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Abstract 
This paper is an attempt to explore and understand how SNS users responded 
to domestic violence against one Cambodian actress. Specially, I examined their 
comments whether they expressed sympathetic feelings toward her, or blam-
ing her karma/fate, or suggesting divorce. To answer these questions, I used 
the semantic analysis by debunking socioeconomic backgrounds of the respon-
dents, except gender identity that was identified. This study has found that the 
majority of men blamed the victim, Karma and the majority of women rec-
ommended the victim a divorce and legal assistance, indicating that men still 
have a strong patriarchal ideology, but women are now more likely to rely on 
the modern legal system. 
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1. About the Event  

The actress was in her mid 30 s, who has been among the most popular ones in 
Cambodia. She has one son from her first marriage. The alleged abuser is her 
second husband, who was reported to be younger than her age, whose occupa-
tion was an oriental doctor. According to her statements reported in newspa-
pers, the event happened on April 9, 2017, left her badly injured, yet she already 
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forgave him as the man promised not to repeat any more violence. However, the 
man physically abused her again on April 22, 2017. Cambodian newspapers in 
Khmer and English languages reported on April 23, 2017. The case went viral on 
Facebook on April 23, 2017, and become a hot topic for sharing, responding, and 
talking among SNS users. The incident drew negative reactions and responses 
from many Cambodians, particularly woman activists. 

2. Introduction  

This study has exploited sociological theories and explained the root causes of 
violence based on the online users’ comments under the article about the do-
mestic violence against the actress that posted on the Facebook page of three 
famous local Khmer newspapers. By examining only the gender of respondents 
and analyzing the text, I have debunked the socioeconomic backgrounds of the 
respondents, such as education, social class, religion, and ethnicity. I went straight 
forward to examine their opinions responding to the reports using the latent cod-
ing method or semantic analysis to analyze each comment [1]. 

As much as I can argue, violence against women is classical. It is a product of 
social and cultural heritage which is prevalent regardless of class, culture, reli-
gion, or race. Some scholars believed that this “violence is central to the histori-
cal development of mankind” [2]. The contemporary global complex society has 
been more violent than the previous one with the on-going gender violence oc-
curs to women in all forms. 

More importantly, instead of improvements in living standards, economic 
development, education opportunity, peace, etc., the current global study did not 
give strong evidence showing any improvement or shrinking rate of domestic 
violence against women in this complex, industrialized and advanced society [3]. 
Empirically, the latest study indicated the same result that 1 in 3 women expe-
rienced physical or sexual abuse at some point in their lives [4]. But taking a 
look at continent wide, 7% - 30% of women in North America experienced 
physical or sexual abuse, 14% - 38% in Latin America and the Carribean, 13% - 
46% in Europe, 6% - 67% in Asia, 6% - 64% in Africa, and 17% - 68% in Oceania 
[5]. Such high figures showed that society is not a safe place for women [6]. It’s 
necessary for alarming policy makers and activist to rethink the urgent, but ef-
fective measures to make the world safe for women. 

In Cambodian context, Cambodia is not exceptional like the rest of the world 
as studies have indicated [7] [8] [9]. Recent surveys conducted by the concerned 
institutions revealed that the domestic violence rate in Cambodia has not signif-
icantly reduced from the last 10 years [8] [10] [11]. The causes and consequences 
of violence in Cambodia are at rest an endless debate while some blamed social 
and cultural factors, some blamed economic factors, and some blamed individu-
als which allow violence against women go unheard and unsolved [12] [13]. 

3. Legal Frameworks against Domestic Violence 

On 16 September 2005, the National Assembly passed the law on the prevention 
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of domestic violence and the protection of victims (DVL). The Senate approved 
on 29 September 2005. His Majesty, the King signed the law and put for imple-
mentation on 24 October 2005. This law is firmly aimed at preventing domestic 
violence, protecting the victims, and strengthening non-violence culture and har-
mony in Khmer society (article 1). The law is also a response to the constitution, 
article 38, guaranteed the abolition of the discrimination against women, aboli-
tion of the women’s labor exploitation, right equality in marriage and family 
[14]. 

Four forms of violence: acts harming one’s life, acts affecting physical integrity 
fall under article 3, tortures or cruel acts, and sexual aggression. The article 35 
stated that domestic violence is the criminal offences and punished under the 
penal laws [15]. 

Both legal frameworks allow Cambodian women to enjoy equal right and safe 
life, both in public and private space. However, many abusers are still free and 
some received only minimum prison terms.  

According to these legal frameworks, Cambodia does not tolerate any form of 
violence against women and does not allow any case to be solved outside the 
court. Any offense shall be subjected to punishments in accordance with the laws. 
Yet, in 2009, after four years of introduction of domestic violence law, the figure 
indicated only a minor change in domestic violence rate [11]. Some argued that 
it is due to law enforcements are still questionable in Cambodia due to limited 
awareness and understanding of the law among the population and authority 
[13].  

3.1. Sociological Theories on Domestic Violence 

Since this paper is set to sociologically explore the public response to a famous 
domestic violence case against one Cambodian actress, therefore, the existing 
sociological theories help understand the causes and consequences of the prob-
lem.  

Family Violence Perspectives: family violence from the early 1970s was 
properly studied to late 1980s, most scholars concentrated on building the theo-
ries which could functionally explain the issue, but fail to present empirical lite-
ratures on the topic [16] [17]. However, it was Richard Gelles and Murray 
Straus, who became well known in their 1979 writing on family violence theory 
[18]. For those who tried to understand domestic violence from family violence 
perspectives, family violence is inevitable and universal problem exists in most 
nations and a means of resolving conflicts and disagreements [19]. According to 
this perspective, domestic violence is inevitable and the victim’s sex is not an ex-
ception, but ignores who are most likely to become a domestic violence’s victim, 
and also hesitates to identify women as the most-often-victims, and family vi-
olence perspectives cease the blame on socio-cultural factors and take the men’s 
sides. 

Systems Theory: one of the aspects in systems theory is that every component 
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in the social world is a connected dot. Social events systematically occur due to 
their interactive nature. In this connection, domestic violence is a “common 
systematic product and almost a universal phenomenon” ([19], p.575). Since 
systems theorists treat society as a one-system or human body structure-alike, 
they thought that any change in one social component can trigger a change in 
others. Social systems function in “complex, interrelated networks of mutual 
causal elements” ([20], p.18). According to the systematic formulation, domestic 
violence is ultimately driven by an in-equilibrium relationship of partners “su-
periority and inferiority” relationship. To therefore re-equilibrate the relation-
ship and reclaim masculine power, husbands are more likely to employ violence 
means [21] [22]. However, it should be noted that feminists criticized systems 
theory for being biased against women, for blaming the marital system, and for 
neglecting social realities [23]. 

Exchange/Social Control Theory: exchange theory was established during 
the 1950s, which was germinated by George Humans to study human behaviors 
and everyday life problem. Violence occurred when individual “husband” ex-
pected less punishment or light consequences for his wrong doings [24]. Rooted 
in criminology, this theory explained the occurrence of the domestic violence as 
an outcome of an absence of strict social control, inequality in family and society 
“gender, status∙∙∙” [20]. Furthermore, “criminals have had ineffective, erratic so-
cialization, and as a result, they lack self-control and therefore commit crimes” 
([25], p.161). Hence, the two theories shared the same perspectives on bigger 
rewards and ineffective social control as a root cause of violent behavior.  

Strain Theory/Resource Theory: according to stain and resource theories, 
root causes such as living in poverty, experiencing early age violence, witnessing 
a broken family, discrimination, possessing less opportunity, unemployment, envi-
ronment, friends, communities, culture, depression, anxiety, anger, etc., are be-
lieved to make room for domestic violence or crimes [19] [25] [26] [27]. In these 
views, external social factors as such induce an individual violent means. Strain 
theory also project that how an individual reacts or protests when he or she ex-
periences being deprived of his/her opportunity.  

In resource theory, power is a scare resource. Husband controls and contri-
butes the resource to marriage, family, inheritance right, income, breadwinner 
status. Some of power components are the ascribed ones. In such a case, hus-
band owns a power resource through skills, accomplishments, culture, and social 
institutions [28]. Therefore, whenever they feel their power resource and au-
thority are being challenged, they might absorb violent methods to secure or re-
take the control.  

Feminist Theory: feminist theory embraced the women centered perspectives 
to understand the concept of gender issues. As Feminists argued, gender is a so-
cial construction of people to control women and allocate roles [29] so that male 
supremacy ideology is implemented. Consequently, domestic violence is an ex-
pression of patriarchal domination, gender oppression, and control [30]. Femin-
ist theory rules out socioeconomic reasons behind gender violence and lays blame 
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upon gender inequality. 
On the whole, sociological theories explain domestic violence in the form of 

how men have taken the control of women’s body, sexuality, behavior, decision 
reinforced by social norms, culture, religion and politics. These theories also have 
pointed out that as long as women are treated subordinated in society, they will 
remain vulnerable to violence.  

3.2. Codes for Women and Men 

When one talks about gender issue in Cambodia, he/she tends to lay a blame on 
social structure, norms, and culture which women are unfairly treated in society 
although they were considered value holders in society. For instance, ChbabSrei 
(codes for women) and Chbab Bros (codes for men) which project unequal 
treatment being as a man and a woman [31]. These two codes were believed to 
be written in the 14th century by Buddhist monks [32]. The two controversial 
codes were a part of school curriculum for centuries before they were brought 
down in 2007 [33] and was applauded by many as it was a good sign of narrow-
ing down the gender bias.  

According to both codes, even though it is not widely accepted by many 
young Cambodians in a modern society, women must be utterly submissive, 
obedient, and humble to their husbands [32]. Their gender roles are highly an-
ticipated and evaluated by others, especially their husbands. Those who dare to 
challenge the gender roles, it means they face challenges such as being called as a 
loose woman and being not a Khmer woman. Such expectations are nothing but 
positing women secondary to men. 

In addition to that, an inferior position of women in family permits society to 
eventually exclude women from significant benefits and literally subjected to so-
cial, cultural, economic and political discriminations. For instance, the Secretary 
of State of the Ministry of Women’s Affairs refused to send women delegate to 
the Fourth World Conference in Beijing cited that sending inferior (delegate) 
women would escalate confusion about Cambodia’s position in the conference 
as Cambodian women used to sit at the back row [34]. Meanwhile, the second 
Prime Minister skeptically voiced his views that he did not agree that men sup-
press women because his father and himself treat their women well [35]. Their 
comments reflected how patriarchal ideology deeply rooted in Cambodian so-
ciety, where women are still subordinate to men. 

Although two codes were lifted from the school curriculum, their influences 
were deeply rooted in Cambodian culture and passed them on to younger gen-
erations through socialization process, literatures, cultures, and social norms 
that should require long term counter measures to deal with its influences. 

4. Literature Review 

There are few academic literatures on the domestic violence issue in Cambodia 
[9] [36] [37]. But, there are reports and indications of the issues occasionally 
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collected and published by the NGOs and government for policies [8]. These 
surveys and reports are fundamentally serving those who want to understand 
how domestic violence is viewed from women’s perspectives, responses, and 
perceptions and also of those in a policy level. 

Although laws, policy and actions have been adopted against the domestic vi-
olence, the law enforcements are ineffective enough to crack down on the issue 
and many cases remain unheard. One part is an old Khmer say “Do not bring 
fire out of home” which keeps reminding women to keep silent and endure the 
suffering. Furthermore, police and victims are not sure to treat it as a legal prob-
lem or family problem. Meanwhile, some experts lay blames police ignorance 
and culture in the matter [13]. These resulted in many criminal cases were set-
tled outside the court. 

Because cultural and social structures locate women in a subordinated posi-
tion and society gives high value on virginity, Cambodian women become the 
victims of violence or are more likely to suffer even during their second mar-
riage. The analysis [37] using the 2005 demographic and health survey has re-
vealed that 20% of remarried women experienced emotional violence and 14% 
experienced physical violence. These women were more likely to experience 
emotional and physical violence in their second marriage [37]. 

This phenomena reflect that domestic violence is one of the serious social 
problems occurred due to male supremacy ideology placing women in an infe-
rior position. Many victims of domestic violence accepted the physical and emo-
tional abuses by justifying it from social and cultural biases. For instance, study 
in Pakistan found that a majority of women remained silent because they think 
they are weak, and out of respect for husbands and the elderly in the family [38]. 
Another survey study in 25 low and middle income countries indicated wives 
believed that domestic violence against women was appropriate and necessary in 
some circumstances [39]. Such justification does not only allow domestic vi-
olence against women to occur, but also on children, which teach them to ab-
surd violence as a mean to have the upper hand on any decision in life. Some 
scholars contended that lack of cultural competence as a main reason concern-
ing the issue [40] [41]. 

Similarly, the National Institute of Statistics/Ministry of Planning of Cambo-
dia had conducted a demographic survey in 2014 and published in 2015 found 
that 1 in 5 Cambodian women aged 15 - 64 were reported to experience physical 
or sexual violence by their partners. The same survey highlighted that women 
believed that a man can be justified under circumstances, such as disrespect, re-
fusing sex, asking out his affairs, being unfaithful not taking care of children 
[42]. Many Cambodian women tend to think domestic violence as a normal prob-
lem by comparing a tongue and teeth which always have a clash. 

Furthermore, besides justifying the domestic violence, many of them blamed 
their Karma and redemption. Such belief, of course, will maintain family bond, 
but women live miserably and the abusers walk free instead of receiving any pu-
nishment. According to the study conducted among migrant women in the US 
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found that Cambodian women tried to endure the violence by thinking they re-
pay the Karma from previous lives [35]. Therefore, laying the blame on Karma 
would jeopardize the justice [42]. I argue that although religious belief consti-
tutes the social bond, social integration and many more, belief in Karma in the 
context of violence does not only solve the problem, but also make the problem 
worse.  

5. Method 
5.1. Data Collection  

The sample of the research is constituted from responding comments within 24 
hours, taking from the time when the each news outlet posted on Facebook. These 
news outlets were among the most popular newspapers in Cambodia, having at 
least 500,000 subscriptions. The comments were recorded using iPad to screen-
shot in the form of photos. The screenshot comments were printed afterward for 
the purpose of identifying the gender of the respondents and doing the latent 
coding on the comments.  

The three newspapers which were chosen here are the Khmer medium news-
papers available in printing and digital forms. These three news outlets are Koh 
Santepheap Daily, Kampuchea Thmey Daily, and Voice of Democracy. During 
the process of collecting the responding comments, number of shares of the ar-
ticle, number of views of the article in the main website and number of sub-
scribers were recorded. Table 1 was also made to present the audience shares of 
each newspaper by the time of study. 

5.2. Coding Procedure 

To identify the gender of respondents, I identified the gender of identity using 
the most common female names and male names in Cambodia (1 = male, 2 = 
female). 

The responding comments with sticker icons such as smiley, sad, angry, etc. 
were eliminated from coding. After the elimination, there were 395 responding 
comments applicable for coding how they responded to the case, and out of 
which 46.1% were men (n = 182), 53.9% were women (n = 213). In the coding 
process, one Cambodian student was asked to identify the gender of respondents 
based on familiar Khmer names and compared with researcher afterward. The  
 
Table 1. News outlets. 

 Name 
Number of shares  

of the article 

Number of 
viewers on  

website 

Number of subscribers 
of each news outlet 

(time of study) 

1 Koh Santepheap Daily 2665 shares 9436 2,861,754 

2 Kampuchea Thmey Daily 917 shares 5768 1,965,879 

3 
Voice of Democracy 
(VODHOTNEWS) 

765 shares 9447 583,972 
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disagreement was 5% and later was resolved. The student received a reward for 
his labor. 

5.3. Variables and Data Analysis 

To categorize the responding comments, the each comment was coded into two 
separate variables: first response and second response. The first response in-
cluded “1 = recommending for a divorce or legal actions, 2 = expressing sympa-
thy, 3 = blaming her, 4 = blaming her karma, 5 = using abusive words and ste-
reotypes on the man’s look, 6 = others”. The second variable has the same value. 
However, the second group of variable was eliminated after coding since there 
were only 36 responding comments were applicable for the coding. To code the 
comment, only the first central idea of the comment (first sentence) was coded. 
In case there are two or more sentences were expressed, it is only the first sen-
tence was coded. 

After grouping the comments, data were entered into SPSS to perform simple 
cross-tabulation analysis between the independent variable and dependent va-
riables. 

6. Findings 

The total respondents were 395 people (women, =213, “53.9%” and men, N = 
182, “46.1%”) who responded to the news article from all three news outlets 
(Table 2). 

The study found that a majority of women (20%) and (10%) of men suggested 
that the victim get a divorce and seek legal assistance. A majority of men (14%) 
and (9%) of women blamed the victim. The study also revealed that women (7%) 
expressed their sympathetic feelings against (4%) of men. It further revealed that 
there were more women (9%) than men (8%) had stereotypes on the man’s look, 
career, and backgrounds.  
 
Table 2. Gender and responding comments of respondents. 

Perception 
 

Gender 
Total 

Male Female 

Recommending a divorce 
or legal assistance 

% within perception 
% of total 

33% 
10% 

67% 
20% 

100% 
30% 

Expressing sympathy 
% within perception 

% of total 
33% 
4% 

67% 
7% 

100% 
11% 

Blaming her faults 
% within perception 

% of total 
61% 
14% 

39% 
9% 

100% 
23% 

Blaming her karma/fate 
% within perception 

% of total 
36% 
3% 

64% 
6% 

100% 
9% 

Stereotypes on the man’s looks, 
career, and backgrounds 

% within perception 
% of total 

46% 
8% 

54% 
9% 

100% 
17% 

Others 
% within perception 

% of total 
76% 
7% 

24% 
2% 

100% 
9% 

Total % of total 46% 54% 100% 
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The findings suggested that women become aware that domestic violence is a 
crime, which women should not endure according to Karma, but should imme-
diately seek a legal assistance. However, in this study still presented how strong 
the patriarchal ideology which have deep-rooted in men’s mentality as indicated 
that a majority of men blamed the victim. 

7. Discussions 

This study has revealed one positive group of comments from women (20%) re-
garding their suggestions for legal actions against the abuser and suggested the 
victim get separated from her abuser, which was higher than the demographic 
study in 4.7% [11]. These findings reflected a better understanding of women 
regarding justice provided by laws. Since Cambodia has sufficient laws to tackle 
domestic violence, family, especially women should seek legal helps from police 
or authority according to laws and policies made by government to prevent vi-
olence against women [43]. These findings could be a positive one which the 
concerned entities have expected from laws and campaigns and can be best ex-
plained by the exchange theory as it views that the lesser consequence of crime 
motivates high crime rate [20]. Therefore, I argue that when there are more 
women considered domestic violence a legal offense and seek legal assistance, 
this will alert men to reconsider twice before abusing their women. 

However, blaming the victim has still a prominent perception among res-
ponding comments as the study found most men blamed the woman and shown 
little sympathy for the victim. Moreover, the number of female respondents 
blamed the victim was the second highest responding comments. Furthermore, 
second highest number of women also blamed the victims. These findings re-
vealed that patriarchal ideology still tightly controls Cambodian society. Both 
men and women still think violence can be justified because women should re-
spect men [36] [38] [39]. The women were silent because they were afraid to 
break the social norms [44] [45]. Such belief has not changed as the findings re-
vealed, indicated that women are vulnerable to violence and subjected to dis-
crimination both in the family and society, and can motivate children to absorb 
violence to solve their problem [46]. From family violence perspectives and fe-
minist theory, the findings highlight that patriarchal domination is strong in 
Cambodia and respondents do not consider domestic violence a serious crime.  

Regarding the perception on fate and Karma, the findings illustrated that such 
belief is also still prominent among Cambodians, especially women (6%). As 
many people believed that the person should endure the suffering according 
previous life’s Karma [43] [47]; others might intentionally exploit this belief to 
achieve their goals and placed women in inferior positions [48]. Belief in Kar-
ma in the context of violence/crime can jeopardize justice, perpetuate inequa-
lity, and encourage more violence as the criminal receives rewards from vi-
olence rather than get punished as explained in the exchange/social control 
theory. 
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8. Conclusion 

On the whole, this paper does not try to generalize the findings although there 
were similar findings in other studies. However, these findings reveal a current 
change in perception of men and women regarding domestic violence, which 
show some positive influences of laws where women suggested legal actions or 
divorce rather than blamed Karma or treated it as a family matter. Significantly, 
it projected that legal awareness among Cambodian women is improving. Thus, 
I think that Cambodia should bring the best out of awareness campaigns for 
better results in the future. Academically, although this study is a small study 
which has not looked at socioeconomic backgrounds of respondents to predict 
its relationship with their perceptions, it can definitely constitute an example for 
the future study to understand this issue in a deeper and more scientific analysis. 
I also expect that this study will add to the existing literature on the domestic vi-
olence, especially in Cambodian case. 
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