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Abstract 

Indonesia is a diverse country consisting of various cultures and 

also religions. Currently, there are six official religions 

recognized by the Indonesian government, which are Islam, 

Protestant, Catholic, Hindu, Buddhi, and Confucianism. Thus, it 

is important for English book writers to design an English 

textbook that not only accommodates the needs of the students but 

also contains learning content which are representing all those 

varied religions and cultures in order to represent the background 

of the students. This study focuses on the portrayal of religious 

content found in the six Indonesian English textbooks published 

by the government and private sector. The purpose of the study is 

to assess, whether the six Indonesian English textbooks fairly 

distribute religious content through the textbooks’ visual 

illustrations or not. Visual content analysis was used as the 

methodology of the study to answer the research question. Based 

on the findings of the study, it was revealed that all the six 

Indonesian textbooks did not fairly distribute the religious 

contents. Some religions were having little to no representation in 

the textbooks. The religions portrayed throughout the contents 

were Islam, Protestantism, Hinduism, Buddhism, and 

Confucianism. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Indonesia is known as one of the most populated countries in the world. Currently, it ranks 

at the fourth position as the most populated country in the world. Known as a country that 
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is built with thousands of islands, Indonesia is also packed with various ethnicity, 

languages, cultures, and also religions (Ena, 2016). Today, Indonesia has six official 

religions, which are Islam, Protestant, Catholic, Hindu, Buddhist, and Confucianism. 

Further, Islam holds the first position as the largest followed religion in Indonesia, then 

followed by Christianity, Hinduism, Buddhism, and Confucianism (Ena, 2016). In 

Indonesian education, religion has a crucial influence (Zein, Sukyadi, Hamied, and 

Lengkanawati, 2020). Religion has an important influence in the Indonesian education 

sector because all Indonesian people are obligated to follow a religion. Thus, starting from 

the elementary level up to the senior high school level, religion is specially taught through 

a religion class. Every student attends the religion class based on the religion they profess. 

However, religious values are also taught outside the religion class, although not as much, 

to spread the awareness of religious bias (Fua, Wekke, Sabara, and Nurlila, 2018). As a 

consequence, teachers must fulfill the demands of the students by offering appropriate 

textual, auditory, and visual information based on national and international cultural 

factors to avoid communication mistakes (Ena, 2016). 

Furthermore, the representation of religion can be seen in some teaching aids, such 

as textbooks (Ali, Hassan, and Hanan, 2019). This can also be applied in the area of 

English teaching and learning (Zhao, 2020). The portrayal of religion can be seen in 

Indonesian English textbooks, both made by the government and the private sector. The 

religious portrayal can be in the form of names, reading passages, or even in the images 

used in the English textbooks (Isnaini, Setyono, and Ariyanto, 2019). Remembering that 

there are six official religions in Indonesia, it is important for Indonesian English book 

writers to fairly distribute the contents portraying religion (Niehaus, 2018). Moreover, 

textbooks play a great role in English teaching and learning (Bojanic and Topalov, 2016). 

Textbooks are one of the primary sources for students and teachers during the teaching 

and learning process (Tajeddin and Pakzadian, 2020). In addition to linguistic and 

thematic content, textbooks can serve as an authentic source of cultural aspects, and they 

are thought to be important mediators in imparting intercultural knowledge to the target 

language learners (Setyono and Widodo, 2019). As a result, English language textbooks 

can help English language learners to participate well in English communities in both 

linguistic and cultural activities (Meadows, 2020). Looking at the vital role of textbooks 

in English language teaching and learning, English book writers need to be very careful 

in using and choosing the contents portraying religion to avoid religious bias (Tafazoli 

and Egan, 2022). 

Visual images used in English textbooks, too, have their own important role. 

According to Elmiana (2019), the use of visual images can enhance the effectiveness of 

the teaching and learning process. Through visual images, students can construct their 

understanding of the real-world context better and easily (Basal, Celen, Kaya, and Boğaz, 

2016). Related to this, there were several previous studies discussing about religious 

portrayal through visual images in textbooks. First, Ena (2016) conducted research about 

the portrayal of religious content in Indonesian English e-textbooks. He analyzed the 

visual data used in eight Indonesian English e-textbooks for the senior high school level. 

Qualitative visual content analysis was used as his research methodology. From the 

findings of his research, it was revealed that the religions were not fairly distributed. Some 

religions were having low percentages of portrayal in number and role compared to the 

other religions. Then, Tafazoli and Egan (2022) tried to investigate the visual contents of 
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Iranian English textbooks. The focus of their study was on the representation of cultural 

references and cultural dimensions, especially on the Islamic ideology. Quite the same as 

Ena’s research, their research also employed qualitative visual content analysis as the 

research methodology. The findings of their study showed that Islamic ideology covered 

most of the visual contents of Iranian English textbooks, which was not suitable for the 

vital role of teaching culture as the fifth language skill in language education. Third, Basal 

et al., (2016) conducted qualitative research about the role of illustration used in Turkish 

English textbooks. They tried to see the function of the illustrations and how often they 

appeared in the textbooks. They analyzed four different Turkish English textbooks. 

Content analysis was used as the research methodology. Based on the findings of their 

study, it was revealed that the English textbooks lacked some functions. The lack of 

functions could have negative impacts on the students’ comprehension. Lastly, Zhao 

(2020) conducted research about the interpretations and representations of religious 

values used in Chinese social studies textbooks. His research used qualitative exploratory 

as the approach and content analysis as the research methodology. Based on the findings 

of his research, it was implied that, while the state's secularization aim is reflected in the 

framing of religion in China's social studies curriculum, it also provides room for a deeper 

examination of religion's meaning. 

This paper aims to investigate the representation of religious content in the visual 

images used in six different Indonesian English textbooks created by the government and 

private sector. There is one research question employed in this research, namely “Does 

all the six English textbooks created by the government and private sector fairly distribute 

the religious content through the visual images?” 

 

METHOD 

This qualitative research used visual content analysis as the research methodology. 

According to Seyidoglu, Roberts, Darroch, Hillsburg, Scheeberg, McGettigan-Dumas, 

Huddle, and Montaño (2021) visual content analysis can be used to obtain portrayals and 

representations in visual data. Using visual content analysis, the representations could be 

measured by classifying the visual data into precisely articulated groups (Jaspersen and 

Stein, 2019). Through this method, the researcher was allowed to study the immense 

imbalances that become obvious when the researcher tried to focus and examine visual 

identification (Seyidoglu et al., 2021). The said method was chosen by the researcher 

because it brought the imbalances of representation into a clear perspective amidst these 

complexities (Aldahdouh, 2018). 

 

Data Sources 

The analysis conducted in this research was based on the visual data taken from six 

Indonesian English textbooks. The first three Indonesian English textbooks were Bahasa 

Inggris Kelas X, Bahasa Inggris Kelas XI, and Bahasa Inggris Kelas XII. Those three 

English textbooks were made by the government and published by Kemendikbud in 2017. 

Then, the last three Indonesian English textbooks were Pathway to English for SMA/MA 

grade X, Pathway to English for SMA/MA grade XI, and Pathway to English for 

SMA/MA grade XII. These English textbooks were published by Penerbit Airlangga, a 

private publisher, in 2018. Those Indonesian English textbooks were selected to be 

analyzed due to the reason that currently they are in use in Indonesian high schools. 
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Data Analysis 

The images used in the Indonesian English textbooks served as the research’s 

analytical unit. Every image from all the chapters was analyzed, including the covers of 

the books. In this research, the researcher analyzed all the chapters from the six 

Indonesian English textbooks. The visual data representing religion analyzed in those 

chapters were visual data portraying humans, animals, and objects. The categories of the 

images related to religion were adapted from (Ena, 2016). Then, the results of the analysis 

were put into a table and categorized based on the official religions in Indonesia, which 

are Islam, Protestant, Catholic, Hindu, Buddhist, and Confucianism. Next, to categorize 

the data, simple descriptive tables were used by the researcher. After the visual data were 

taken from the textbooks, the researcher analyzed and divided them into each category.  

A qualitative approach in the form of simple descriptive tables was used to categorize the 

visual data representing religion found in the six different Indonesian English textbooks. 

The number of visual data from each category was then divided by the total number of all 

the visual data. Then, the researcher multiplied the results by 100% to get the percentage. 

 

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

Human Images Portraying Religions 

The findings from all the six English textbooks analyzed showed that there was 

religious portrayal in the visual data used in the textbooks. However, it seemed that there 

was some religious bias. Islam is the religion represented with the biggest frequency in 

the pictures representing humans used in all the six English textbooks. There were some 

pictures portraying Muslim students and ordinary people used in the textbooks. The said 

pictures could be categorized so because the students were dressed using hijab, which is 

the symbol of Muslim women. There were also males who use ‘peci’, or a cap usually 

used by Muslim people.    

Table 1 showed the frequency of occurrences of human pictures portraying 

religions found in the three Kemendikbud English textbooks. There are six categories of 

official religions in Indonesia, which are Islam, Protestant, Catholic, Hindu, Buddhist, 

and Confucianism (Ena, 2016). From the table, it could be seen that there were 12% 

occurrences of human images portraying Islam in the English textbook for grade ten. 

Some of them consisted of women pictures, depicted as students, wearing a veil. Then, 

the rest of the images consisted of male figures using a ‘peci’. The male figures were also 

known as famous Muslim people. Quite similar to the previous textbook, in the English 

textbook for senior high school grade eleven, there were 8% of human images portraying 

Islam. All of the images were portraying male figures using a ‘peci’. Lastly, there were 

16% of human images portraying Muslim people in the English textbook for senior high 

school students in grade twelve. Mainly, the pictures were representing Muslim women 

using a veil. Then, there was one image portraying a famous male Muslim singer. Mainly, 

all the visual data were categorized as images representing Islam because of the clothing 

that the people used. 

From the table, it could be seen that there was only a small amount of frequency 

of human images portraying religion, with only 12% of the total of 100% of human 

images found in the Kemendikbud English textbooks.  The rest of the human images 

(88%) were not portraying any religion at all.  
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Table 1. Human Images Portraying Religions in Kemendikbud 

Human Pictures in Kemendikbud’s English Textbooks 

  10 % 11 % 12 % Total % 

Mu 7 12% 5 8% 12 16% 24 12% 

P 0 0% 0 0 0 0 0 0 

C 0 0% 0 0 0 0 0 0 

H 0 0% 0 0 0 0 0 0 

B 0 0% 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Cf 0 0% 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Un 51 88% 57 92% 61 84% 169 88% 

Total 58 100% 62 100% 73 100% 193 100% 

Mu: Muslim                                 B: Buddhism                     U: Undetermined 

P: Protestantism                           Cf: Confucianism                         

C: Catholicism                             H: Hinduism 

 
Table 2 shows the frequency of occurrences of human pictures portraying 

religions found in the three English textbooks created and published by the private sector, 
Pathway to English. Quite different from the Kemendikbud’s textbooks, it could be seen 
that there were only 2% of human images portraying Islam in Pathway to English for 
grade X. Most of them were portraying male figures using ‘peci’, which was a cap identic 
as a part of Muslim clothing. There was only one image representing a female figure using 
a hijab. Then, in Pathway to English for grade XI, there was no single representation of 
Islam, unlike Kemendikbud’s book. Instead, there was one human image representing 
Protestantism (1%) and another human image representing Hinduism (1%). The picture 
can be categorized as a human image representing Protestantism because it showed a 
picture of a woman praying in the Church. Then, the one pictured representing Hinduism 
could be categorized so because it showed a Hindu family, using complete Hindu 
clothing, praying together. Lastly, there was only 1% of a human image portraying Islam 
and 3% of images portraying Hindus in Pathway to English for grade XII. The image 
portraying Islam showed a woman using a veil and the images portraying Hinduism 
showed pictures of people using Hinduism clothing. 

 

Table 2. Human Images Portraying Religions in Pathway in English 

Human Pictures in Pathway to English’s English Textbooks 

  10 % 11 % 12 % Total % 

Mu 4 2% 0 0% 1 1% 5 2% 

P 0 0% 1 1% 0 0% 1 0% 

C 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 

H 0 0% 1 1% 2 3% 3 1% 

B 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 

Cf 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 

Un 179 98% 74 97% 70 96% 323 97% 

Total 183 100% 76 100% 73 100% 332 100% 

Mu: Muslim                                 B: Buddhism                     U: Undetermined 

P: Protestantism                           Cf: Confucianism                         

C: Catholicism                             H: Hinduism 
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From the table, it could be seen that there was only a small amount frequency of 

occurrences of human images portraying religion, with 3% from the total of 100% of 

human images in the Pathway to English textbooks. The rest of the human images (97%) 

were not portraying any religion at any rate. 

Based on table 1 and table 2, it could be inferred that both Indonesian English 

textbooks created by the government and the private sector did not fairly distribute the 

religious contents in the visual images representing humans. Most of the human images 

were portraying things that were not related to any religion or religious value at all. This 

was supported by Ena's (2016) findings. His findings showed that there was a lack of 

religious representation in the English e-textbooks he was analyzing. Similar to the 

findings of this research, he also found that the representation of Islam was highly 

dominating the visual images of humans in the English e-textbooks. Tafazoli and Egan 

(2022) also discovered the same findings in their research. It was shown that mostly the 

entire visual images representing humans were covered by Islam. There were only small 

representatives of other religions in the visual data depicting humans found in the Iranian 

English textbooks. Remembering the important role of textbook in English teaching and 

learning (Tajeddin and Pakzadian, 2020), it is very important to fairly distributed the 

religious contents. According to Niehaus (2018), the inequity of religious content might 

lead to the feeling of bias in students. Moreover, visual images have the power to 

construct students’ understanding of the real-world context better and effectively. Hence, 

as Indonesia consisted of students with various religious backgrounds, it is very important 

for Indonesian English book writers to fairly represent all the six-official religions in the 

visual images used in the books. 

 

Animal Images Portraying Religions 

 

Table 3. Animal Images Portraying Religions in Kemendikbud 

 
Table 3 shows that there were no animal images portraying religion in all the three 

Kemendikbud English textbooks. Nevertheless, there were some animal images such as 
fishes, rabbits, birds, cats, wolves, and leopards found in the textbooks. Some of those 
animals were sometimes used to symbolize religious events, such as rabbits. The rabbit 

Animal Images in Kemendikbud’s English Textbooks 

 10 % 11 % 12 % Total % 

Mu 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 

P 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 

C 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 

H 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 

B 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 

Cf 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 

Un 4 100% 4 100% 7 100% 15 100% 

Total 4 100 4 100% 7 100% 15 100% 

Mu: Muslim                                 B: Buddhism                     U: Undetermined 

P: Protestantism                           Cf: Confucianism                         

C: Catholicism                             H: Hinduism 
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was often used to symbolize Easter, which is a religious event for Catholic and Protestant 
people (Lauritsen, Allen, Alves, Ameen, Fowler, Irving-Pease, Larson, Murphy, Outram, 
Pilgrim, Shaw, and Sykes, 2018). However, in the textbook, the rabbits were portrayed 
as folklore animals, not an animal which was related to any religion. Similar to these 
findings, Ena (2016) in his study also found out that there was no animal image portraying 
religion in the e-textbooks he analyzed. 

Based on Table 4, there were also no animal images portraying religion in all the 
three Pathway to English textbooks. Nevertheless, there were some animal images such 
as frogs, monkeys, birds, rabbits, ants, and whales found in the textbooks. Some of those 
animals were sometimes used to symbolize religious events, such as rabbits. 

Table 4. Animal Images Portraying Religions in Pathway to English 

Animal Images 

 10 % 11 % 12 % Total % 

Mu 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 

P 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 

C 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 

H 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 

B 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 

Cf 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 

Un 7 100% 3 100% 1 100% 11 100% 

Total 7 100% 3 100% 1 100% 11 100% 

C: Catholicism                             H: Hinduism 

 

The rabbit was often used to symbolize Easter, which is a religious event for 

Catholic and Protestant people (Lauritsen et al., 2018). However, in the textbook, the 

rabbits were portrayed as folklore animals, not an animal which was related to any 

religion. Monkey was also considered a sacred animal in Hinduism. It portrayed 

Hanuman, the representation of Lord Shiva. Hindus believed that Hanuman was the 

symbol of strength, endurance, and faithfulness (Chakraborty, 2021). Nonetheless, the 

analyzed English textbooks did not portray the monkey as an animal that was representing 

any religion. Similar to these findings, Ena (2016) in his study also found out that there 

was no animal image portraying religion in the e-textbooks he analyzed. 

 

Object Images Portraying Religions 

The results in table 5 showed that there were some religious portrayals in the object 

images used in one Kemendikbud English textbook, which was Buku Bahasa Inggris 

kelas X. There were some object images representing Islam and Buddhism. 9% of object 

images were portraying Islam. Meanwhile, there were only 4% of object images 

representing Buddhism in the analyzed English textbook. The 9% of object images could 

be categorized as object images portraying Islam because the images showed pictures of 

mosques, which is a place for Muslim people to pray. It was also explained in the book 

Mu: Muslim                                 B: Buddhism                     U: Undetermined 

P: Protestantism                           Cf: Confucianism                         
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that the mosques shown were used as Islamic prayer places. Then, the 4% of object 

images could be categorized as images portraying Buddhism because the image showed 

a picture of Borobudur temple. Borobudur temple is a place for Buddhis people to pray. 

However, in the book, Borobudur temple was shown and explained as a tourism place. 

Nonetheless, the researcher still classified it as an object image representing religion 

because the Borobudur temple also functions as a place to pray for Buddhist people. 

 

Table 5. Object Images Portraying Religions in Kemendikbud 

Object Images in Kemendikbud’s English Textbooks 

 10 % 11 % 12 % Total % 

Mu 2 9% 0 0% 0 0% 2 2% 

P 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 

C 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 

H 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 

B 1 4% 0 0% 0 0% 0 4% 

Cf 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 

Un 20 87% 25 100% 36 100% 81 98% 

Total 23 100% 25 100% 36 100% 83 100% 

C: Catholicism                             H: Hinduism 

 

Based on the the findings, it was also revealed that Buku Bahasa Inggris kelas XI 

and Buku Bahasa Inggris kelas XII did not input any object images related to religion. All 

the object pictures in both English textbooks were representing places or any objects 

unrelated to religion. From these results, it could be inferred that Indonesian English 

textbooks created by the government did not fairly distribute the religious contents in the 

visual images representing objects. This was supported by Ena's (2016) findings. His 

findings showed that there was a lack of other religious representation in the visual data 

representing objects in the e-textbooks he was analyzing. Quite the same as visual data 

representing humans previously, he also found that the representation of Islam was highly 

dominating the visual images of objects in the English e-textbooks. This unfairness of 

religious representation might lead to religious bias in students later on (Niehaus, 2018). 

Remembering that textbook is one of the main sources in English teaching and learning, 

it is very important to spread the contents representing religion fairly (Tajeddin and 

Pakzadian, 2020). 

The results in table 6 showed similar results with table 5. It was revealed that the 

only textbook from Pathway to English which portrayed religion in its visual images was 

Pathway to English for SMA/MA grade X. From the table, it could be seen that there were 

2% of object images portraying Islam, 5% of object images portraying Hinduism, 4% of 

object images portraying Buddhism, and 1% of object images portraying Confucianism. 

These results by far were the most varied results from all the Indonesian English 

textbooks analyzed. This English textbook also surprisingly portrayed more object images 

Mu: Muslim                                 B: Buddhism                     U: Undetermined 

P: Protestantism                           Cf: Confucianism                         
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representing Hinduism and Buddhism instead of Islam. Confucianism was also for the 

first time portrayed in the English textbook, although only once. In this English textbook, 

Islam was represented through object images showing mosques, which are places for 

Muslims to pray. It was also explained in the book that the mosques were worshipping 

places for Muslims. Hinduism was depicted in this English textbook through object 

images representing the Prambanan temple several times. Although the book introduced 

the Prambanan temple as a place for tourism, the researcher still categorized it as an object 

image representing Hinduism because the Prambanan temple is known as a worshipping 

place for Hindus. There were also some object images representing Pura as a place for 

Hindus to pray. 

 

Table 6. Object Images Portraying Religions in Pathway to English 

Object Images 

 10 % 11 % 12 % Total % 

Mu 2 2% 0 0% 0 0% 2 1% 

P 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 

C 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 

H 5 5% 0 0% 0 0% 5 2% 

B 4 4% 0 0% 0 0% 0 2% 

Cf 1 1% 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 

Un 87 88% 92 100% 74 100% 253 95% 

Total 99 100% 92 100% 74 100% 260 100% 

C: Catholicism                             H: Hinduism 

 

Next, Buddhism was represented in the English textbook through object pictures 

showing the Borobudur temple. Quite the same as the Prambanan temple, in the textbook, 

the Borobudur temple was introduced as one of the most famous tourist places in 

Indonesia. However, the researcher still categorized it as an object image representing 

Buddhism because the Borobudur temple is a place for Buddhis to pray. Lastly, 

Confucianism in the textbook was depicted through an object image showing a temple 

for Confucians to pray. It was also explained that the temple was called as Confucius 

temple, a prayer place for Confucians. According to Niehaus (2018), the diverse images 

used in English textbooks could help the students to feel represented. This, later on, could 

also help them to understand the materials easier. Isnaini et al., (2019) also mentioned 

that through the use of images that depicted the religions fairly, students can feel 

appreciated as an individual, as they were coming from various religious backgrounds. 

However, unlike in Pathway to English for SMA/MA grade X, the object images in 

Pathway to English for SMA/MA grade XI and Pathway to English for SMA/MA grade 

XII were all categorized as undetermined images. It was categorized so because all the 

object images were not depicted any features that symbolized the six official religions 

acknowledged by the Indonesian government. This was supported by Basal's et al., (2016) 

findings. They also found lots of images not related to any religion or religious values 

Mu: Muslim                                 B: Buddhism                     U: Undetermined 

P: Protestantism                           Cf: Confucianism                         
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used in the English textbooks they analyzed. Based on their discussion, it was revealed 

that the images were only used as decorative images to make the English textbooks 

become more attractive. 

 

CONCLUSION 

The current research attempted to analyze the distribution of religious content in six 

Indonesian English textbooks made by the government and private publisher. There were 

three different image categories being analyzed. The image categories were human 

images, animal images, and object images. Based on the analysis results, it was revealed 

that the six Indonesian English textbooks did not spread the religious content fairly. 

Almost all the English textbooks’ visual images were covered by Islam. In the three 

Indonesian English textbooks made by the government, the percentages of images 

representing Islam amounted up to 14% (12% images representing human images and 2% 

images representing object images). This is then followed by Buddhism (4%). 

Meanwhile, there were a few differences in the three Indonesian English textbooks 

published by private publisher. In these English textbooks, the percentages of visual 

images representing Islam amounted to 3%, then followed by Hinduism also amounted 

up to 3%, Buddhism amounted to 2%, and lastly, Protestantism amounted to 1%. From 

the results, it could be seen that Indonesian English textbooks published by the private 

sector spread the religious content fairly more than the Indonesian English textbooks 

made by the government through its visual images. However, there was still one religion 

which did not depict in all the six Indonesian English textbooks, which was Catholic. 

Nevertheless, this research was only analyzing some Indonesian English textbooks made 

for senior high school students. Hence, the results might have differed in other Indonesian 

English textbooks. Future researchers who are interested in the same topic may 

investigate and analyze other Indonesian English textbooks made for elementary or senior 

high school students. 
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