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Whither China’s Myanmar stranglehold?
By Stephanie Shannon and Nicholas Farrelly [Guest Writers]

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
• The Chinese government and a range of allied commercial enterprises, cultivated 

close relations with the Myanmar side during the years when interactions with 
Western democracies were constrained

• For a time, there was talk that China’s “soft power” in Myanmar had become 
suffocating and that the large numbers of recent Chinese migrants served as a 
vanguard for wider economic and strategic interests. 

• Over the past 25 years, the Chinese population in Myanmar is estimated to have 
grown by over 2 million people. 

• During Myanmar’s present process of political and economic liberalization, the 
central role of such Chinese interests is being challenged from a range of angles. 
It is in this environment of greater diversity and competition that China’s once firm 
position may be set to diminish.

• While the government of Myanmar was previously prepared to tolerate an expand-
ing Chinese presence, there is little popular acceptance of Chinese migrants until 
they more fully integrate with Myanmar society and culture.

• Chinese influences now jostle for position alongside an ever-increasing array of 
other foreign populations, ideas, cultures and approaches, including those that 
have recently re-engaged Myanmar from among the Western democracies. 

• While the Chinese continue to hold some measure of influence in many spheres 
of Myanmar life, the extent to which they can exercise their influence is subject to 
limits imposed by the fiercely patriotic Myanmar people and government. 

• During the ongoing political transformation under President Thein Sein there is 
emerging evidence that such limits will be more consistently demarcated.
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INTRODUCTION: RELATIONS IN FLUX

In September 2011 Myanmar President Thein Sein made an abrupt decision to sus-
pend construction on the Myitsone dam.1 This multi-billion dollar project, spearheaded 
by major Chinese and Myanmar construction interests, had long served as a magnet 
for controversy but the decision nonetheless took local and international observers 
by surprise. They wondered aloud whether Thein Sein was sending a new signal to 
his allies in Beijing. Curiosity about the deeper significance of the project’s suspen-
sion was fuelled when Chinese disapproval began surfacing in the media. When the 
dust settled, the decision was taken as a sign that cozy ties between Naypyidaw and 
Beijing were not immune to the vicissitudes of Myanmar’s political transformation, 
and that Myanmar would be prepared, if required, to find other backers and friends. 
The fact that the Chinese apparently failed to see it coming was widely considered 
further evidence that their strong relationship with the Myanmar military brass could 
not be taken for granted. It seemed possible that the neighbors were not as tight as 

outside observers had assumed.
In the standard account it is asserted that through more than two decades of 

rule by a dictatorial clique of military officers, Myanmar became increasingly aligned 
with various Chinese influences, and reliant on their support. At times, the Chinese 
stranglehold on Myanmar’s prospects, especially with respect to economic matters, 
was considered overwhelming. Such influences come in such a variety of functional 
guises, and cloaked in the expression of different historical and cultural trajectories, 
that it is usually impossible to speak of a single Chinese approach. Instead, it is the 
great convergence of differences, with all of the ambiguities that implies, which have 
made the Chinese, whatever they have sought to achieve, some of the most impor-
tant contributors to contemporary Myanmar life. Especially in those parts of the coun-
try where the Chinese border is readily accessible—from the northern Kachin State, 
right down to the southern portions of the Shan State, and then deep into areas like 
Mandalay and Magwe—there are sizeable populations of “new” Chinese. They mingle 
with other waves of migrants, some of whom have been in the country for centuries; 
Chinese for whom the People’s Republic of China has never been home. Whatever 
their origin and tenure in Myanmar, what they all share is an ambivalent position in 
local society. Often wildly successful in commercial activities, the Chinese have been 
popularly despised for their cultural differences and economic success, and thus 

vulnerable to changing political priorities. 
Any analysis of those priorities needs to begin with recent demographic shifts. 

The nadir of Chinese population in Myanmar was as recent as 1983, after a series 

1 While the use of the names “Myanmar” and “Burma” has generated much debate in English-speaking coun-
tries, the Chinese have consistently used the word miandian (缅甸) to refer to their southern neighbour since 
at least the 13th Century (Htin Aung 1967: 30). In this piece we use Myanmar for the period since 1989, and 
Burma for earlier decades. 
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of government campaigns targeting Chinese groups left the country with what has 
been described as a mere 234,000 Chinese residents, amounting to just 0.6 per 
cent of the estimated total population (Mya Than 1997: 118).2 It should not be for-
gotten that during Myanmar’s socialist period (1962—1988) the Communist Party 
of Burma, with heavy Chinese materiel and moral support, was a national enemy. 
It was only once the Communist forces disbanded, and the Cold War thawed, that 
the government in Myanmar was prepared for fuller and friendlier relations with the 
Chinese behemoth to the north. Since then, the Chinese population in Myanmar has 
grown rapidly, bringing approximately two million additional Chinese to seek their 
fortunes in the newly market-based economy (Zhang 2008: 51). Skills developed 
while navigating the early phases of economic liberalization back home in China 
have proved valuable, while networks of Chinese traders, wholesalers, logisticians, 
construction contractors and petty retailers have taken to exerting their dominance 
in specific economic sectors. It is an untidy situation and one that would not appear 
to have been the product of too much top-down planning. Still, it gives the Chinese 
an enviable foothold in Myanmar society. For a time there was talk that China’s soft 
power influence had thus become suffocating and that Chinese migrants served as 

a vanguard for wider economic and strategic interests.
In this brief analysis, we ask whether the Chinese are really so important in terms of 
their long-term influence? To assert that they are we would overlook the powerful 
draw of Korean pop culture and Western political ideals, not to mention the econom-
ic muscle of Singapore and the regional solidarity of the Association of Southeast 
Asian Nations. Strident commitment to the idea that China is a driving force must also 
de-emphasize the fact that Thailand has been the primary destination for Myanmar 
migrants and that there is a significant, highly educated and cosmopolitan diaspora 
that has tended to go everywhere, except China. Large numbers of Myanmar citizens 
have found new lives in places as diverse as Norway, the United States and India. In 
our experience among educated Myanmar citizens who are not ethnically Chinese, 
Chinese language skills are very rare, trumped almost everywhere by competency 
in a varied repertoire of English, Thai, ethnic minority tongues and even Japanese. 
While the Myanmar people have been prepared to tolerate Chinese presence it could 
hardly be said that there is universal fraternity, especially at the popular level where 
the prospects for disquiet are greatest. Chinese influences therefore jostle for posi-
tion alongside an ever-increasing array of other foreign populations, ideas, cultures 
and approaches. It is in this environment of greater diversity and competition that 
China’s once firm position may be set to diminish even further. The history of Chinese 
influence in Myanmar suggests that it is rarely a smooth trajectory.

2 This statistic, like so many others in Burma’s/Myanmar’s history, is open to interpretation but provides some 
indication, nonetheless, of the size of the Chinese population in the country over recent decades.
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A SHORT HISTORY OF THE CHINESE IN MYANMAR

The reason for close historical ties between Myanmar and China are starkly geo-
graphical. On the Chinese side, the border snakes from the high Tibetan ridges in 
the north, right down to the steamy jungles of Xishuangbanna where Chinese ter-
ritory abuts Myanmar and Laos, in the so-called “golden triangle” (Chin 2009). For 
2204-kilometers, this mountainous, forested terrain is home to peoples speaking a 
wide variety of languages and varying degrees of connection to China’s centralizing, 
Han-dominated national culture.3 Large numbers of Han Chinese migrants from else-
where in the People’s Republic have also found the border areas an attractive home 
and the opportunities for cross-border trade have been well exploited. One reason 
that activities on the border have been so lucrative is that the local people on the 
Chinese side tend to have strong links with Myanmar. Groups of Shan, or Kachin, 
or Wa, to name just three of the more significant ethnic minority populations of the 
borderlands, are represented with large populations in both Myanmar and China (see 
South 2008). Governments, and entrepreneurs, ignore these links at their peril. It is 

those links that have stood the test of time.
Since the foundation of the People’s Republic, there have been new political di-

mensions to relations between the two countries, and it has not always been smooth 
sailing. After the Second World War, both countries embraced socialist ideologies, 
but despite mutual recognition, neither felt motivated to support the other’s spe-
cific ideological commitments. At times, the Chinese aimed to inspire communist 
resistance in their southern neighbour with the Communist Party of Burma serv-
ing as a proxy for Chinese interests. Public support for the communist insurgency 
was backed with the quieter provision of weapons and training. Furthermore, a tus-
sle emerged between the People’s Republic, Taiwan and Burmese governments 
to secure the loyalty of the hundreds of thousands of ethnic Chinese living in the 
country. A violent climax was reached in 1967 as the Chinese Embassy in Yangon 
mobilized ethnic Chinese children to spread the Cultural Revolution and promote 
Mao Zedong Thought, sparking mass anti-Chinese riots (Fan Hongwei 2012). The 
Chinese Communist Party had exercised their influence over the ethnic Chinese, 
but undermined their influence with the Burmese government and populace. Anyone 
looking or sounding Chinese became subject to suspicion and a rift opened between 
the Chinese and Burmese governments. The roots of this estrangement go back to 
the coup of 1962, when General Ne Win seized control. Part of his “Burmanizing” 
agenda was to curtail Chinese cultural, economic and political power. His policies 
suppressed Chinese culture and language, as they did the cultural outputs of other 
ethnic groups. As the public and recognizable face of the communist threat, it was 
often ethnic Chinese in Burma who personally felt the highs and lows of international 

relations.

3 Scott (2009) offers what is perhaps the most creative and intriguing set of arguments about this region, and 
the relationships with power that have been cultivated by its diverse peoples.
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In the years leading up to 1988 and the end of the socialist period in Burma, the 
two governments enjoyed uneasy relations. Along the border, the Burmese govern-
ment fought sustained campaigns against communist and ethnic insurgencies. China 
then watched closely as the government stamped out democratic sentiments in the 
crucial years between 1988 and 1990, as they quashed similar demonstrations in 
Tiananmen Square. By the early 1990s the Myanmar military dictatorship was begin-
ning to appreciate the benefits of closer relations with China, especially as Chinese 
economic might was becoming apparent. Chinese influence in Myanmar became 
increasingly obvious at the street-level. While trade with Western democracies was 
restricted by economic sanctions the Chinese were, at both official and popular reg-
isters, enthusiastic about playing key roles in Myanmar’s development. The Myanmar 
Government warmly received the transfer of technical knowledge, labour, capital and 
other economic attributes. Their sense of isolation was diminished, in key respects, 
by the warm reception and strong support of the Chinese authorities. The large-
scale migration to Myanmar that occurred over these years also played a key role 
in increasing ties, as Chinese entrepreneurs found their way into all the crevices of 
Myanmar’s commercial life. The center of this activity is Mandalay, the trading hub 
for upper Myanmar. It has comparatively good access to all areas of the country. It 
is in Mandalay that the Chinese presence is most readily apparent, and where local 

resentments against the Chinese presence have already emerged.
In Myanmar’s Shan and Kachin borderlands the patterns of interaction with China 

are quite different. There are some enclaves, places like Laiza in Kachin State and 
Mong La in Shan State, where Chinese influence has, for periods, been overwhelm-
ing. In these enclaves, Chinese is the lingua franca and Chinese currency is the 
primary unit of exchange. Chinese entrepreneurs have established gambling houses 
and brothels frequented by Chinese tourists and public officials. Ethnic militias and 
their associated political organizations control these pockets of Myanmar territory, 
some of whom built relationships with China and the Chinese in the days of the 
Communist Party of Burma. In return, ethnic leaders have allowed these influxes 
of Chinese people, culture and vices to further their own economic and political 
ambitions. In these areas, interaction with China is personal and the expansion of 
Chineseness across the border is ripe for resentment. 

REEVALUATING CHINESE INFLUENCE AND IMPACT 

The idea that the Chinese are influential in Myanmar society needs to be seen in the 
context of the great variety of Chinese activities over recent decades. These activi-
ties, undertaken by Chinese citizens and people of Chinese decent, are very often 
independent of government agendas, although there are those that are more clearly 
entangled with government interests. 
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While the history books tell us that Chinese people have been trading in the 
Ayeyarwaddy Basin since at least 128 BC, in recent decades they have been joined 
by Chinese state-owned companies (Htin Aung 1967: 7). These companies, owned 
by both national and provincial governments, are now major players in the resource 
extraction and energy sectors and cannot be ignored by the Myanmar side. They 
claim to be bringing development, capital and energy to Myanmar society. Yet for 
many Myanmar people, this comes at the expense of their environment, livelihoods 
and heritage. Privately owned businesses run by ethnic Chinese are also major play-
ers in the Myanmar economy with close links to Myanmar’s former military govern-
ment. These major private and state-owned companies in industries ranging from 
mining to manufacturing, tourism and agriculture may bring influence at the regional 
and national government level, but they have also increased resentment towards all 
things Chinese. Combined, they make for an economic force in many sectors of the 

economy, which has not gone unnoticed by the Myanmar people. 
It is in the inter-related areas of military and ethnic affairs that the Chinese are 

most prone to wield their influence, and this has become perhaps the most conten-
tious area for the Myanmar side. Through the years of military rule since 1988, China 
forged special relationships with local authorities in border areas to facilitate trade 
and maintain a delicate relationship between the Chinese, ethnic militias and the 
Myanmar government (Li and Lye 2009: 263). In some places, such as the semi-
autonomous Wa region in the Shan State, Chinese patronage of ethnic political 
leaders has raised regular questions about their broad intentions (Ball and Farrelly 
2013). In the interests of maintaining borderland stability and flows of goods and re-
sources, the Chinese have exerted their influence with ethnic militias, and cultivated 
intimate ties. The Chinese have also, at times, attempted to broker peace between 
the Myanmar military and the ethnic militias on their border, and have sought to dis-
courage the involvement of other players, especially from Western democracies. In 
these areas, where the impact of ethnic conflict on stability in China is most relevant, 
the Chinese have been consistently willing to shelve their policy of non-interference 
and meddle in their neighbour’s affairs. It is unclear whether this approach will survive 
Myanmar’s domestic political changes and there are early indications that China’s 

once pre-eminent role in border matters may further diminish in the years ahead.
Nonetheless, as a superpower looming on Myanmar’s northern border, the 

Chinese no doubt have a measure of more general influence that must be taken into 
account, especially when it comes to economic development. Frequent high level 
visits, messages of support and exchanges of goodwill highlight the importance of 
the relationship for both sides. In the past, the Chinese have used their political influ-
ence to secure major mining and infrastructure projects. However, contention around 
the Myitsone dam and Letpadaung mine, both places where Chinese influence has 
been threatened, the Myanmar government has taken decisive action in ways that 
are perceived to directly challenge Chinese interests and Chinese citizens. So it 
is reasonable to surmise that while the Chinese hold some measure of influence in 
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many spheres of Myanmar life, the extent to which they can exercise their influence 
is subject to the limits imposed by the fiercely patriotic Myanmar people and govern-
ment. During the current political transformation under the government of Thein Sein 
it is reasonable to contend that such limits will be ever more thoroughly demarcated 
and explained.  

RISKS AND REWARDS

So what is the consequence of this muddled and contested deployment of Chinese 

power? 
Let’s start, first, at the intersection of social and economic change. In the central 

Myanmar city of Mandalay—a dusty, bustling, entrepreneurial place—Chinese com-
mercial interests have, since the early 1990s, become a potent addition to the local 
economic mix. At various times, the overt success of Chinese players has threatened 
to spark communal conflict, a prospect that the Myanmar authorities have so far cho-
sen to dampen. There is still, all the same, a chance that in the future an anti-Chinese 
backlash could generate widespread tension, even violence, in those neighborhoods 
where Chinese presence is strongly resented. The assimilation of the Chinese is now 
a looming political issue and is one that receives some attention from Myanmar’s 
newly energized political parties. It is not beyond the realms of modest speculation 
to conceive of political parties seeking to mobilize supporters around an issue like 
Chinese migration. Anti-foreigner sentiments have a tortuous history of motivating 
strident political action in Myanmar and the recent experience of anti-Rohingya purg-
es in Rakhine State, and violence between Muslims and Buddhists elsewhere in the 

country, show the potential for conflict to ignite unexpectedly. 
Such anti-Chinese sentiments could have a destabilizing effect that not only 

threatens Chinese influence but that has impact on other parts of Myanmar soci-
ety. One of the emerging trends in Myanmar is that the entire country, from its most 
remote outposts to the large cities, and from local smallholder agriculture to mas-
sive multinational investment, is becoming more fully enmeshed. As transportation 
and telecommunications links improve, and as the costs of doing business benefit 
from greater efficiencies and openness, the need for everyone to ensure a stable 
political and economic terrain is ever more pressing. Western corporate interests, 
including the world’s largest companies, are among those seeking to cash-in during 
Myanmar’s current period of political change. They are looking to manage their risks, 
and the prospect of anti-Chinese sentiments emerging wouldn’t serve their long-term 

plans either.
For everyone interested in Myanmar’s ongoing changes, the millions of Chinese 

who now make their livelihoods in Myanmar’s grueling commercial realms will need 
some more serious analytical focus. Their concentrations close to the Chinese bor-
der are inevitable enough, but what needs to be considered is that in all of the coun-
try’s major trading centers there is a significant Chinese presence. That presence will 
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not wilt away yet it is unclear whether the Chinese authorities, in Beijing, Yunnan, or 
the Embassy in Yangon, hold enough sway to fully harness their activities as a plank 
of national power. The risks for the Chinese government are significant and may only 
increase as democratic institutions and mentalities begin to take root in Myanmar. 
At the same time, China’s strategic and economic interests in Myanmar are set to 
increase with the construction of the oil and gas pipeline connecting Yunnan to the 

Bay of Bengal. 
Furthermore, what is clear is that the prospect of greater competition for com-

mercial and strategic opportunities in Myanmar is only just beginning. A country so 
often considered fallow and untapped is now targeted by a mind-boggling collection 
of different interests. Whatever special leverage various Chinese have been able to 
muster during the years since 1988, it appears that new patterns of contestation will 
emerge with the prospect of direct challenges to their role. The public presentation 
of these new dynamics is likely to be cautious and welcoming. But behind the scenes 
the jockeying for strength and position will be strident, with the chance that Chinese 
influence will encounter ferocious competition. It is a delicate situation where miscal-
culations about the goals of the Chinese, Myanmar, Southeast Asian and Western 

sides could lead to conflict in various configurations. 
The real trick for the Myanmar government, irrespective of who wins the proposed 

2015 General Election, will be to provide new opportunities for secure foreign invest-
ment, to say nothing of international educational development, humanitarian assis-
tance and cultural exchange, without compromising its special responsibility to pro-
vide all of Myanmar’s citizens with a fresh chance to feel at home. Can the Chinese 
also be at home in Myanmar? While the threat of Chinese dominance of the economy 
and politics appears to have waned, it remains a potentially explosive issue. Strategic 
competition and re-positioning, including in cultural spheres, has not ended.  New 
phases will bring new risks and a meaningful chance that things could go wrong.

* * * * * * * *
Stephanie Shannon is a former student in the Australian National University’s 
College of Asia and the Pacific. 
Nicholas Farrelly is a Research Fellow at the same institution.
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