, this study explores the perception of 

Cambodian university students on Cambodia‟s foreign policy towards the United 

States and China. Using quantitative research design, 500 university students in 

Cambodia were randomly selected to participate in a three-page questionnaire 

survey designed to explore their perspectives on Cambodia‟s foreign policy 

toward the US and China. Descriptive statistical analysis using SPSS 23.0 shows 

that despite the massive flow of China‟s unconditional (no strings attached) aid to 

Cambodia, a large majority of the Cambodian students surveyed feel positive 

toward the presence of the US and wish to see Cambodia having better foreign 

policy relations with this Western superpower in the future. Moreover, it was 

found that although Cambodian university students have a relatively low to 

moderate understanding of Cambodia‟s foreign policy, almost all of them 

acknowledge the necessity that Cambodia should take a flexible route with regard 

to her foreign policy choices in order to reap the most benefits. This study helps to 

fill the gap in literature on Cambodia‟s foreign policy. In addition, this study has 

implications specifically for classroom teachers, curriculum developers, 

researchers, and policy makers whose work involves Cambodian foreign policy. 

 
Keywords: Cambodia‟s foreign policy; Foreign policy toward the US and China 

 

 
 

I. Introduction 

 

There has recently been a lot of discussion in relation to the influence of the superpowers, 

particularly the US and China, on Cambodian foreign policy. Different views amongst 

scholars, researchers and policy makers on Cambodian foreign policy relations toward the US 

and China are not uncommon. This has led to questioning by the Cambodian public as to 
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which option – the US or China – will be more beneficial for Cambodia in terms of 

contribution to Cambodian national interests.  

 

Many scholars argue that more linkage with the US significantly impacts on the development 

of good governance in respect of human rights and democracy in the country. This linkage 

was after the Cambodian political reform in 1993. Many US-funded projects have been 

implemented by many Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) and government agencies 

on healthcare, education, democracy and good governance. The US has continued its relations 

with Cambodia up to now by providing aid to these sectors. For instance, US foreign 

assistance in these sectors was $77.6 million USD dollars in 2014 (US Department of States, 

2016).  

 

However, some view the Cambodia-China relations as having a more positive and optimistic 

impact on Cambodian development. This can be demonstrated by the fact that most foreign 

direct investments (FDI) and capital investment in the country are owned by the Chinese. 

Moreover, as a non-traditional donor, China has been the largest donor providing loans to 

Cambodia and has significantly contributed to development areas such as infrastructure, 

transportation, energy, and government related activities over the past ten years (Ek & Sok, 

2008). The gradually-increasing amount of Chinese financing assistance to Cambodia has 

been particularly notable. From 1997 to 2001, China provided Cambodia with US$40 million 

in aid, more than US$200 million in loans and at least US$3 million for military support 

(Long, 2009). Recently, China announced grant aid of about $USD 600 million dollars for 

three years from 2016 to 2018 (Sok, 2016). Even though Western donors have provided 

Cambodia with substantial amount of aid, Chinese aid has been given to Cambodia without 

any conditions, best known as “no-strings-attached” aid (Long, 2009).  

 

However, some Cambodians with expertise in Cambodia's foreign policy-related subjects and 

who are also assumed to be foreign policy experts and political office holders, provide 

different perceptions regarding Cambodia's foreign policy relations toward the US and China.   

 

They contend that Cambodia should act in a rational way in terms of its international relations 

and should have a balanced strategic relationship towards the US and China. In addition, they 

believe that the balancing of Cambodian relations with the US and China is highly important 

because these two superpowers could definitely contribute to the socio-economic 
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development of Cambodia. These distinct views on Cambodia's foreign policy relations with 

the two superpowers have caused heated controversy among the public in general and 

Cambodian university students in particular.  

 

The views of Cambodian university students on Cambodia's foreign policy relations with the 

US and China have never been more uncertain. Such uncertainties have been reinforced by a 

wide range of geopolitical issues in the Southeast Asia region that are derived from the 

competition for regional power and influence between the US and China. For example, the 

stance of Cambodia on the South China Sea dispute has led many Cambodian college students 

to become skeptical about whether or not Cambodia‟s pro-Chinese position could bring more 

or less national interests to the kingdom.  

 

This question also raises another about the extent to which Cambodian university students 

understand Cambodia's foreign policy relations with the superpowers, particularly the US and 

China. This present analysis, which employed a cross-sectional study using survey 

methodology, was therefore initiated not only to seek answers to the question above but to 

explore the perceptions of Cambodian university students on Cambodia‟s foreign policy 

toward the US and China. The views of university students on foreign policy, either in a 

positive or negative sense, are crucial for a better understanding of political dynamics in 

Cambodia. The empirical findings of this survey will provide an insightful notion and a 

milestone for Cambodian policy makers in both the foreign policy and education sectors to 

reconsider Cambodia‟s foreign policy maneuver and to incorporate Cambodia's foreign policy 

studies into higher education curriculums.  

 

1. Research objectives  

 
The following are the objectives of the present research:  

 

1. To discover the understanding of Cambodian university students on Cambodia‟s 

foreign policy toward the US and China; 

2. To explore the perceptions of Cambodian university students on Cambodia‟s foreign 

policy toward the US and China; 

3. To investigate the different views of Cambodian university students on Cambodia‟s 

foreign policy relations with the US and China. 
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2. Research questions 

 
This research attempts to answer the following key research questions: 

 

1. To what extent do Cambodian university students understand Cambodia‟s foreign 

policy toward the US and China? 

2. What are the perceptions of Cambodian university students on Cambodia‟s foreign 

policy toward the US and China? 

3. What are the different views of Cambodian university students on Cambodia‟s foreign 

policy relations with the US and China?  

 

II. Literature Review 

 
 

1. The principles of Cambodia's foreign policy 

 
Cambodia is situated in Indochina – the region rocked by war after the French colonization 

came to an end. After gaining independence from France in 1953, Cambodia was in a position 

to align herself with neither capitalist nor communist regimes. Two major rivals, the US and 

China wanted to dominate Cambodia and place this country under the sphere of their political 

influence. With a view to attaining peace and enhancing the national interests, Cambodia had 

to adopt an overarching policy to balance herself between the West and the East. Cambodia‟s 

position on this continuum has significantly impacted on Cambodia's development today. 

 

Cambodia's foreign policy generally lies on the principle of neutrality and non-alignment. 

Such a neutral policy was successfully implemented during Sihanouk‟s short-lived regime in 

the 1960s. Unfortunately, the policy faced a fiasco because of Prince Sihanouk‟s irrational 

decision to align with the North Vietnamese (Gordon, 1965; Leifer, 1967), leading to the 

demise of his regime and the intervening years of war until the late 1990s. Although the 

policy failed, its theory and successes are still widely recognized and considered to be 

conducive to the changes that took place in the regional and international political and 

economic systems after the collapse of the Soviet Union. Therefore, Cambodia has adopted 

this policy again, as can be reflected in the new Cambodian constitution promulgated in 1993. 

The formation of this policy is based upon three domains of policy work: strategic, 

operational and responsive. 
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In this regard, a number of studies into Cambodia's foreign policy were conducted. In his 

study, Smith (1965) analyses the complexities of the relations with global powers Cambodia 

had to deal with. He asserts that Prince Sihanouk adopted a neutral foreign policy to cope with 

security dilemmas that were caused by the confrontation of the superpowers. In that time, the 

neutrality of foreign policy was the fundamental footprint for security and war prevention 

(Gordon, 1965).  

 

Similarly, Leifer (1967) provides an analytical study of Cambodia‟s foreign policy when 

Prince Sihanouk‟s government struggled with national security. This study demonstrates how 

foreign policy leadership prevented the country from wars, and the policy of neutrality was 

rational during that time, even although the strategies of Prince Sihanouk were not based on 

the holding principles of the policy. This was due to the fact that while Sihanouk proclaimed 

the neutrality Cambodia, he at the same time had contact with the communists in Vietnam. 

This had drawn Cambodia into the battlefield of the Vietnam War. With reference to this 

issue, Pilch (1998) further argues and explains that the main justification of Cambodian 

foreign policy at that time was the preservation of integrity and independence of the 

Cambodian nation, in the face of the hostility of its neighbors, much larger in size, and the 

confrontation between world powers in the region.  

 

Another study by Brown and Zasloff (1998) in search of peace during the Vietnamese 

military occupation in Cambodia shows that most of the goals which had been achieved were 

greatly influenced by larger superpowers and international institutions. Despite little emphasis 

on Cambodian foreign policy, the study highlights a milestone of Cambodia‟s relations with 

other larger countries, particularly the US and other regional superpowers which led to the 

establishment of Paris Peace Agreement in 1991. 

   

In a qualitative study into Cambodia‟s foreign policy and ASEAN, Kao (2002) provides an 

analytical discussion of the efforts made by the Cambodia‟s government to achieve regional 

integration. In the study, he envisions that Cambodia will benefit from this integration in 

terms of foreign policy and socio-economic development. He further underscored that 

Cambodia can even diversify trade opportunities and bilateral relations with other regional 

and global powers to limit the threats from foreign invasion (Kao, 2002).    
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Cambodia's neutral foreign policy, therefore, has been formulated to cope with both national 

and international trends. Cambodia has placed the highest importance on the development of 

sustainable peace and stability in the country as well as the political and economic integration 

into the regional and international communities. 

 

2. Cambodian relations with the US 

 
Cambodian relations with the US can be traced back to Prince Sihanouk's regime. In the year 

before the Second World War, Cambodia's presence was insignificant; however, this changed, 

as the Cold War pressured Cambodia to cope with the competition between the superpowers, 

the US and the Soviet Union. There was at that time no American diplomatic presence in the 

kingdom, although representatives from the consulate in Saigon sometimes traveled to 

Cambodia for field reports. When the U.S established diplomatic recognition of Cambodia in 

1950, it did so not so much to contest French colonialism, but rather to protect Southeast Asia 

and its own interests from communist expansion (Clymer, 2013).  

 

The Cambodian-American relations were often faced with trouble as Sihanouk was forced to 

join the battle against communism, but he made an effort to keep his country out of the Cold 

War (Clymer, 2004). Sihanouk then decided to break diplomatic relations with the US in 1965 

(Lum, 2009). However, diplomatic relations with the US were later restored in 1969, after 

which time the US conducted a four-year, sustained and large scale bombing campaign in 

Cambodia which was aimed at destroying North Vietnamese troops in the country (Lum, 

2009).  

 

In 1970, Sihanouk was overthrown by a coup while he was on a mission overseas for 

diplomatic relations with the Soviet Union. General Lon Nol with his associate, Sirik Matak, 

then seized power in Cambodia (Chandler, 1991). The Paris Agreement in January 1973, 

which ended the Vietnam War, proposed the withdrawal of foreign troops from Cambodia but 

massive B-52 and F-111 bombings of Cambodia still continued despite the ceasefire (Birds, 

2012). The US bombing of Cambodia between 1969 and 1973, according to Kiernan (1989), 

killed between 50,000 and 150,000 people.   

 

Cambodia was then fully committed as a client state of the US who was the largest financing 

source for Cambodian military support of Lon Nol's government. The US used Cambodian 
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armed forces to counter the communist Vietnamese troops (Omar, 2016). This was partly 

regarded as America's anti-communist containment policy in the Southeast Asian region 

(Chew, 2009). However, it is worth noting that after the coup, Sihanouk had reluctantly 

formed an alliance with the Cambodian communist party, which later transformed itself into 

the Khmer Rouge. This resulted in civil war between the two groups in the country, 

culminating in the defeat of Lon Nol on 17 April 1975 by the Khmer Rouge (Lum, 2009). 

During the Khmer Rouge regime, Cambodia adopted an isolationist foreign policy and cut 

itself off from the rest of the world, except China and a few other countries (Kao, 2002). 

Thus, Cambodia under Pol Pot leadership had no relations with the US.  

 

Following the collapse of the Khmer Rouge regime in 1979, power was replaced by the 

Vietnamese-supported government, called the People‟s Republic of Kampuchea (PRK), 

which was later changed to the State of Cambodia (SOC). Despite conquering most parts of 

the country, the new government could not have even nominal control over the whole territory 

of Cambodia until the Khmer Rouge forces were driven out to the northwest provinces of 

Battambang, Siem Reap and Oddar Meanchey (Slocomb, 2003). However, the civil war 

between the Khmer Rouge forces and the government still continued. The Khmer Rouge 

forces based along the Thai border allied with two smaller non-communist parties and called 

themselves the Coalition Government of Democratic Kampuchea (CGDK). The US and other 

nations did not recognize the government dominated by Vietnam, which was in turn 

supported by the Soviet Union, but claimed that the CGDK was the legitimate government of 

Cambodia until 1992 (Kiernan, 1999; Picken, 2011). 

 

After the 1993 election, the relations between the US and Cambodia had been gradually 

renormalized. The US policy toward Cambodia focused on communism resistance, human 

rights, and democratic governance (Lum, 2009). However, failing to promote human rights 

and democratic governance has been a constant source of friction in relations between the US 

and Cambodia. It is worth noting that the US-Cambodia relations were improved by the 

political stability in 2006 and the US interests in working with Cambodia to counter the 

spread of terrorism narratives and China's growing economic influence in the region. 

 

As part of the US policy towards Asia, the Obama administration recently tried to reestablish 

good relations with Cambodia. The US high-level officials including President Barack 
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Obama, Secretary of State Hillary Clinton, Secretary of Defense, and First Lady Michelle 

Obama visited Cambodia, in part, to strengthen America‟s relations with Cambodia. More 

importantly, the US government supported the Cambodian military through naval port visits, 

joint exercises and military assistance. In addition, the US is the largest foreign market for 

Cambodian goods, accounting for about half of the country‟s garment exports. In fact, the 

garment sector accounts for 80 percent of Cambodia‟s exports, most of which go to the US 

and Europe (Millar, 2016). Cambodia is also the fifth-largest recipient of US foreign aid in 

Southeast Asia (Cheunboran, 2015b). According to the US state department, the US provided 

Cambodia with more than US$77.6 million in aid for programs in health, education, 

governance, and economic growth in 2014 – just over a tenth of what China pledged to 

Cambodia in the same year (Millar, 2016).  

 

It has been obvious that the relations between Cambodia and the US have often been stressful. 

This is due to the fact that the latter usually put much pressure on the former to align with its 

policy and interests. During the Cold War, for example, the US tried to place Cambodia under 

its influence and forced it to join a fierce battle to counter communist insurgencies in the 

region. However, the US interest to engage with Cambodia after the political reform in 1993 

has changed. Not only has the US provided much aid to Cambodia for socio-economic 

development in specific sectors such as education, health, human rights and democratic 

governance, but it is also the main foreign market for Cambodian garment and textiles. The 

US, through its aid and assistance, wishes to promote human rights and good governance and 

to counter China's growing influence in Cambodia (Lum, 2009). 

 
3. Cambodian relations with China 

 

Cambodia has historically enjoyed friendly relations with China. Cambodia-China ties were 

significantly strengthened after Cambodia gained independence from France in 1953, due to 

the fact that Prince Sihanouk recognized the People's Republic of China (PRC) in 1958 and 

supported the PRC's campaign at the United Nations to remove the Republic of China (i.e. 

Taiwan) from having a seat in the UN (Phou, n.d ). Most importantly, Sihanouk had a good 

relationship with Chinese leaders including Mao Zedong, Zhou Enlai, Deng Xiaoping and 

Jiang Zemin. The relationship blossomed when Sihanouk engaged and entertained the 

Chinese ambitions in Southeast Asia as a counterbalance to the Cold War being extended by 
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the Soviet Union and the United States in Indochina (Hunt, 2011). Thus, China not only 

supported Pol Pot but also kept a good relationship with the exiled Prince Sihanouk and 

showed its commitment to the reconciliation of Cambodia through the establishment of a 

four-party government (Gottesman, 2003) but had no relations with the Vietnamese-supported 

government (Brown & Zasloff, 1998).  

 

Toward the last decade of the 20
th

 century, the relations between Cambodia and China were 

further improved. After the Cambodian political crisis in 1997, for instance, China became 

Cambodia‟s closest ally and provided the most financial assistance for Cambodia's economic 

development, overtaking Western donors (Ek & Sok, 2008). Chinese aid to Cambodia has 

been steadily increasing over a decade, with President Xi Jinping pledging between US$500 

million and US$700 million annually – a significant increase from less than $100m in 2007 

(Millar, 2016). By way of this enormous financial assistance, China has in return gained 

Cambodia‟s full support and loyalty to many international issues, particularly the issue 

concerning the South China Sea dispute. Moreover, China in 2014 became Cambodia‟s 

largest foreign investor, reportedly worth US$10 billion and development assistance totaling 

over US$3 billion (Cheunboran, 2015a). In this respect, China has been seen as a more 

trustful friend of Cambodia than the US in terms of development assistance, security, and 

sovereignty. 

 

According to Millar (2016), Chinese economic aid is a combination of grants and loans which 

are aimed at supporting projects in agriculture, mining, garment production and the energy 

sector as well as roads and bridges across the country. Most Chinese giant state corporations 

have invested billions of dollars in dams, oilfields, highways, textile operations, and mines, 

and it is the low-profile, family-owned Chinese firms which have come to dominate the 

Cambodian investment landscape (Hutt, 2016). Even though there are some criticisms about 

the fact that Cambodian investment is largely controlled by Chinese investors, China‟s money 

and infrastructure development have significantly contributed to the economic advancement 

in Cambodia (Phal, 2016). Most currently, during the Chinese President Xi Jinping's state 

visit to Cambodia, a total of 31 cooperation documents were signed to deepen the traditional 

friendship between the two countries. Both countries then promised to work harder to futher 

enhance their bilaterial ties and strenthen their comprehensive strategic cooperative 

partnership (Xinhua, 2016). 
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To sum up, the relations between Cambodia and China have become mutually satistactory. 

China in this respect has provided Cambodia with the most financial assistance in the form of 

loans, aid and foreign direct investment, the amount of which surpasses those of Western 

donors, particulary investment by the United States. Cambodia in return has tacitly and 

consistently supported China on the international stage, a move China very much appreciates. 

This act of reciprocity will continue to exist for some time to come as long as China adheres 

to its non-interference principle, leaving Cambodia‟ internal affairs intact, and while  

Cambodia remains China‟s faithful friend and reliable partner.  

 
III. Methodology 

 

1. Research participants and settings 

 

The participants in this study are 500 university students who are pursuing their higher 

education in Phnom Penh city, Cambodia. The students were randomly selected to participate 

in questionnaire surveys designed to explore their perspectives on Cambodia‟s foreign policy 

toward the United States and China. It should be noted that participation in this study was 

entirely voluntary and anonymous, and all participants were well informed in advance about 

the purpose of the study and the nature of their free participation before they decided to 

participate in the survey.  

 

 

2. Research instruments 

 

This study employs a quantitative research design (Creswell, 2013) which relies entirely on 

questionnaire surveys to collect data to answer the research questions. The questionnaire (see 

Appendix A) comprises 26 multiple choice questions with some 5-point Likert scale 

responses and is divided into four main parts, including (1) participants‟ demographic data, 

(2) their understanding of Cambodia‟s foreign policy, (3) their perception on the presence of 

the US in Cambodia, and (4) their perception on the Chinese presence in Cambodia. Besides 

the questionnaires, content analysis was also used in the study to better understand 

Cambodian relations with the US and China and to explore related literature on the subject 

under investigation. 
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3. Data collection and analysis 

 

To improve the quality and reliability of the questionnaire, a pilot study was conducted with a 

group of students at the University of Cambodia to check whether the questionnaire questions 

could be easily understood to avoid possible misinterpretations of the questions. After the 

questionnaire had been edited and finalized, with comments received from the pilot study, 500 

questionnaires were randomly administered to university students who are taking their 

undergraduate and graduate studies at universities in Phnom Penh. 484 questionnaires were  

returned, a good 96.8% response rate. The data from the questionnaires received were then 

analyzed using SPSS (Statistical Package for the Social Sciences, Version 23.0). The study 

uses descriptive statistics to seek answers for the research questions. 

 

4. Research ethics 

 

All the participants in this study were well-informed of their anonymity in the study and in the 

research report. Moreover, prior to their participation in the survey, they were ensured that, 

under any circumstances, their participation in the study would not cause any negative 

consequences to them or to their study.  

 
 

 

IV. Findings and Discussion 

 
 

1. Cambodian university students’ understanding of Cambodia’s foreign policy 

 
Four hundred and eighty-four Cambodian university students responded to the questionnaire, 

a near 100 per cent response rate (96.8%). The profile of the participants in this research can 

be found in Table 1.  

 
When asked how much they knew about Cambodia‟s foreign policy, 33.1 per cent answered 

that their knowledge of Cambodian foreign policy was between 0 to 20 per cent, while 32.4 

per cent identified themselves as being 21 to 40 per cent knowledgeable about Cambodia‟s 

foreign policy. Moreover, 24.9 per cent selected between 41 to 60 per cent as their knowledge 

base of Cambodian foreign policy, whereas only a small percentage of respondents (8.1%) 

claiming to know more than 60 per cent about Cambodia‟s foreign policy.  
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Table 1: Participant profiles (n = 484) 
 

Features Profiles (%) 

Gender  
 

Female (52.1);  Male (47.9) 
 

Age 

 

16-20 (22.1);    21-25 (64.3);  

26-30 (10.1);    31-35 (1.9);     

36 and above (1) 
 

Level of education 

 

Associate degree (5.4)     Bachelor‟s degree (80.8) 

Master‟s degree (10.3)     Doctoral degree (2.1) 

Missing (1.4) 
 

Year of study 

 

Year 1 (15.7)     Year 2 (30.2) 

Year 3 (27.5)     Year 4 (25.8) 

Missing (0.8) 
 

Employment  

 

Yes (49.4)      

No (36.6) 

Missing (14) 
 

Ever taken courses on Cambodia‟s 

foreign policy 

 

Yes (40.3) 

No (56.6) 

Missing (3.1) 
 

Major of study 

 

Arts and education (30.8) 

Business-related (28.5) 

International Relations (15.7) 

Social sciences (14.9) 

Science and engineering (7.4) 

Missing (2.7) 
 

 

In a similar question, the university student participants were asked about their knowledge of 

Cambodia‟s foreign policy toward the US and China and whether they think foreign policy is 

important for Cambodia. Their responses are shown in Table 2.  

 
 

In addition, when asked whether Cambodian foreign policy plays an important role for 

national development, 24.1 per cent strongly agreed and a further 44.9 per cent agreed, while 

21.4 chose neutral. When asked whether Cambodian foreign policy helps improve 

Cambodia‟s economic development, 49.3 per cent agreed and 29.6 strongly agreed. Only 3.9 

per cent disagreed and one per cent strongly disagreed, which is unsurprising. The university 
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students surveyed also see the significance of Cambodian foreign policy relations with other 

superpowers such as the US and China as ensuring Cambodian security; 37.3% of them 

agreed and 16.2% strongly agreed. However, a relatively high percentage of students (35.3%) 

were neutral on this proposition, while 10.2 per cent disagreed.  

 

Table 2: Cambodian university students’ knowledge of Cambodia’s foreign policy toward the 

US and China (n = 484) 
 

Features Responses (%) 

Importance of foreign policy for 

Cambodia 

 

Very important (40.7) 

Important (50.9) 

Not important (2.5) 

Do not know (4.6) 
 

Knowledge of Cambodia‟s foreign 

policy toward the US and China 

 

0-20 per cent (30.2) 

21-40 per cent (31.5) 

41-60 per cent ( 25) 

More than 60 per cent (12.1) 
 

 

An interesting finding regards the neutrality and flexibility of Cambodia‟s foreign policy. 39.6 

per cent agreed and 27.4 per cent strongly agreed that Cambodian foreign policy should be 

neutral, while at the same time a large number of students (35.8% agreed and 35.3% strongly 

agreed) believed that Cambodian foreign policy should be flexible. This is interesting since 

the majority of university students wish their country to have either neutral or flexible foreign 

policy. This view is supported by Leng‟s (2016) analysis of a small state diplomacy. Small 

states need to use a variety of strategies which could range from economic pragmatism, 

limited bandwagoning, binding engagement and soft-balancing.  

 
2. The US and China: Which one is for Cambodia? 

 

Two key survey questions sought to explore the different views of Cambodian university 

students on Cambodia‟s foreign policy toward the US and China. In the first question, when 

asked which country between the US and China now has closer relations with Cambodia, a 

high 81.7 per cent chose China; while the US stood at only 18.3 per cent. Conversely, in the 

second question, when asked which country they want Cambodia to have closer relations with 

in the future, a large majority of respondents preferred the US (72.6%) to China (27.4%). This 

finding is of interest, considering the respondents‟ awareness of China‟s financial contribution 
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to the development of Cambodia and the long-term nature of Sino-Cambodian relations, 

discussed in subsequent sections. The pie charts below clearly illustrate the distinction.  

 

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Cambodian university students‟ views on the US and China 
 

 

Nevertheless, when asked to compare the benefits of the US aid and Chinese aid to Cambodia, 

36.8 per cent and 8.1 per cent agreed and strongly agreed, respectively, with the statement that 

the US aid provides greater long-term benefits for Cambodia than the Chinese aid. 36.2 per 

cent voiced no opinion by choosing neutral, while 16 per cent disagreed and 2.9 strongly 

disagreed. The result tends to show Cambodian university students‟ hopes and aspirations for 

the future by looking up to the US whose democracy, human rights, and freedom, arguably, 

prevail. 

 

3. Cambodian university students’ perceptions on the presence of the US in Cambodia 

 
Data from the 484 questionnaires reveal mixed results with regard to the American presence 

in Cambodia. When asked about the US presence (people, businesses, investments, etc.) in 

Cambodia, 51.5 per cent of the respondents believed it is positive, while only 11.1 per cent 

thought the US presence is negative. 29.5 per cent did not decide and stayed neutral with this 

proposition. As for their overall satisfaction with benefits the US has provided to Cambodia, 

42.9 per cent and 12.6 per cent felt satisfied and very satisfied, respectively. This high 

proportion is in line with the results presented earlier, which confirms Cambodian university 

students‟ positivity toward the US.  

 

However, in spite of their positive attitude toward the US, the result reflects the student 

respondents‟ realistic assessment of the contribution the US has to offer for the development 

in Cambodia, with 44 per cent believing that the US has moderate contribution to the general 

Between the US and China which country does 

Cambodia now have closer relations with? 

Which country do you want Cambodia  

to have closer relations with in the future? 
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development of Cambodia and 25.8 per cent thinking that the US makes little contribution. A 

small number of respondents (6.7%) voiced no opinion, selecting a „Do not know‟ option, 

while 20 per cent decided that the US makes a lot of contribution to Cambodia‟s national 

development. Meanwhile, a small 3.5 per cent disregarded the American contribution to 

Cambodia, choosing „No contribution‟ option. 

 

The last US-related question is about the motive behind the US foreign policy with 

Cambodia. 9.6 per cent strongly agreed and a further 32.4 per cent agreed that the US keeps 

their relations with Cambodia only for their own interests. However, 21.5 per cent disagreed 

and 2.9 per cent strongly disagreed with the same statement, while 33.2 per cent, a relatively 

high percentage, stayed neutral on this matter.  

 

4. Cambodian university students’ perceptions on the presence of China in Cambodia     

 

A similar set of questions on the Chinese presence in Cambodia were also given to the 

respondents. Data analysis reveals a mixture of expected and unexpected results. 49.6 per 

cent, a relatively unexpected result compared to a rather negative yet popular myth about 

China, believed that the Chinese presence (people, businesses, investments, etc.) in Cambodia 

is positive, while only 17.2 per cent thought that the Chinese presence is negative. Also, when 

asked whether they were satisfied or dissatisfied with benefits China has provided to 

Cambodia, 35.2 per cent of the 484 respondents were satisfied, whereas 16.1 per cent were  

dissatisfied (see Table 3). 

 

Table 3: Cambodian university students’ perceptions on the presence of China in Cambodia 

(n = 484) 
 

Statements Responses (%) 

Chinese presence in Cambodia 

 

Very positive (7.9) 

Positive (49.6) 

Do not know (22.8) 

Negative (17.2) 

Very negative (2.5) 
 

Benefits China has provided to Cambodia 

 

Very satisfied (3.4) 

Satisfied (35.2) 

Neutral (41.9) 

Dissatisfied (16.1) 

Very dissatisfied (3.4) 
 

Chinese contribution to Cambodian 

development 

 

A lot (30.3) 

Moderate (45.2) 
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Do not know (4.8) 

A little (18.8) 

Not at all (0.8) 
 

China keeps their relations with Cambodia 

only for their own interests 

 

Strongly agree (18.4) 

Agree (45) 

Neutral (27.8) 

Disagree (7.7) 

Strongly agree (1) 
 

Impact of China‟s rise on Cambodia 

 

Very positive (5) 

Positive (32.1) 

Do not know (35.2) 

Negative (23.3) 

Very negative (4.4) 
 

 
 

With regard to the Chinese contribution to the development of Cambodia, unlike the findings 

on the US contribution, a large number of Cambodian university students acknowledged 

China‟s substantial contribution to the development in Cambodia, as seen in recent years. As 

Table 3 shows, 45.2 per cent, an equivalent of 218 respondents, believed that China has 

moderately contributed to Cambodia‟s national development, and 30.3 per cent accepted that 

China has greatly contributed to the development in Cambodia. When asked whether they 

agree or disagree with the proposition that China keeps their relations with Cambodia only for 

their own interests, surprisingly, 45 per cent agreed and 18.4 strongly agreed, with only 8.7 

per cent either disagreed or strongly disagreed. Finally, for a question on the impact of 

China‟s rise on Cambodia, university students‟ perceptions are divided. 32.1 per cent thought 

that the rise of China is positive for Cambodia; whereas 23.3 per cent had a negative attitude 

toward the rising power of China (see Table 3 above, for details).  

 

5. Students’ general perceptions of Cambodian relations with the US and China 

 

This section is related to students‟ general knowledge and understanding of Cambodian 

relations with the US and China. One of the questions asked relates to the US and Chinese 

investment. Data analysis reveals students‟ adequate understanding of the investment 

phenomenon, with 43.6 per cent believing that most investments in Cambodia do not belong 

to the US companies, while 23.3 per cent and a higher 48.8 per cent agreed and strongly 

agreed that China has the most foreign investment in Cambodia. On another note, a total of 

58.6 per cent either agreed or strongly agreed that the US aid to Cambodia focuses on 

governance, democracy and human rights; only about 10 per cent disagreed or strongly 
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disagreed, and about 31 per cent selected „neutral‟. In addition, approximately 52% of the 

students agreed or strongly agreed that Chinese aid and loans are important for Cambodia‟s 

economic development, while about 15% disagreed or strongly disagreed with this.  

 

With reference to Cambodian security issues, about 35 per cent of respondents agreed or 

strongly agreed that the US plays an important role in ensuring regional security where 

Cambodia is located. However, 42.8 per cent chose neutral, 19.4 per cent disagreed, and 2.5 

per cent strongly disagreed. When asked the same question about the role of China in securing 

regional security, 27.2 per cent agreed and strongly agreed that China plays a crucial role in 

maintaining regional security where Cambodia is situated. A high 45.4 per cent decided to be 

neutral on this matter, and about 25% disregarded the Chinese role in ensuring security in the 

region. This finding contradicts a view by Hutt (2016), who claimed that China is the prime 

guarantor of Cambodia's regional security.  

 

The last but very interesting question is about the foreign policy relations that the two 

superpowers have with Cambodia. In this part, student respondents were asked to decide on a 

5-point Likert scale, from strongly disagree to strongly agree, whether the US is the most 

trusted friend of Cambodia in terms of foreign policy relations or whether China is the most 

dependable friend on the same matter. As for the result, 29.9 per cent agreed and 7.7 per cent 

strongly agreed that the US is Cambodia‟s most trusted friend with regard to foreign policy 

relations. 39.9 per cent voiced their neutral opinion, while about 22 per cent disagreed or 

strongly disagreed. For the Chinese part, a similar result is found. 29.4 per cent agreed and 9.4 

per cent strongly agreed that China is Cambodia‟s most trusted friend in terms of foreign 

policy relations. While 36 per cent decided „neutral‟, about 25 per cent disagreed or strongly 

disagreed that China is the most trusted friend for Cambodia‟s foreign policy maneuver.   

 

Finally, an analytical look at the overall findings of this research yields a number of key 

findings. Firstly, this analysis finds that Cambodian university students have a low to 

moderate understanding of Cambodia‟s foreign policy, although 58.4 per cent have never 

taken any course related to Cambodian foreign policy. Such an understanding may develop 

from their frequent exposure to the social media, particularly Facebook, which has gained 

great popularity in the last few years. Secondly, albeit their acknowledgement and 

understanding that Cambodia now has closer foreign relations with China, the majority of the 

students surveyed aspire to see Cambodia become more democratic, have a better human 
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rights record, and promote freedom in all walks of life. Thirdly, half of the respondents think 

positively about the US or the Chinese presence in Cambodia. This finding is significant 

because, contrary to the general myth about China‟s exploitation of Cambodia‟s natural 

resources, respondents look on the bright side and see the significant contribution China and 

the US have to offer to Cambodia. To put this another way, the US and China are 

complementary in terms of their contribution to Cambodia‟s national development. While the 

US might strive to promote democracy, human rights, and good governance in Cambodia, the 

Chinese help with economic development, infrastructure, and foreign direct investment.  
 

 

V. Conclusion 

 
The study aims to discover the different perceptions of Cambodian university students on 

Cambodia's foreign policy relations towards the US and China. The study employed a cross-

sectional study using survey questionnaires delivered to 484 randomly-selected students from 

different universities in Phnom Penh. The student respondents come from different levels and 

backgrounds of study ranging from associate to doctoral degrees. Respondents‟ majors of 

study include business-related courses, social sciences, sciences and engineering, international 

relations and arts and education. The research addressed three main questions, one of which is 

about the perceptions of Cambodian university students on Cambodia's foreign policy 

relations toward the U.S. and China. 

 

1. Summary of key research findings 

 

According to the findings, Cambodian university students have between low to moderate 

understandings of Cambodia's foreign policy relations toward the US and China. Among the 

proportion of all 484 surveyed students, only 25 per cent selected an option illustrating that 

their knowledge of Cambodian foreign policy toward the US and China is between 41 to 60 

per cent, and a small number of respondents (12.1%) answered they know more than 60 per 

cent about Cambodia's foreign policy toward these two superpowers. 

 

With reference to current foreign policy relations, a very high number of respondents (81.7%) 

responded that Cambodia is closer to China than the United States. On the contrary, a large 

proportion of students (72.6%) prefer the US to China when it comes to Cambodian foreign 

policy maneuvers in the future. Nonetheless, only 36.8 per cent and 8.1 per cent agreed and 
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strongly agreed, respectively, with the statement that US aid provides greater long-term 

benefits for Cambodia than the Chinese aid. 

 

Another key research finding is related to students‟ perspectives on the US or the Chinese 

presence in Cambodia. It is particularly interesting to find out that more than 50% of 

Cambodian university students hold optimistic views about the presence of the two great 

powers in Cambodia. This positive attitude is likely to signal the advent of a more open-

minded generation of Cambodians who would seem to be less self-absorbed and 

unprejudiced. However, they would become a more pragmatic generation of Cambodian 

people who are able to face challenges, overcome problems and live with others in a 

globalized world.  

 

2. Implications for classroom teachers and curriculum developers 

 

Based on the key findings, it is recommended that classroom teachers, regardless of the 

courses they teach, introduce their students to lessons on Cambodia‟s foreign policy to raise 

their awareness of the subject and enhance their understanding of how Cambodia adopts its 

policy when dealing with its neighbors, regional groups and great powers. Class discussions, 

presentations or debates on Cambodia‟s foreign policy options and maneuvers should be 

allowed, if not encouraged, so that Cambodian university students can be seen to be confident 

and competent in explaining and defending the country‟s choices and decisions to balance, 

align, or bandwagon with any country or group.  

 

For curriculum developers, they may consider adding a course on Cambodia‟s foreign policy 

to their curriculum or require students to take such a course so that the students would gain a 

better insight into the issue and become more competent graduates who can discuss and 

express their ideas about Cambodia‟s foreign policy and other related topics confidently and 

succinctly. With a sound curriculum which incorporates the course on Cambodia‟s foreign 

policy, Cambodian university students would become more knowledgeable about the said 

subject.           

 
2. Limitations and implications for further research 

 

This research is undoubtedly not flawless. For example, it examines only the perceptions of 

university students in Phnom Penh, leaving out perspectives from students studying in 
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universities outside the capital city. Its methodology also lacks rigor because data was drawn 

from only one methodology – the questionnaire survey. More authoritative research should 

include other data collection methods, such as interviews and observations, to gain more in-

depth data and to cross check or triangulate the validity of the data collected. Moreover, the 

scope of the research is limited to the perceptions of students only, which somehow 

marginalize the importance of diversity of opinions from other potential research participants 

such as teachers, policy makers, government officials, and/or members of the public.  

 

Implications for further research are therefore obvious. Future researchers who are interested 

in Cambodia‟s foreign policy should strive to collect and include data from a variety of 

sources and methods. Using in-depth interviews or observations to gather data from students, 

teachers, scholars, or other interest groups might be good alternatives. Likewise, studies 

employing a mixed methodology research design would provide better cross-sectional 

analysis, while other forms of research into Cambodia‟s foreign policy toward other countries 

aside from the US and China also deserve more scholarly attention and consideration from 

future researchers. 
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Appendix A 

 

Student Survey Questionnaire 

Topic: Perceptions of Cambodian university students on Cambodia‟s foreign policy toward 

the US and China 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Instructions: Please tick () or write down an appropriate answer.  

PART 1: PERSONAL DETAILS 

1. What is your gender? 

 Male  Female 

2. What is your age? 

  16 – 20  21 – 25  26 – 30  31 – 35   36 and above 

3. What is your education? 

  Associate degree  Bachelor‟s degree  Master‟s degree   PhD degree 

4. What year are you in? 

  1   2   3   4 

5. Do you have a job?  

  Yes   No 

6. Have you taken any courses that allow you to understand/learn Cambodian foreign policy?   

  Yes   No 

7. What is your major at school? 

               
 

 

 

PART 2: UNDERSTANDING OF CAMBODIA’S FOREIGN POLICY 
 

8. How much do you know about Cambodia‟s foreign policy?  

 0% - 20%      21% - 40%   41% -60%      More than 60% 

9. Is foreign policy important for Cambodia? 

 Not important  Important        Very important       Don't know 

Dear participant: 
 

We are postgraduate students of Techo Sen School of Government and International 

Relations, University of Cambodia. We are conducting a survey to explore the perception of 

Cambodian university students on Cambodia‟s foreign policy toward the US and China. In 

this survey, we are trying to understand how university students feel about Cambodia‟s 

foreign policy relations towards the US and China. This questionnaire would take 

approximately 20 minutes. We would like to assure you that all information obtained will be 

used for research purposes only and no part of your identity will be revealed in the research 

report. In other words, participation in this survey is voluntary and it will not affect your 

academic performance. Should you have any questions about this survey, feel free to contact 

Mr. Toch Sothiary at 077 659 633 or sothiary@gmail.com or Mr. Heng Kimkong at 017 

717236 or kimkongheng@gmail.com.  
 

Thank you for your participation. 

 

 

mailto:sothiary@gmail.com
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10. Between China and the US which country does Cambodia have a closer relation with 

now? 

  China   US   

11. Which country do you want Cambodia to have a closer relation with in the future? 

  China    US    

12. Cambodia should have a balanced (equal) foreign policy toward the US and China. 

 Strongly disagree  Disagree  Neutral  Agree  Strongly agree 

13. How much do you know about Cambodian foreign policy toward the US and China? 

 0% - 20%      21% - 40%   41% -60%      More than 60% 

14. How do you agree/disagree with the statements below? 

(1. Strongly disagree    2. Disagree    3. Neutral    4. Agree  5. Strongly agree) 
 

Please tick () one. 1 2 3 4 5 

a. Cambodian foreign policy plays an important role for 

national development. 

     

b. Cambodian foreign policy helps improve Cambodia‟s 

economic development. 

     

c. Cambodian foreign policy relation to other superpower 

countries such as the US and China can ensure Cambodia 

security. 

     

d. Cambodian foreign policy should be neutral(អព្យាក្រតឹ)       

e. Cambodian foreign policy should be flexible (បត់បបន) to give 

Cambodia the most benefits. 

     

 

PART 3: PERCEPTION ON THE PRESENCE OF THE US IN CAMBODIA 
 

15. How is the US presence (US investments, businesses, or people) in Cambodia? 

 Very negative  Negative  Don't know     Positive   Very positive 

16. How satisfied (happy) are you about the benefits the US has provided to Cambodia? 

 Very dissatisfied  Dissatisfied     Neutral Satisfied Very satisfied 

17. How much does the US contribute (help) to the development of Cambodia? 

 Not at all   A little  Moderate (50%)  A lot         Don‟t know 

18. The US keeps their relations with Cambodia only for their own interests or benefits. 

 Strongly disagree  Disagree  Neutral  Agree  Strongly agree 

19. The US aid to Cambodia provides greater long-term benefits than the Chinese aid. 

 Strongly disagree  Disagree  Neutral  Agree  Strongly agree 

20. How do you agree/disagree with the statements below? 

              (1. Strongly disagree       2. Disagree      3. Neutral       4. Agree  5. Strongly agree) 
 

Please tick () one. 1 2 3 4 5 

a. Most investment in Cambodia belongs to the US companies.      

b. The US aid focuses on governance, democracy and human 

rights. 

     

c. The US is the only one country that provides the most aid to 

Cambodia after 1993. 

     

d. The US plays an important role in ensuring regional security 

where the Cambodia locates. 

     

e. The US is the most trusted friend of Cambodia in terms of      
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foreign policy relations.  

 

PART 4: PERCEPTION ON THE PRESENCE OF CHINA IN CAMBODIA 
 

21. How is the Chinese presence (Chinese investments, businesses, or people) in Cambodia? 

 Very negative  Negative  Don't know     Positive   Very positive 

22. How satisfied (happy) are you about the benefits China has provided to Cambodia? 

 Very dissatisfied  Dissatisfied     Neutral Satisfied Very satisfied 

23. How much does China contribute (help) to the development of Cambodia? 

 Not at all   A little  Moderate (50%)  A lot       Don‟t know 

24. China keeps their relations with Cambodia only for their own interests or benefits. 

 Strongly disagree  Disagree  Neutral  Agree  Strongly agree 

25. What effect do you think China as a rising power will have on Cambodia? 

 Very negative  Negative  Don't know     Positive   Very positive  

26. How do you agree/disagree with the statements below? 

              (1. Strongly disagree      2. Disagree      3. Neutral      4. Agree      5. Strongly agree) 
 

Please tick () one. 1 2 3 4 5 

a. China has the most foreign investment in Cambodia.      

b. China is the only financing source for infrastructure 

development of Cambodia. 

     

c. The Chinese loans to Cambodia are important for 

Cambodia‟s economic development. 

     

d. China plays an important role in ensuring regional security 

where the Cambodia locates. 

     

e. China is the most trusted friend of Cambodia for long time in 

terms of foreign policy relations.  

     

 

 

This is the end of the survey. 

Thanks for your participation. 

 
 

Note: Should you wish to read the findings of this research, please leave your contact details   

           below. 

 

Name:        (optional) 

Phone:       (optional) 

Email:        (required) 
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Abstract 

 
While a demand of the English language at the tertiary level in Cambodia is 

growing, the levels of students‟ English language proficiency are found to be 

different from one student to another. Students from poor families are believed to 

possess lower English language knowledge and skills than those from the rich. 

Thus, the aim of this study is to investigate the relationship between students‟ 

English proficiency levels and (i) their socioeconomic status (ii) their learning 

motivations and attitudes; and (iii) their learning opportunities. The data were 

collected via a set of questionnaires adapted from the general theory of language 

learning of Spolsky‟s (1989) model. Fifteen undergraduate students, majoring in 

English language at a rural public university in Cambodia were the study sample. 

Spearman‟s correlation was used as an analysis tool to determine if there was any 

significant relationship among the variables. The findings indicated that students‟ 

motivation and learning attitude had a strong correlation with students‟ English 

language proficiency level compared to other variables. These findings emphasize 

the importance of motivation in English language education.   

 

Keywords: English language proficiency levels; socio-economic status; motivation  

 and attitude; learning opportunities 

 
I. Introduction 

 
The changes in the Cambodian political and economic landscapes during the 1990s urged the 

government to signify English as the second language for academia, communication and 

trade (Clayton, 2008). The necessity of English language capacity for Cambodians is 

increasingly obvious due to the integration of Cambodia into the Association of Southeast 

Asian Nations (ASEAN). This association, whose official language policy and 

communication is English, requires Cambodian representatives and delegates to be able to 

understand and use English (Clayton, 2007). While the expansion of English learning and 

teaching in Cambodia is swiftly emerging (Clayton, 2007), the enduring constraint of limited 

financial and human resources has hindered the quality English language teaching (ELT) in 
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the country (Neau, 2003).  In addition, the difficulties in learning English for Cambodian 

students have become visible and even more for those who reside in the rural areas where the 

dispersion of ELT resources proves to be insufficient. Poverty is a major obstacle to ELT in 

Cambodia, where quality English lessons exist in expensive and privately run schools 

(Channel NewsAsia, 2013). Poor students are demotivated and have minimal access to 

English education services. It is necessary, therefore, that an investigation needs to be 

conducted to determine the factors associated with challenges faced by students in rural 

areas in Cambodia.  

 

II. Literature Review 

 
While “English is learnt and taught in many different contexts and in many class 

arrangement” (Harmer, 2009, p.12), the reasons of learning English vary significantly to 

learners of all age groups across the world. Many research findings indicate that there are 

many factors thwarting students from learning English effectively. Those factors range from 

class sizes, learning and teaching resources, learning and teaching practices, motivations, 

and students' education background. 

 

Spolsky‟s (1989) general model of second language learning model suggested that social 

contexts play major roles in producing linguistic and non-linguistic outcomes for the 

learners. It described several factors affecting students' second language learning outcomes. 

Those factors include students' social contexts, attitudes, motivation, age, personality, 

capabilities, previous knowledge, and learning opportunities in the form of formal and 

informal education. Only three main factors ; (i) student's socio-economic status, (ii) student's 

motivation and attitude and (iii) student's learning opportunities are selected for this study 

because the researcher would like to understand the relationship between these three factors 

and students‟ English proficiency levels at a rural university, Mean Chey University, in the 

northwestern part of Cambodia.  

 

1. Socio-economic context  
 

Students‟ social background factors are linked to different levels of students‟ educational 

access and outcomes (Crawford, 2014). Students‟ social background includes their racial 

origin, family income, family structure, the level of parental education and the level of 

students‟ English proficiency. The impact of students‟ socio-economic and surrounding 
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environments on students‟ learning performance have long been discussed. Ross and Wu 

(1995) made a generalization that once the social status and their family‟s income are 

increasing, students tend to progress better in their academic performance. This is highly 

likely to happen in most developed nations. An increase in students‟ socio-economic 

status provided them with better accessibility to lifestyle and health care factors (e.g., 

nutrition, recreation, learning environment) and social psychological factors such as 

emotional stability, self-regard, and assertiveness (Olaitan, 2012). Academically, socio-

economic factors have a close link to the chances of what kind of schools students are 

attending. In other words, what and how they are educated in such schools depend on their 

socio-economic status (Olaitan, 2012). 

 

2. Learning attitude and motivation 

 

Students‟ learning attitudes and motivations are integral to the success in second language 

studies (Mat & Yunus, 2014). The term “attitude” refers to “the way a person views 

something or tends to behave towards it, often in an evaluative way” (CollinsDictionary, 

2015). The learners‟ attitude toward learning English has a strong impact on their English 

language academic performance. As argued by Lightbown and Spada (2001), the study of a 

second language can be fun and enrich learning motivations according to the learners‟ 

attitude. This type of learning attitude occurs, for instance, when students feel happy or proud 

to speak English with native speakers and to see others being able to speak English. 

Meanwhile, the achievement of second language students depends primarily on their 

motivation. A teacher notices motivated students by their active participation in class, their 

strong interest in subject matters, and their efforts (Lightbown & Spada, 2001). As in the 

field of second language acquisition, second language students not only learn t h e  language 

for task comprehension and completion, but also for instrumental reasons, employment 

opportunities, social communication, or academic purposes (Al Rifai, 2010). In most cases, 

success in learning a second language is consistently associated with their motivation of 

career choices (Zang & Hu, 2008). In contrast, students without motivation have shorter 

attention spans, and even sometimes, they do not reflect what they hear. Al Rifai (2010) 

provided some examples concerning these sorts of students that once they are given in-

class or take-home assignments; they work on them in order to pass the grade, not to get the 

real knowledge or skills from those activities. Some of them may be serious about getting 

good grades, without being interested in the unit content they are studying. 
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3. Learning opportunities 

 

In Spolsky‟s general model of second language learning, students‟ opportunities to study a 

second language can be formal and informal (Mitchell & Myles, 2001). Second language 

students with more access to schools and resources seem to be more successful that those 

without. Their accessible opportunities to those resources are mainly in the classrooms where 

academic activities represent the methodology of the syllabus, being designed to meet a 

variety of students‟ needs and at the appropriate levels of their existing language proficiency 

(Mitchell & Myles, 2001). Language teachers are the significant actors to make these happen 

in the classrooms. Clear guidance, instructions, encouragement and support are paramount 

for L2 students to deal with their learning problems and reassure them in performing the 

tasks better (Li, 2009). In addition, teacher-student communication most frequently takes 

place in the classroom where, meanwhile, the teachers take these opportunities to exert their 

influences to motivate students, coordinate in-class activities, homework/assignment, and 

ensure language input quality (Ross & Wu, 1995). Importantly, language-teaching outcomes 

depend mainly on the use of learning and teaching materials and teaching styles (Harmer, 

2007). The Teaching methodology is highly likely to have direct effects on learning behavior 

and teaching result (Wang, 2013). 

 

The assistance of visual materials in teaching, moreover, can arouse student‟s eagerness to 

learn vocabulary and to promote students‟ opportunities to apply language items to express 

how they think and how they feel (Nguyen, Warren & Fehring, 2014). Further, different 

learning styles can be another factor that contributes to the level of academic success in 

English language classes (Castro & Peck, 2005). The appropriateness of using learning 

styles leads to a higher level of language proficiency (Mohammadia, Moenikiab, & Zahed-

Babelan, 2010). As a result, successful language learners are able to adjust their learning 

strategies to their own cognition style, learning task, and so on in the classroom (Li, 2009). 

Negatively, learning opportunities remain academically problematic for rural students; they 

showed their regrets for lacking chances to learn English from their early age (Canagarajah,  

2001). 
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III. Research Methodology 

 

1. Research design 

 
This is a quantitative research study which applied correlational research method design to 

answer the research questions below. According to Howitt and Cramer (2014), correlational 

research design is used to measure two or more factors to identify or examine whether they 

are associated and to what extent they are correlated. 

 

2. Research questions 

 
This study aims at investigating the main factors that affect the English language 

proficiency of non-English speaking students at a rural public university in Cambodia. 

The study was guided by the following three research questions: 

1. Is there any relationship between socio-economic status and the English 

language proficiency of non-English speaking students in a rural university in 

Cambodia? 

2. Is there any relationship between students' motivation and attitude and the 

English language proficiency of non-English speaking students in a rural university 

in Cambodia? 

3. Is there any relationship between students' learning opportunities and the 

English language proficiency of non-English speaking students at a rural university 

in Cambodia? 

 

3. Context of the study 
 

Mean Chey University (MCU) is a Cambodian public higher education institution, located 

in a rural province, Banteay Meanchey, which is known for high rates of youth migration to 

Thailand for better employment. The majority of MCU students are Cambodian government 

scholarship awardees, who are selected based on their grades from their National High School 

Exit Examination.  

 

4. Population and sample 

 
The target population of this study was Year 2, Year 3, and Year 4 students who are enrolled 

in a Bachelor of Arts in English Language at the Faculty of Arts, Humanities and Languages 

at Mean Chey University in Cambodia in the academic year 2015-2016. Fifteen students of 
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122 were selected as the study sample on a voluntary basis. The selection of sample based on 

the purposive sampling approach, which is a process of selecting a sample that is believed 

to represent a given population (Gay, Mills & Airasain, 2011). Due to time constraints and 

the small-scale nature of the study, however, the study sample size is relatively small, thus 

limiting the generalizability of its findings.  

 
5. Research instrument 

 
The data were collected through a 5-point Likert-type scale survey questionnaire, which was 

adapted from Spolsky‟s (1989) general model of second language learning. Its main design 

was to discover the relationship between students‟ English proficiency levels and (i) their 

socio-economic status; (ii) their learning motivations and attitudes; and (iii) their learning 

opportunities. The questionnaire had four main sections (See Appendix A). The first 

section contained eight questions, asking the participants about their demographic profile 

such as their name, gender, age, parents‟ education level, parents‟ profession and their 

family economic status. The second, third and fourth sections were designed to uncover the 

relationship between students‟ socio-economic status, learning attitudes and motivations and 

learning opportunities and their level of English proficiency. These three sections asked 

participants to rate their overall agreement in the form of Likert scale ranging from 

Strongly Disagree to Strongly Agree.  

 

6. Pilot study 

 
The researcher conducted a pilot study prior to the actual data collection in order to 

uncover any issues related to the feasibility and the usefulness of the data (Mackey & Gass, 

2015). Three students from the target group were selected to pretest the survey questionnaire 

in early November 2015. After pretesting the survey questionnaire, the researcher reworded, 

changed the meaning and changed the structure of the questionnaire in Section 1, Section 2 

and Section 3, for clarity and better understanding.  

 

7. Data analysis 

 
The data obtained from the questionnaire were entered into the Statistical Package for 

Statistical Sciences (SPSS 21.0) for coding and analysis. The data was analyzed with 

descriptive statistics and Spearman‟s rho correlation. The descriptive statistics analysis 
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was then used to describe the demographic information of the participants such as the 

measurement of mean, standard deviation, frequency and percentage.  

 

Spearman‟ rho correlation was used to calculate the relationship between students‟ levels of 

English proficiency and (i) their students‟ socio-economic status; (ii) their learning 

motivations and attitudes; and (iii) their learning opportunities. Spearman‟s rank correlation 

coefficient is a numerical representation of the degree, which is used to indicate the 

relationship among the variables ranked order in size (Howitt & Cramer, 2014) by 

indicating whether correlation coefficient (rs) matches its level of significance. The 

variation of correlation coefficient (rs) is between -1.00 and +1.00. When the correlation 

coefficient is zero, there is no relationship between the two variables. The stronger the 

correlation coefficient‟s absolute value, the closer the relationship between two variables 

(Creswell, 2009). 

 

The following table is the interpretation of the level of correlations between the variables.   

 

Table 1. Interpreting a correlation coefficient 
 

Size of the correlation Coefficient general interpretation 

0.8 to 1.0 Very strong relationship 

0.6 to 0.8 Strong relationship 

0.4 to 0.6 Moderate relationship 

0.2 to 0.4 Weak relationship 

0.0 to 0.2 Weak or no relationship 

   Source: Salkind (2014) 

 
 

 

IV. Findings 

  
 

As indicated in Table 2 on the next page, more than two thirds of the students are from 

families with their parents‟ educations being at lower and higher secondary school levels. 

Almost 50% of their parents are farmers. Approximately, half of them are from the well-to-

do families, and around one third of them are from poor families.  
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Table 2. A summary of the education levels and the occupations of students’ parents 
 

Description 

Father Mother 

Frequency 
Valid 

Percent 
Frequency 

Valid 

Percent 

1. Qualification 

Lower secondary school 5 33.3 10 66.7 

Higher secondary school 6 40.0 3 20.0 

Bachelor‟s degree 2 13.3 2 13.3 

Master‟s degree 2 13.3 - - 

Total 15 100 15 100 

2. Occupation 

Civil servant 2 13.3 - - 

NGOs 4 26.7 2 13.3 

Farmer 7 46.7 7 46.7 

Seller/Business person 1 6.7 6 40.0 

Other (Deceased) 1 6.7 - - 

Total 15 100 15 100 

4. 3. Family economic status Frequency 
Valid 

Percent 

  

5. Well-off 3 20   

6. Well-to-do 7 46.7   

7. Poor 5 33.3   

8. Total 15 100   

 

 

The next sections present the results of Spearman‟s rho correlation in response to the 

research questions.  

 

Question 1. Is there any relationship between socio-economic status and the English 

language proficiency of non-English speaking students in a rural university 

in Cambodia? 

 

As can be seen in Table 3, the parents‟ professions and family environment have a weak 

or no relationship with students‟ English language proficiency (rs = -0.026, p =0.928) and 

(rs=0.069, p = 807). However, among the above three sub-questions, the correlation 

between family income and their learning English language is the strongest, but is still in a 

weak relationship with students‟ English language proficiency (rs = 0.207, p = 459). 
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Table 3. Spearman’s correlation coefficient (rs) between students’ socio-economic status 

and their English language proficiency 

 

 

Question 2. Is there any relationship between students' motivation and attitude and 

the English language proficiency of non-English speaking students in a 

rural university in Cambodia? 

 

Table 4. Spearman’s rho correlation coefficient (rs) between students’ learning attitude and 

motivation and their English proficiency 

 

Description 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Students‟ Interest in learning English Correlation 

Coefficient 

.611* 

Sig. (2-tailed) .016 

 Importance of English to students Correlation 

Coefficient 

.567* 

Sig. (2-tailed) .027 

 Students‟ need of English in the future Correlation 

Coefficient 

.127 

Sig. (2-tailed) .651 

 Students‟ confidence in using English Correlation 

Coefficient 

.698*

* 
Sig. (2-tailed) .004 

 English for employment opportunities Correlation 

Coefficient 

.138 

Sig. (2-tailed) .624 

 English for country development Correlation 

Coefficient 

.613* 

Sig. (2-tailed) .015 

 Students‟ attitude towards users of English Correlation 

Coefficient 

.211 

Sig. (2-tailed) .451 

 Students‟ activeness in class Correlation 

Coefficient 

.824*

* 
Sig. (2-tailed) .000 

Students always submit assignments on time Correlation 

Coefficient 

.583* 

Sig. (2-tailed) .023 

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). (N = 15) 

 

Description 

  

Parents‟ profession vs Learning English Correlation Coefficient 

 

Sig. (2-tailed) 

-.026 

 

.928 

  Sig. (2-tailed) .928 

Family environment vs Learning English 
Correlation Coefficient .069 

Sig. (2-tailed) .807 

Family income vs Learning English 
Correlation Coefficient .207 

Sig. (2-tailed) .459 
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Table 4 above shows that the students‟ activeness in the classroom has the strongest 

correlation with students‟ English language proficiency (rs = -0.824, p=0.00). Students‟ 

interest in learning English, their confidence in using English, and their perspectives 

towards the importance of English for the country‟s development share a similar and 

strong relationship with the English proficiency of the students, with (rs = -0.611, p=0.016), 

(rs = -0.698, p=0.004) and (rs = 0.613, p=0.015), respectively. Based on the findings, 

students‟ attitudes concerning the importance of English to them and their timely 

assignment submission are moderately correlated with their English proficiency levels (rs = 

0.567, p=0.027) and (rs = 0.583, p=0.023) respectively. However, students‟ needs of 

English in the future and students‟ motivation of English for their employment have a 

weak or no relationship with their levels of English proficiency. Contrastingly, students‟ 

attitudes towards users of English has a better, but still weak, association with their English 

proficiency levels (rs = 0.211, p=0.451). The analysis reveals that students‟ activeness in the 

classroom has a huge effect on their English proficiency levels. 

 

Question 3. Is there any relationship between students' learning opportunities and the 

English language proficiency of non-English speaking students at a rural 

university in Cambodia? 

 

Table 5. Spearman’s rho correlation coefficient between students’ learning opportunities and 

their English proficiency 
 

 Description 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Students have sufficient time to learn English 
Correlation 

Coefficient 

.472 

Sig. (2-tailed) .076 

 
Curricular fits students‟ needs 

Correlation 

Coefficient 

.632* 

Sig. (2-tailed) .012 

 
Extra-curricular are supportive to students‟ learning English 

Correlation 

Coefficient 

.585* 

Sig. (2-tailed) .022 

 
Teaching techniques appropriate to students‟ ability level. 

Correlation 

Coefficient 

.665** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .007 

 
Teaching methods encourage students to learn English. 

Correlation 

Coefficient 

.515* 

Sig. (2-tailed) .050 

 
Teachers are approachable and supportive. 

Correlation 

Coefficient 

.043 

Sig. (2-tailed) .880 

 
Teaching and learning materials are stimulating. 

Correlation 

Coefficient 

-.068 

Sig. (2-tailed) .811 
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Teaching and learning materials are updated. 
Correlation 

Coefficient 

.309 

Sig. (2-tailed) .263 

 
Teaching and learning materials are limited. 

Correlation 

Coefficient 

-.154 

Sig. (2-tailed) .583 

 
A language lab functions well. 

Correlation 

Coefficient 

.330 

Sig. (2-tailed) .230 

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). (N = 15) 

 
As illustrated in Table 5, a responsive curriculum and appropriate teaching techniques to 

the students‟ needs are strongly correlated with the students‟ English proficiency (rs = 

0.632, p=0.012) and (rs = 0.665, p=0.007), respectively. Sufficient time, supportive extra-

curricular activities and motivational teaching methods to students‟ learning English have 

a moderate correlation with their proficiency of English (rs = 0.442, p=0.046), (rs = 0.585, 

p=0.022), and (rs = 0.515, p=0.050), respectively. However, the results of the analysis 

reveal a weak linkage between teachers‟ approachability and supportiveness and the 

students‟ English proficiency levels. The findings of the study also demonstrate that 

teaching and learning materials have a weak or no correlation to the levels of students‟ 

English language proficiency. 

 

V. Discussion 

 

1. Relationship between students’ socio-economic status and their English language 

proficiency 

 
The findings of the current study reveal that students‟ socio-economic status, as measured 

by their parents‟ education level, family environment and family income, has no significant 

effect on students‟ learning English. Similar to a study on “Parental involvement and 

students‟ achievement in Cambodia” by Nguon (2012), the family social background had no 

relationship with students‟ academic achievement. This study‟s findings, however, strongly 

contradict the previous study by Ross and Wu (1995) and Olaitan (2012) which found a 

strong correlation between students‟ family background and their academic achievement. 

 

In this regard, there are two possible arguments that help explain why Cambodian students‟ 

socio-economic status has no significantly correlation with their English language 

proficiency. First, in the aftermath of the genocidal regime in Cambodia in 1979, many people 

have been afraid of starvation. People are actively engaging in earning money to support their 
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families. A materialistic society has emerged. Either being highly educated or lowly educated, 

many parents are paying least attention to their children‟s education. Most students have 

struggled for their academic survival and achievements by relying on their own efforts and 

teachers in schools. Many students from the well-off families are seen spending most of their 

time outside schools gambling and drug abusing. Therefore, the general assumption is that the 

more wealth they have does not mean the more education their children receive. Second, the 

Cambodian Ministry of Education, Youth and Sport has been continuing to provide equitable 

access with quality education and education opportunities to all kinds of students, particularly 

to students from disadvantaged and remote areas (MoEYS, 2014). Parents in response to this 

equity of access to education start relying on the teachers. In this case, teachers in Cambodia 

and their pedagogy play a crucial role in making positive impacts on students‟ English 

language proficiency.  

 

2. Relationship between students’ motivations and attitudes and their English 

language proficiency. 

 

The indication from Table 4 proves that there is a very strong correlation between 

students‟ motivation and attitude and their levels of English language proficiency. This 

indication is parallel with the previous studies conducted by Oroujlou and Vahedi (2011) 

and Al Rifai (2010). One interesting finding is that students‟ activeness has a tremendous  

effect  on  their  English  language  proficiency; it  is  the  strongest  positive correlational 

factor. As mentioned earlier, many Cambodian students, particularly the ones in remote and 

disadvantaged areas, are making their uttermost efforts for their educational survivals 

and achievements. The reasons why most Cambodian students learn English variously 

are owing to the fact that they felt the vitality of English to their personal and country 

development (Neau, 2003). 

  

As shown on Table 4, however, the need of English for their employment and for their future 

has weak or even no relationship with students‟ English language proficiency. This finding 

is contrary with the study conducted by Al Rifai (2010). This is probably due to the 

presence and frequency of English language used in the region. As Mean Chey University 

is located in a province that shares a border with Thailand, the Thai language is relatively 

used more than English language for business and everyday communication. Many people 

in this region migrate to Thailand for employment opportunities, which are better paid 
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than those in Cambodia. Thus, the Thai language is their better choice for their present and 

future survivals. In addition, due to the geographical location, there are very few companies 

or organizations mandatorily seeking their employers with high English skills. Therefore, 

English is not really necessary for the students there. 

 
3. Relationship between students’ learning opportunities and their English 

language proficiency 

 
Among the items pertaining to students‟ learning opportunities, the present study reveals 

that there is a strong relationship between students‟ English language proficiency levels and 

extra- curricular activities that are responsive to students‟ needs and is supportive to their 

learning. The prior study conducted by Harb and El-Shaarawi (2006) shares some 

similarities with the current study. They argue that once students‟ learning preference was 

largely fulfilled; there would be more and more positive impacts on students‟ learning 

performance. However, a slight correlation between teaching and learning material and the 

levels of students‟ English language proficiency found in this study contrasts with the 

previous study conducted by Abebe and Davidson (2012). 

 

The present findings are also inconsistent with findings by Ly (2009). As seen in Table 5, 

the teachers‟ approachability and supportiveness have a slight correlation to students‟ 

English language proficiency levels. In contrast, Li (2009) argued that explicit 

instructions, clear guidance, inspiration and consistent assistance are integral to second 

language learners to cope with their academic challenges, and reassure them in doing their 

tasks better. The communication between teachers and students, which most frequently 

happens in the classroom settings, provides teachers with more opportunities to exercise 

their influences to encourage their students and facilitate academically related activities 

in and outside the class to bolster the quality of language inputs (Ross and Wu, 1995).  

 

Though the findings of this study show that there are some points which  are inconsistent 

with Li‟s (2009) findings, there are several claims that can explain why teachers‟ 

characteristics of being approachable and supportive is slightly correlated to the levels 

students‟ English language proficiency. Firstly, in Cambodia, even though teachers are 

approachable and supportive, they sometimes cannot help students to solve their problems 

academically. Neau (2003) revealed that a large majority of teachers of English in 
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Cambodia had limited English proficiency and improper pedagogical trainings to be 

teachers. He further argued that the provision of English language teaching in Cambodia 

was severely under-resourced. From his argument, it can be inferred that teachers‟ support 

are highly likely to be little if the teachers have limited English skills and academic 

resources. They cannot help student to master their language learning activities. Secondly, 

teachers‟ personal life problems can be another cause that hinders students‟ trust on them. 

Their low salaries, for example, lead them to do multiple jobs. As a result, a large number of 

teachers take advantage of their students by selling handouts and giving fee-paying extra 

classes to them. Students‟ respect and trust for the teachers are therefore decreasing, which in 

some cases leads to hatred. Students may have negative feelings to their teachers and do not 

see any significance of their teachers‟ supports. 

  

Furthermore, it is interesting to find in this study that there is a slight correlation between 

teaching and learning materials and the levels of students‟ English language proficiency. This 

opposes to (Harmer, 2007) who states that language teaching outcomes depend mainly on the 

use of learning and teaching materials and teaching styles. As indicated by Neau (2003), the 

most seen challenges in learning and teaching English in Cambodia are the resources 

constraints. In this study‟s context and setting, students are studying at a rural university. 

They routinely learn with textbooks and in  grammar translation method classes. They 

may not have chances to expose themselves to a variety of teaching and learning resources. 

Thus, they cannot see any difference of learning with or without materials. 

 

VI. Conclusion 

 
This study aimed at discovering the relationship between students‟ English language 

proficiency levels and the three affecting factors to the language proficiency. Spearman‟s 

rho correlation was used in this study to determine the association between students‟ levels 

of the English proficiency and (i) their socio-economic status; (ii) their learning 

motivations and attitudes; and (iii) their learning opportunities. There are three major 

findings from the study. First, the correlation between students‟ learning motivation and 

attitude and the levels of their English language proficiency was the strongest among the 

other variables. Second, there was a moderate relationship between students‟ learning 

opportunities and their levels of English proficiency. Last, the association between 

students‟ socio-economic status and their levels of English proficiency was weak or almost 
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zero. Therefore, it could be inferred that learners‟ motivation and attitude has played a 

crucial role in English language education at Mean Chey University. The findings were 

similar to many research findings conducted on the significance of motivation in learning 

second language (Hu, 2011). 

 

1. Implications and recommendations 

 
The summation of the study provides readers with a better comprehension about English 

language learners in the rural areas of Cambodia. It gives them some glimpses of challenges 

that the students at rural universities face or any difficulties that prevent them from 

mastering the English language. Moreover, this study may inform other universities in the 

similar contexts in Cambodia. Therefore, the educational policy makers and curriculum 

designers should modify ELT policy and curriculum to help rural students learn English more 

successfully. Specifically, the result of this study would encourage the curriculum designers 

to pay attention to the actual needs of the students during the curriculum renewal or 

development process. 

 

The study suggests pupils‟ parents, teachers, administrators, and educational policy makers 

seek for more measures to increase students‟ motivation. From the findings, the 

importance of English should be visible in their communities. That is, more employment 

opportunities, which require English language, should be increased in the communities. 

Students will then be more motivated to learn English. 

 

2. Limitations and directions for further research 

 
There were two major limitations in this study. Firstly, the researcher only discovered the 

relationship between the three independent variables, namely students‟ socio-economic status, 

their motivation and attitude, and their learning opportunities and the dependent variable, the 

students‟ levels of the English language proficiency. There should have been more variables 

included to make it a more holistic study. For instance, English language curriculum, learning 

and teaching practices and students‟ external supports should be taken into consideration in 

future studies. Secondly, the study was only carried out at Mean Chey University, 

representing a context and setting of rural areas of Cambodia. Therefore, this study is only 

applicable to the Bachelor‟s degree of English Language at the Faculty of Arts, Humanities, 

and Languages at Mean Chey University. The research findings may not be applicable to 
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other universities in Cambodia, particularly in the capital city where most universities are 

located. Finally, these research findings cannot be generalized to other contexts and settings 

outside the scope of Mean Chey University. To help students to better progress in their 

English language proficiency, there should be more studies concerning the curriculum and 

instructions of BA in English language at both public and private universities in rural and 

urban areas in Cambodia. Future research should also include larger samples and involve data 

triangulation – looking at the phenomenon from various angles, using both qualitative and 

quantitative approaches.  
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Appendix A 

 

Questionnaire 

 

Factors affecting the English language proficiency of students majoring in English at a 

rural university in Cambodia 

Dear students, 
 

I am carrying out a study whose main objective is to establish whether there is a 

relationship between students‟ levels of the English proficiency and (i) their socio-

economic status; (ii) their learning motivations and attitudes; and (iii) their learning 

opportunities.  The participants are undergraduate students, majoring in English at Mean 

Chey University. You have been selected as one of the respondents for the study. The 

information you give will be treated with utmost confidentiality and used purely for 

research purposes. The findings and recommendations from this study are likely to benefit 

Mean Chey University in areas of teaching and learning English. Please spare some of your 

valuable time to answer these questions. 

 

YOUR HONESTY IS VERY IMPORTANT FOR THE APPLICABILITY OF 

THE RESEARCH FINDINGS. 

 
 

Thank you.  

Yours faithfully, 
 
 
 
 

Sokwin Phon 

Vice-dean, Faculty of Arts, Humanities and Languages 

Mean Chey University 
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Please tick   or fill in as appropriate. 

 

Section A: Demographic Profile 
 

Name: (Optional) 

 

1. Sex: 
 

 
 

2. How old are you?    
 

3. Year of Study: 
 

 

4. What is the highest educational level of your father or male guardian attended? 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

5. What is the highest educational level that your mother or female guardian attended? 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

6. What is your father‟s or male guardian‟s occupation? 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

7. What is your mother‟s or female guardian‟s occupation? 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

ness person 
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8. What do you think about your family economic status 
 

- -to- 

 

 

Section B: Socio economic status 

 
 

To what extent do you agree with the following statements? 

 

Statements 

Strongly 
 

Disagree 
Disagree Undecided Agree 

Strongly 
 

Agree 

9a Your parent profession 

affects your learning 

English performance. 

     

9b Your   family   environment 

affects your learning 

English performance. 

     

9c Your family‟s income 

affects your learning 

performance. 
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 Section C: Learning Attitude and Motivation 

 
 

To what extent do you agree with the following statements? 

 

Statements 

Strongly 
 

Disagree 
Disagree Undecided Agree 

Strongly 
 

Agree 

10 You are interested in learning 
 

English. 

     

11 English language is important 

to you. 

     

12 You will need English in the 
 

future 

     

13 You are confident in learning 

and using English. 

     

14 Knowing English well is 
 

better for employment 

opportunity with high salary 

     

15 The   development   of   our 

country is possible mainly by 

educated people who know 

English well. 

     

16 When I hear someone speaks 
 

English well, I wish I could 

speak like him. 

     

17 You  are  active  in  the  class 
 

activities 

     

18 You always do homework or 

assignment and submit them 

by the due date. 
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Section D: Learning Opportunities 

 
 

To what extent do you agree with the following statements? 

 

Statements 

Strongly 
 

Disagree 
Disagree Undecided Agree 

Strongly 
 

Agree 

19 You are given enough time 

to learn English. 

     

20 English Curricular fit your 

needs. 

     

21 There are extracurricular 
 

activities that helps students 

learn and practice English 

     

22 Teachers of English use  a 

variety of teaching 

techniques to suit different 

levels of students. 

     

23 Teachers  of  English  apply 
 

teaching methods that 

encourage you to use 
 

English. 

     

24 Teachers of English are 

approachable and 

supportive. 

     

25 Teaching and learning 

materials are stimulating. 

     

26 Teaching and learning 

materials are updated. 

     

27 Teaching and learning 

material are limited. 

     

28 There is a language lab that 
 

functions well 

     

 

This is the end of the questionnaire. Thank you very much for your participation. 
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BOOK REVIEWS 

 

World Order: Reflections on the Characters of Nations and the Course of History 

Henry Kissinger. London: Penguin Books, 2015. Pp. x + 420. ISBN 

 

Kimkong Heng 

The University of Cambodia, Phnom Penh, Cambodia 

 

World Order is expertly written by a man whose name is associated with both global peace 

and war crimes, Henry Kissinger. The book is carefully crafted to reflect Kissinger's extensive 

knowledge and experience in American foreign policy, global politics and history. Having 

received numerous excellent reviews, the book is believed to be the summation of Kissinger's 

thinking about statecraft, strategy, characters of nations, the course of history, the future of the 

world, and in particular the world order.  

 

This book comprises nine chapters which are preceded and succeeded by an introduction and 

a conclusion, respectively. The introduction is aimed at setting the scene by presenting 

different concepts of world order, including Europe's Westphalian peace, China's harmony 

under heaven, Islam's realm of war, and America's universal relevance of democratic 

principles. This section also defines three levels of order: world order, international order, and 

regional order, each of which is based on two principles – a set of commonly accepted rules 

and a balance of power.  

 

The first chapter focuses on Europe and its order, the establishment of the Peace of 

Westphalia and its operations, and the French Revolution and its aftermath. In this part, the 

history of world order in Europe is analyzed, followed by a series of events (i.e. the Thirty 

Years' War) that led to the Peace of Westphalia which paved the way for a modern concept of 

world order. The chapter also examines the course of the French Revolution and its impact on 

the European balance of power which was maintained by the Westphalian system.  

 

Chapter 2 further elaborates on the European balance of power system and its end. In this 

chapter, the author pinpoints the ups and downs of the balance of power in Europe by 

discussing the significant role and dominance of Russia in the region and the restoration of 

the balance of power in Europe through state negotiations in the Congress of Vienna in 1814. 

In addition, the author continues to discuss the European balance of power between the World 

UC Occasional Paper Series, Vol. 1, No. 1, pp. 93-97 

© 2017 by The University of Cambodia Press 

 



  

94 

 

Wars and after World War II. Clearly, the principles of the balance of power laid down during 

the Treaty of Westphalia, almost four centuries ago, have deteriorated. As a result, the future 

of Europe is postulated by the author and a few questions regarding the uncertainty of 

European balance of power are raised in this chapter.  

 

Having examined Europe and its balance of power system, the book then turns its emphasis to 

Islamism and the Middle East by looking at the Islamic world order, the Arab Spring and the 

Syrian war, the Palestinian issues, and the decline of the Arab states. In this section, the 

author unearths the world of Islamic empire and religion by describing the history of Islam 

and the expansion of the Ottoman Empire. Then the author compares the Westphalia system 

with the Islamic world by stating that stability is the guiding principle of world order in the 

Westphalia system while purity is the principle of the Islamic world. The Arab Spring, the 

Syrian crisis, the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, and the decline of the Muslim world are also 

briefly presented in this chapter.  

 

Chapter 4 focuses on Iranian-American relations and the approaches to order. In this chapter, 

the tradition of Iranian statecraft and the Khomeini Revolution are discussed, followed by the 

issues of nuclear proliferation in Iran. Regarding the Iranian statecraft, Kissinger mentioned 

that "Iran has perhaps the most coherent sense of nationhood and the most elaborated tradition 

of national interest-based statecraft." Moreover, Iran's statecraft is based on the Persian 

Empire's tradition.   

 

Chapter 5 takes a different perspective and deals with Asia and world order from the 

perspective of major Asian countries such as Japan and India. The author, in this chapter, 

compares Asian and European concepts of balance of power by stating that the Asian concept 

of balance of power is the modern version of the Westphalian system of international order; 

however, unlike Europe's international system of equal sovereignty, Asia's international 

system is based on the principle of hierarchy, not sovereignty. Toward the end of chapter 5, 

the writer poses a question about an Asian regional order and highlights the influential role of 

Indonesia in Southeast Asia in balancing China, the United States, and the Muslim world. 

Likewise, South Korea and North Korea, engulfed by major world economies, also play 

crucial roles in balancing power in East Asia.  
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Chapter 6 primarily concerns China, its role in world order and its partnership with the United 

States. This chapter underscores the role of China in Asia's international order and world 

order by taking into account the Chinese concept of "All Under Heaven" and "the Middle 

Kingdom" which represent China's supreme position throughout history. With the wealth of 

its economy and the ability to produce desirable goods, China can and will still be able to 

exert its political, economic, and cultural influence in the regional and global context. Thus, 

China's views and support are frequently sought in every international forum, making China 

the only global competitor for the United States in its search for world order. To conclude 

chapter 6, Kissinger puts forward his perspective on the Sino-American relationship by 

explaining how Chinese and Americans view each other differently and negatively. He then 

suggests that the modern balance of power be based on the concept of partnership rather than 

confrontation or military deployment; by so doing, Chinese and Americans would experience 

constructive cooperation which could lead to a more peaceful world in the future.  

 

Unlike chapters 5 and 6, which deal with Asia, particularly China, chapters 7 and 8 are 

devoted to the United States and its concept of world order. Chapter 7, entitled "Acting for all 

mankind: The United States and its concept of order", discusses America's expanding role on 

the world stage and examines America's concept of world order from the perspective of three 

presidents of the United States such as Theodore Roosevelt, Woodrow Wilson, and Franklin 

Roosevelt. For Theodore Roosevelt, a realist, not only was the United States seen as the 

greatest power without threatening regional competitors, but it was also in a unique position 

with this power to decide the destiny of the whole world. Woodrow Wilson, an idealist, 

however, saw America as the world's conscience. In other words, America's mission was to 

bring about peace to the world and America's intervention in World War I was not motivated 

by its quest for power or self-interest, but universal peace and order. Similarly, Franklin 

Roosevelt, who was also an idealist, placed great emphasis on building international order and 

peace through trust, respect for international law, friendly relations, tolerance, 

humanitarianism, and good will. 

 

In chapter 8, the focus is on the America's roles and responsibilities for world order. Kissinger 

starts this chapter by mentioning that twelve American presidents have endeavored in an 

unselfish quest for the resolution of conflicts to restore and maintain universal peace and 

harmony. Since the end of World War II, the United States has been seen as an ambivalent 

superpower that is unable to decide the nature of its world role, that is, it is caught in an 
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idealism-realism dilemma. Throughout this chapter, Kissinger elaborates on the historical 

events, especially the five wars the United States fought after World War II (Korea, Vietnam, 

the Gulf War, Iraq, and Afghanistan) in order to present America's ambivalent foreign policy. 

Kissinger also helps his readers understand America's struggle with the so-called idealism-

realism dilemma by recounting how each U.S. president from Harry S. Truman to George W. 

Bush exercised America's global influence, restored national cohesion, and tried to build a 

world order.  

 

In the final chapter, entitled "Technology, equilibrium, and human consciousness", the author 

examines world order in the nuclear age, the challenge of nuclear proliferation, the role of 

technology in world order, and the making of foreign policy in the digital era. Obviously, 

nuclear weapons have a dramatic impact on international order and the major focus of the 

foreign policy of any country, particularly the nuclear superpowers, is to ensure the other side 

will not use its weapons of mass destruction. Thus, the existing major nuclear countries need 

to closely cooperate with one another to insist on nuclear nonproliferation and the absence of 

the use of nuclear weapons in any conflict so that world order can be the result. The writer 

also stresses the significance of cyber technology and human consciousness in shaping 

relations between states and the international order. In concluding this final chapter, Kissinger 

states that wisdom and foresight are needed in the technological era, and humane, 

transcendent, and geopolitical judgment is crucial in establishing global order in the Internet 

age.  

 

In his conclusion, Kissinger discusses the evolution of international order by citing the impact 

of two tendencies or imbalances: a redefinition of legitimacy and a significant shift in the 

balance of power. The first tendency concerns an alteration of values and norms in the 

international order while the second tendency is related to an inability of states to 

accommodate a major change in power relations. With these imbalances between power and 

legitimacy, Kissinger then presents four important dimensions which are missing in the 

twenty-first century world order, such as the nature of the state, the political and economic 

organization of the world, the absence of an effective mechanism for the great powers to 

consult and cooperate, and America's ambivalent world role. Thus, the quest for world order 

in our time, in the author's words, will require a coherent strategy to establish a concept of 

order within the various regions, and to relate these regional orders to one another. The 
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domination of a region by one country militarily, finally, even if it brings the appearance of 

order, could produce a crisis for the rest of the world.  

 

World Order, in sum, is not only of significant value to anyone interested in the study of 

international relations, but it also provides readers with fascinating insights into, just to 

mention a few, world history, European balance of power systems, America's world role, 

Asia's international order, disorder in the Middle East, the role of technology in the 

contemporary world order, and the future of world order itself. This book, therefore, is an 

indispensible resource for researchers, teachers, and students alike, and is truly a welcome 

addition to the field of International Relations in general and to anyone's personal bookshelf 

in particular.  
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