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Abstract 

This thesis sets out to explore China’s use of soft power in Myanmar. It examines the 

different policies China is carrying out in the country, and considers the effects of these 

policies in three particular areas: cultural diplomacy; political values and ideology; and 

legitimacy and moral authority. Linking China’s use of cultural diplomacy together with its 

foreign policy and legitimacy creates a framework to allow us to gain a broad understanding 

of its uses of soft power in Myanmar.  

Although the long-term effects of China’s attempts to exercise soft power policies in 

Myanmar are still unclear, it has so far struggled to achieve success, particularly because of a 

failure to align its rhetoric and actions. Nevertheless, throughout this thesis I suggest that 

China has recognised the importance of the use of soft power, and because of Myanmar's 

economic dependency on the country, China has sometimes been able to adapt and 

‘experiment’ with how soft power policies can best be combined with hard power to achieve 

its aims.  
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1. Introduction 

Despite various economic disputes and ongoing political disagreements, 2018 saw China-

Myanmar Pauk-Phaw relations at their strongest since the political transition in Myanmar in 

2011 (Peng, 2018). Over the past year the two countries have agreed upon and signed a range 

of plans and projects, allowing for the further development of China’s Belt and Road 

Initiative (BRI), and facilitating the rapid improvement of Myanmar’s development and 

infrastructure. The Belt and Road Initiative, also known as the New Silk Road, or One Belt 

One Road, is Xi Jinping’s major infrastuructal project connecting trade routes across Asia, 

Europe, and Africa, connecting through land and sea. For China to connect the BRI to the 

remaining Southeast Asia and Africa, accessing to Myanmar’s location is essential.  

After Myanmar’s political transition in 2011, China and Myanmar’s long established and 

interdependent relations hit a wall, impeding the development of China’s infrastructure 

projects related to its new Belt and Road Initiative. Particularly, mass public demonstrations 

against the construction of the Myitsone Dam Project in the Northern parts of Myanmar led 

to the suspension of the project. It became clear that China’s economic investment in the 

country, although providing great leverage, wasn’t going to be sufficient to ensure the smooth 

passage of China’s ongoing development projects, as well as to maintain its broader influence  

in the country. China thus pivoted towards appealing to the people of Myanmar by using 

more soft power policies. 

Soft power, a concept first popularised by Joseph Nye (2004) is the ability to influence 

another through attraction rather than coercion. This thesis will examine China’s increased 

use of soft power in Myanmar, and how it has affected their relations since the political 

transition. By analysing how China’s soft power policies have impacted Myanmar, this thesis 

aims to understand the significance of Chinese soft power politics and their impact on the 

regional balance in Southeast Asia. Since Myanmar’s geographical position is geopolitically 

significant, allowing China to access the Indian Sea, extract natural resources, and providing 

essential connections for the BRI, China’s ability to influence Myanmar can therefore 

increase China’s power in the Southeast Asian region. 
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This thesis suggests that, although the long-term effects of China’s attempts to exercise soft 

power policies in Myanmar are still unclear, it has so far struggled to achieve success, 

particularly because of a failure to align its rhetoric an actions. Nevertheless, throughout this 

thesis I suggest that China has recognised the importance of the use of soft power, and 

because of Myanmar's economic dependency on China, China has sometimes been able to 

adapt and ‘experiment’ with how soft power policies can best be combined with hard power. 

This thesis takes the form of a qualitative theory-guided case study, designed to contribute to 

a greater understanding of how the use of soft power as a foreign policy tool can increase a 

powerful nation’s influence in a developing country in political transition. 

1.1. Sino-Myanmar Relations 

Although in various ways the relationship is the best it has ever been, Myanmar’s relationship 

with its neighbour, the People’s Republic of China (PRC)  has been and continues to be 1

considerably turbulent. (Than, 2003; Ganesan, 2011). After Myanmar gained its 

independence in 1948, the country’s official relations with China were unstable (Than. 2003, 

p. 190), but their relationship has significantly improved since the late 1980s (Ganesan. 2011, 

p. 95; Fan. 2014). Unlike other ‘Great Power-Small Nation’ relations with shared borders, 

China and Myanmar have been interdependent upon each other, as both Myanmar and China 

gain material and diplomatic benefits from each other (Than. 2003, p. 207). Myanmar has 

received diplomatic and economic support from China, and has been able to modernise its 

armed forces, while China has been able to take advantage of Myanmar’s geostrategic 

position and natural resources to expand its infrastructure projects. (Than. 2003, p. 207)  

Their relations are premised upon the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence  (Than. 2003, 2

 The People’s Republic of China will be referred to as China hereafter1

 The idea of the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence was jointly proposed by China, India and 2

Myanmar in the 1950s. They include: mutual respect for sovereignty and territorial integrity, mutual 
non-aggression, non-interference in each other's internal affairs, equality and mutual benefit, and 
peaceful coexistence (The Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the People’s Republic of China, 2014)
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p. 190). Historically, and prior to Myanmar’s political transition, their relations also depended 

heavily on their shared interests in opposing ‘Western values’, and the freedom of 

interference from the international community in regards to internal affairs (Than. 2003, p. 

195). Further, as well as these political and cultural policies, Myanmar and China have been 

important trading partners, with China’s involvement in Myanmar’s industrial development 

and infrastructure having been of particular importance (Than. 2003, p. 199, 203). This 

relationship has allowed China access to the strategic area of the Bay of Bengal and Malacca 

Straight (Than. 2003, p. 207), which has been crucial for the development of China’s trade 

and security in the region (Than, 2003). For Myanmar, its geostrategic location and 

relationship with China has also allowed it to balance its relationships with India, Thailand, 

and Russia, as well as to resist external pressure from the West (Ganesan. 2011, p. 97).  

  

Although, as Ganesan (2011) argues, «Myanmar retains significant independence in the 

asymmetrical bilateral relationship and the Chinese influence on the country remains 

limited», the asymmetry in their relationship is nonetheless vast (Ganesan. 2011, p. 97). 

Under the rule of the military junta, Myanmar found itself increasingly ostracised by the 

international community on account of its human rights violations (Wong, 2018). China was 

the only major nation willing to both support the country on the international stage 

(particularly by exercising its veto in the UN), and to continue to invest in the country and 

provide it with monetary assistance. Owing particularly to loans and projects funded between 

1988 and 2011, over US$4 billion of Myanmar’s $10 billion national debt is owed to China 

(Lintner, 2019). It is in the context of this significant financial imbalance then, that China’s 

relations with Myanmar must be considered. 

After the Political Transition 

Myanmar undertook a series of democratic reforms in 2011. Primarily, it reformed its judicial 

system, extended the freedoms afforded to the press, and held democratic elections (Sun. 

2012). These reforms were brought about by both internal and external factors. Sun (2012) 

argues that internally, the reforms were a result of the problematic governance that led to the 

Saffron Revolution of 2007-8 and subsequent appetite for reform, while externally, 

Myanmar’s over-dependency on China, and its problematic relationship with the US and the 
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regional organisation ASEAN all played a part (Sun. 2012, p. 52). The transition was also 

heavily encouraged by the Obama administration, who went on to step up their diplomatic 

relations with the state by establishing an exchange of ambassadors in 2012 (Sun, 2012, p. 

87). 

For China, the political reforms created a series of problems, which the state was initially 

slow to act upon. Yun Sun (2012) argues that China underestimated the significance of the 

changes to their relationship with Myanmar after the political transition. Continuing to use 

their old diplomatic methods, under the belief that the country would not be able to transition 

to a liberal democratic model so quickly, China failed to properly prepare for the new civilian 

government, as well as the major public opposition and anti-China sentiment that now found 

expression (Sun, 2012, p. 90). This outpouring of anti-China feeling was particularly 

damaging to the state’s infrastructural projects in Myanmar. After a fierce backlash from the 

Myanmar people, the planned Myitsone dam project was suspended, while multiple oil and 

gas pipeline developments were interrupted, disrupting the strategic utility of Myanmar for 

China (Sun. 2012). This project was considered to be particularly crucial to China, since it 

was the first of several intended projects along the Irrawaddy  river, and was to function more 3

broadly as part of its proposed Belt and Road Initiative. As a consequence of the booming 

democratic atmosphere and anti-China demonstrations, however, several other deals with 

China were scrutinised and criticized by both the Myanmar government and the international 

community, leading to further suspensions, delays and cancellations (Chan. 2018, p. 2-4; Sun. 

2012, p. 59).  

The reforms also presented potential political problems for China and its relations with other 

developing countries in Southeast Asia. Myanmar’s reform model offered a possible 

alternative to China’s Beijing Consensus, and also threatened to weaken China’s influence in 

ASEAN (Sun. 2012b, p. 56-57). China’s leadership in the region was also threatened by the 

continued presence of the US in Myanmar and the Naypyidaw’s willingness to work with 

them, which China likewise failed to anticipate (Sun, 2012b, p. 91). This presence, which 

China fears may reduce its political and economic influence in Myanmar itself (particularly 

 Also known as the Ayeyarwady River3
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via Western companies usurping their Chinese rivals) has also led to concerns that the US 

might be able to leverage ASEAN to advance an agenda contrary to its own, particularly with 

regard to its interests in the South China Sea, already a great source of tension in the region 

(Sun, 2012, p. 88-89).  

These unanticipated developments thus undermined Beijing’s original strategic plan for its 

relations with Myanmar. While China’s initial reaction, particularly in response to the 

suspension of the Myitsome Dam project, was to reduce its financial investment in the 

country and ostracise it politically, the country found itself having to readjust its policies in 

Myanmar in order to maintain its influence in the region (Sun, 2012b, p. 67.). Thus, rather 

than depending directly on economic investment in the country to secure its influence, China 

has recognised the necessity of appealing to Myanmar’s newly-enfranchised population, 

which can no longer be bypassed if China wishes to exercise domestic and regional influence, 

and continue with the expansion of its economic and political projects (in particular The Belt 

and Road Initiative). China has thus experimented with employing a ‘soft power’ approach in 

Myanmar, intended to improve its image and relations with local communities, in order to 

attempt to secure its investments and influence in the country (Sun. 2012b, p. 67).  

Thus, because Myanmar’s political transition has helped the people of Myanmar to gain 

significant political power in their country, China can no longer rely solely on economic and 

military power over Myanmar’s government. This next section will look at how soft power 

can be used to improve a state’s attractiveness in another country, and how China has done 

this so far.  

1.2. Theoretical Framework  

In his New Year speech to the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) in 2014, China’s president Xi 

Jinping announced «We should increase China’s soft power, give a good Chinese narrative, 

and better communicate China’s message to the world» (Barker. 2017). The term that Xi 

Jinping uses here, ‘soft power’ was popularised by the American political scientist, Joseph 
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Nye, in his book Bound to Lead: The Changing Nature of American Power (1990) (translated 

into Chinese and republished in 1993), and further developed in his 2004 book Soft Power: 

The Means to Success in World Politics. Writing originally in the aftermath of the Cold War, 

in which weapons races and proxy wars came to be replaced by the establishment and 

development of international institutions and alliances (Li. 2008; Marietta. 2018), Nye’s text 

was initially framed as recommendation to the American government as a way of promoting 

democracy abroad without depending on military might in a new era of globalised politics. 

According to Nye, soft power is «the ability to get what you want through attraction rather 

than coercion» (Nye. 2004, p. 72). Nye explains that soft power «arises from the 

attractiveness of a country’s culture, political ideals, and policies» (Nye. 2004, p. 72) as 

«through seduction and attraction, a nation is able to be more effective than through 

coercion» (Nye. 2004, p. 79). Soft power, then, is the ability to influence through agenda 

setting and attraction, rather than coercion; it « rests on the ability to shape the preferences of 

others» (Nye, 2008, p. 95). In short, it is the power of non-coercive persuasion (Nye, 2004, p. 

8), and, according to Nye, makes use of three main resources: culture, political values, and 

foreign policy (Nye, 2008, p. 96). 

In particular, while Nye recognises that nations have used soft power throughout the centuries 

in various ways – through promotion of its culture, values and ideology – he argues that it has 

gained an added importance in this global ‘information age’, in which citizens are 

empowered through technology, and social media in particular. With citizens’ increased 

access to a vast array of information, the desire to influence, shape and curate this 

information has become a higher priority for states. Reputation management thus has become 

even more essential in the global context, and states, together with non-governmental 

organisations are competing for credibility and reputation (Nye, 2004, p. 181). In this 

context, states now have a greater concern with their domestic and international image, and 

are conscious of a necessity to try to leverage social media with a view to «winning hearts 

and minds» (Nye. 2004, p. 150). 

Nye argues that in the context of the globalised 21st century, in which the relationships 
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between nation states are becoming more interdependent, seduction is more effective, longer-

term, than coercion. (Nye, 2004, p. 79) and that through promotion of a country’s culture, 

political ideals, and policies, a country has a greater chance of influencing another country 

(Nye. 2004, p. 79). In particular, as the world has become more globalised, there has been an 

increase in the number of  different international decision-making bodies, which has reduced 

the potential utility and effectiveness of military and economic coercion (Nye, 2004, p. 

219-222). 

Although Nye emphasises the reduced efficacy of hard power in today’s globalised world, it 

is important to note that Nye does not formulate soft power as a standalone, all-encompassing 

form of power. Instead, it interacts with, complements, and sometimes undermines hard 

power policies (Nye, 2004b). An analysis of soft power thus  neither discounts nor invalidates 

more traditional hard power strategies. Hard and soft power, as Nye states, «reinforce and 

sometimes interfere with each other» (Nye, 2004b). 

Soft power policies alone then tend not to work unilaterally to improve a party’s power 

relations, but rather work together with various other power mechanisms. Soft power is not 

an independent force of nature. The international system is a complex system made up of 

different forces in different degrees, and states naturally use different methods of exercising 

power, depending on their resources, values, preferences and the global context. As Organski 

states, «Different methods of exercising power require different instruments, and the nation 

may possess the means for excelling in one method but may lack some of the requirements 

for practicing another» (Organski, 1968, p. 118). 

In the case of China’s relationship with Myanmar, China has attempted to reinforce its 

traditional hard power strategies by using soft power, complementing its economic 

investments and infrastructural projects with an attempt to appeal more directly to the 

Myanmar people. For example, in the case of the Myitsone Dam project, due to China’s 

immense economic leverage, the Myanmar government was not in a position to cancel the 

project (instead opting for suspension). Rather than insist on the project’s immediate 

reinstatement and completion, however, China recognised the need to address the great anti-
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China sentiment regarding the projects, and the subsequent need to use soft power in order to 

co-opt both the people of Myanmar and the decision-makers in Naypyidaw.  

Whilst this thesis focuses on soft power in particular, then, it is important to bear in mind that 

the dynamics between soft and hard power are complex and interrelated, and in the case of 

China, interdependent. 

I will now consider China's conception and increased use of soft power in a global context. 

1.3. China’s Use of Soft Power 

China Historical Use of Soft Power 

In Ancient China, persuasive forms of power were generally perceived to be stronger and 

more powerful than more coercive forms of  power (Fan, 2008, p. 3). This is evidenced in 

Sun Tse’s (544-496BC) ideal that one should aim to win a battle without a fight, as well as in 

Confucius’ (551 - 479BC) insistence that «the ruler should win the allegiance of people with 

virtue not by force (Fan, 2008, p. 3). Further, Confucius’s contemporary, Lao Tze (601 - 

531BC) said, «the softest can win over the hardest. Invisible force can pass through the 

intangible» (Fan, 2008, p. 3-4), while the philosopher Mencius (372-289BC) promoted his 

kingly way of ruling by moral example, rather than force. As we shall see, these early 

conceptions of ‘soft power’ went on to influence the contemporary Chinese use and 

understanding of soft power, as well as how China presents its own values and intentions 

both domestically and internationally. 

China’s Contemporary Use of Soft Power 

During the Communist Revolution under Mao, Chinese foreign policy focused on 

aggressively exporting Communism around the world (Gill and Huang, 2006, p. 21). 

However, «such radicalised foreign policy confirmed the image of an ideologically 

threatening China» (Gill and Huang, 2006, p. 21). Towards the end of the twentieth century, 
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Chinese politicians recognised the need to change this image, and understood that economic 

and military power alone were not sufficient to do so (Gill and Huang, 2006, p. 17). In the 

more globalised world, soft power too was an essential tool for the maintenance and 

expansion of its regional and global influence and promotion of China as a peaceful, 

beneficent nation (Cho and Jeong, 2008, p. 453).  

In recent years, the Chinese political elite has frequently drawn on the concept of soft power 

during speeches and in their political policies (Dalmia. 2018). The 2007 White Paper on 

Chinese Foreign Affairs, for instance, highlights the importance of soft power to a state’s 

foreign policy (Wang, 2008, p. 258), while the 17th Communist Party of China (CCP) 

Congress Report urges China «to enhance culture as part of the soft power of our country to 

better guarantee the people’s basic cultural rights and interests» (China Daily, 2007). 

Furthermore, thirteen years after the establishment of the State Council Information Office 

(Edney, 2012, p. 902), a new Division for Public Diplomacy was established, with a view to 

exercising soft power over both its domestic and international public. This increased political 

usage has also been matched by a surge of popular and academic interest in soft power, with 

Cho and Jeong (2008) suggesting that the quantity of Chinese interest and research on soft 

power surpasses that of all other countries today (Cho and Jeong, 2008, p. 456). 

Chinese Understanding of Soft Power 

The Chinese understanding of soft power is mostly based on Nye’s initial concept, but its 

original emphasis has been slightly modified (Cho and Jeong, 2008, p. 455). While Nye’s 

analysis naturally centres on the promotion of democracy, the emphasis of Chinese soft 

power is on offering a ‘Chinese perspective’, and draws on Confucian values to emphasize 

China’s ‘peaceful rise’ and desire for ‘harmony’ (Wang. 2008, p. 263). 

Hu Jintao’s report at the 18th CPC National Congress in 2012, for instance, is full of 

references to the desire for peace, harmony, and prosperity, both domestically and 

internationally. He consistently emphasises China’s desire for ‘peaceful development’ and 

desire for a ‘harmonious world’ (The Embassy of the People’s Republic of China in the 
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United States of America, 2012). Drawing on the ancient Chinese idea that  «All Under 

Heaven belongs to all» (Tianxia wei gong), and of «harmony without uniformity» (he er bu 

tong), Jintao emphasises that «Mankind has only one earth to live on, and countries have only 

one world to share», and in language typical of the report, he states, «We should expand 

common interests with all others and work to build a harmonious world of enduring peace 

and common prosperity» (The Embassy of the People’s Republic of China in the United 

States of America, 2012). In terms of its use of soft power then, as Wang states, «the Chinese 

concern is to make a harmonious coexistence possible» (Wang, 2008, p. 262). 

Thus, although, as Barker states, China’s use of soft power is designed to convince the world 

that China is «a benign and benevolent power and attract others to Chinese culture and its 

way of life» (Barker. 2017), it also emphasises that Chinese culture is not intended to displace 

other cultures, but to coexist harmoniously alongside them. As Li puts it, China’s alternative 

approach to soft power is intended to suggest that «You don’t have to want to be like us, you 

don’t have to want what we want; you can participate in a new form of globalisation while 

retaining your own culture, ideology, and institutions» (Li. 2008).  

This emphasis on peace and harmonious coexistence draws particularly on elements of the 

philosophy of Confucius. President Xi Jingping has increasingly quoted from Confucius in 

public (along with Mencius and other ancient Chinese sages) and has re-established 

Confucian ideas as part of an inherently Chinese value and vision (Cho & Jeong. 2008, p. 

472). This serves several purposes. Domestically and internationally, it promotes the idea that 

China is ‘the custodian of a 5,000-year-old-civilisation’ (Jaques, 2012, p. 298), and also 

provides China with a philosophical literature and set of values that it can promote abroad as 

inherently Chinese. Further the emphasis on Confucian values of peace, harmony, non-

aggression, and moral governance are intended to emphasise that China ought not to be seen 

as a threat to other nations, since the nation’s philosophical underpinnings emphasise ethical 

action and harmonious integration. This appeal to ancient wisdom thus both guides China’s 

use of soft power, and helps to downplay the perception of China as a potential threat to the 

global world order.   
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Using forms of soft power diplomacy that are grounded in its ancient civilisation, China has 

worked to spread ‘a good Chinese narrative’ around the world. First and foremost, Beijing 

has recognised the importance of exporting the Chinese language in order to increase cultural 

understanding and awareness (Gill and Huang, 2006, p. 18). The establishment of Confucius 

Institutes, promoted as language and cultural education centres, all over the world, has 

expanded the opportunities available to people outside China to study Chinese and learn more 

about Chinese culture (Paradise, 2009, p. 648). Further, China has also opened up more 

places for foreign students to enrol in Chinese universities, studying academic disciplines 

such as Chinese language, Arts, History and traditional Chinese Medicine (Gill and Huang, 

2006, p. 18), with almost four million international students having studied there in 2010 

(Dalmia, 2018).  

Beijing has also worked to make material about China and Chinese culture more accessible 

online, translating and distributing information and government documentation targeted to 

non-Chinese speakers (Paradise, 2009, p. 648). China has also increased its global 

information stream significantly through the media (Lim and Bergin, 2018). They first 

established Chinese Central TV (CCTV) in Africa in 2012, and they soon followed by the 

expansion of CCTV all over the world (Lim and Bergin, 2018). Further, Xinhua, a Chinese 

state-run news agency, while 40% subsidised by the Chinese government, generates a 

substantial income, with their stories viewed by over a million people (Lim and Bergin, 

2018). Part of the agency’s work includes paying large fees  to foreign media agencies to 4

publish China-themed clickbait in their newspapers, as well s organising study tours to China 

for foreign journalists as guests of the All China Journalist Association (Lim and Bergin, 

2018).  

Beijing has also taken advantage of the international exposure afforded by events such as the 

Beijing Olympic Games in 2008 and the Shanghai World Expo in 2010 (Wang, 2008, p. 264), 

which has helped increased tourism in China, resulting in over 100 million tourists in 2015 

(Dalmia, 2018). It has also China has also used soft power to promote the image of its 

‘peaceful rise’ domestically and abroad as part of its foreign policy. Outbound tourism has 

 According to Lim and Berglin (2018), they paid over £750,000 to the Daily Telegraph annually.4
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become highly popular in China, particularly in East Asia, helping to promote a «positive 

image of a wealthier, more confident Chinese elite» (Gill and Huang, 2006, p. 18-19). Beijing 

has also highlighted in its foreign policy that its seeks to help create a stable external 

environment through its ‘good neighbourhood’ policy in order for «Beijing’s willingness to 

settle or alleviate long-standing territorial disputes with nearly all of its neighbours» (Gill and 

Huang, 2006, p. 21). Beijing has also increased humanitarian aid to natural disaster victims 

such as the hurricane Katrina in the United States, and the tsunami in the Indian Ocean (Gill 

and Huang, 2006, p. 22) 

China has also integrated itself into the international order and international institutions and is 

«expanding deep and broad cultural and economic ties with virtually all countries in the 

world» (Li, 2008). In the last two decades, China has established, become a member, or 

increased its participation in international organisations such as the China-ASEAN free trade 

area, the Southeast Asia Treaty of Amity and Cooperation, the ASEAN Regional Forum, UN 

peacekeeping, the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation, the IISS Asia Security Summit and 

the East Asia Summit (Gill and Huang, 2006, p. 22) 

Despite this emphasis on a ‘peaceful rise’ and ‘harmonious society’, however, the potential 

effectiveness of China’s soft power strategies has been questioned by scholars. The primary 

criticism is that China will never fully become a ‘soft power’ because it lacks the attraction of 

being a liberal democratic regime (Barker, 2017). Without a coherent value system that 

appeals to other, more liberal nations, in addition to its well-documented intolerance for 

human rights, China certainly faces difficulties in charming nations who reject some of its 

values. 

However, Barker further argues that «Western observers fall into the trap of assuming that 

freedom, civil liberties, and democracy are more desired than economic stability and 

prosperity» (Barker, 2017). In Southeast Asia, in the decades that have followed the end of 

the Cold War, China’s economic success, alongside its foreign policy shifts, have transformed 

the political and economic landscape in the region (Bisley, 2007, p. 52). China’s consistent 

economic growth, stability during the 2008 financial crash, and its increased trade and 

economic cooperation (aided by the development of the ASEAN-China Free Trade Area) has 
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increased its attractiveness to neighbouring states.  

Its stability and growth also serves as an example of an alternative development model to 

liberal democracy. Part of China’s increased appeal in the region is down to the fact, as 

Barker states, that «China provides a useful model for already illiberal and authoritarian 

leaning political leaders and regimes to sustain themselves» (Barker, 2017). In addition 

America’s reduced presence in the region, China’s ‘strength’ is not mainly perceived to be a 

potential menace, but as a benefit and example. As Beeson (2016) argues, for the region, «a 

‘strong’ China is not necessarily threatening but rather a potential source of 

stability» (Beeson, 2016, p. 14).  

This has allowed China to launch what Joshua Kurlantzick has called ‘a charm offensive’ in 

the region (Kurlantzick, 2008). From initially working to halt Taiwan’s push for 

independence by providing benefits to Taiwanese students and farmers in 2005, through to its 

friendship treaty with fellow South East Asian countries promising US$20 billion in loans, as 

well as its financial aid and investment through various infrastructural developments, China 

has been able to use soft power increasingly effectively throughout the region, as it aims to 

consolidate its power and press on with its Belt and Road Initiative in particular. 

One of the countries in Southeast Asia in which China has increasingly used soft power 

strategies is its neighbour state Myanmar. First founded as a kingdom in 849 AD, the country 

experienced several centuries of various dynasties, before the British occupied the state in 

1886 as a part of their imperial project. The country regained independence after World War 

II, in 1948, when it became an independent Republic (Steinberg, 2013, p. 41). Following the 

country’s continued difficulties during several decades military rule, which saw multiple civil 

wars, and ostracisation by the international community due to the military governments’ 

various human rights violations, in 2008 the country held a constitutional referendum to 

implement democratic elections (Steinberg, 2013, p. 149). Nevertheless, while it is 

transitioning away from autocracy, the country is today still facing violent conflicts and 

instability (Steinberg, 2013, p. 149-180) 

Although China has increasingly exercised soft power throughout the region then, Myanmar 

offers a particularly interesting case study. Small, but geopolitically significant for China’s 
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BRI projects, Myanmar is an important case which allows us to develop a better 

understanding of how China is trying to use soft power tools to co-opt smaller countries in 

the service of increasing their own regional and international influence.  

1.5. Relevance of the Thesis 

China’s use of soft power in Myanmar has increased significantly since the political transition 

in 2011. Examining how China is using soft power in its immediate region can increase our 

understanding of what China’s soft power focus has been, how its policies are received, and 

what effects soft power can have. Through examining China’s use of soft power policies in 

Myanmar, we can develop a clearer picture of China’s use of soft power in Myanmar, and 

what results it has achieved through implementation of its soft power policies. 

First, this thesis explores China’s understanding of when it can be important to combine soft 

and hard power. It argues that China and Myanmar’s historical and contemporary economic 

relations allows China’s to ‘experiment’ with the use of soft power and create a greater 

understanding of the positive and negative effects. By studying the use of China’s soft power 

in Myanmar, we can gain greater understanding of how China uses and can use soft power in 

its relations with other states.  

Second, this thesis helps gain a greater understanding of China’s difficulties in using soft 

power effectively. The thesis demonstrates that soft power works effectively when a nation’s 

actions matches its rhetoric, while the gap between action and talk has been a major problem 

of China’s soft power policies in Myanmar. China has also underestimated the strength of 

anti-China resentment in the country, and this thesis considered instances in which has not yet 

been either willing or able to execute soft power policies effectively.  

Third, this thesis examines instances of China experimenting with its soft power policies. 

Due to the political transition in Myanmar and the asymmetrical financial relationship 
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between the two countries, China has been able to ‘experiment’ in Myanmar and try out new 

soft power mechanisms in order to see what can be be effective. At times, this has meant 

China has adapted their approach when they have not been successful (though there are also 

times when they have failed to do so). Studying China’s use of different soft power 

instruments can increase our understanding of how China might use soft power in other 

nations to increase their influence. 

Fourth, as China’s use of soft power hasn’t been instantly effective, this thesis considers 

China’s reaction to this slow progress. As Myanmar’s geopolitical location is extremely 

important for China in order to carry out its Belt and Road Initiative, China has been unable 

to see the long term effects of soft power, and has continued to rely on the use of coercive 

power. This thesis thus demonstrates that although China is interested in soft power and is 

increasingly using soft power instruments, China is still heavily reliant on its economic 

strength when it comes to the development of projects that it regards as crucial. 

1.4. Literature Review 

There has been a great deal of research carried out on China’s use of soft power in foreign 

policy and the effects that this has had on the state’s security and political image in South 

East Asia. 

The research in general highlights the increased attention Chinese politicians, scholars, and 

policy makers have given to the importance of soft power in their domestic and foreign 

policy (Cho & Jeong, 2008; Wang, 2008; d’Hooghe, 2005; Nye, 2012). Nye for instance 

states that «since the early 1990s, hundreds of essays and scholarly articles have been 

published in the People’s Republic of China on soft power», with Wang (2008) suggesting 

that the public diplomacy had previously been an unknown concept in China. Further on, he 

highlights that «few Western international relations phrases have penetrated as deeply or 

broadly in the Chinese vocabulary in recent years» (Wang, 2008, p. 258). 

!  16



With this increased attention to China’s interest in soft power policies and their influence in 

the Southeast Asian region, the research also scrutinises how China’s policies in the region 

has changed. Cho and Jeong (2008) argue that China’s enhanced interests and application of 

soft power can explain the increased influence China has had in Asia. They specifically point 

to how China has implemented soft power policies through three different resources: «the 

Chinese development model, foreign policy centered on peaceful rise or peaceful 

development theories, and Chinese civilization» (Cho & Jeong, 2008, p. 461). 

Researchers have also drawn attention to different parts of China’s use of soft power. The 

most important aspect, according to Joseph Cooper Ramo (2004) has been the promotion of 

China’s alternative model to the ‘Washington Consensus’, the ‘Beijing Consensus’. 

According to Wu You «it refers to China’s model of development, which is overwhelmingly 

conceptualized as a process of China’s peaceful rise by Chinese academics» (You, 2018). 

Further, much scholarly attention has been given to China’s exportation of Chinese culture 

and language throughout the world. Paradise highlights this by stating that «the Chinese 

government is putting out information in English, and is also moving vigorously to provide 

more opportunities for people to study Chinese and to learn about Chinese culture» (Paradise, 

2009, p. 648). Nye (2008) offers further examples of China’s use of soft power through their 

focus on Confucian values and their traditional culture in education and cultural events (Nye, 

2008, p. 154), as well as their increased involvement in multilateral and international 

organisation in order to increase their soft power policies. Nye further argues that China has 

adjusted their diplomacy by joining joining multilateral organisations such as World Trade 

Organisation, and by increasing their participation in those they are already a member of 

such, such as through their increased contribution to United Nations peacekeeping operations 

(Nye, 2012, p. 154). 

The way China interprets and understands the use of soft power has also been an important 

part of a range of research. Cho and Jeong (2008) have argued that «Chinese scholars slightly 

modify the original definition of soft power as the need arises» (Cho and Jeong, 2008, p. 

455), while Edney (2012) argues that China understands the concept of soft power in 

«relation to the existing propaganda system, which provides a useful insight into how the 
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party-state defines its soft power goals and how it will pursue them» (Kingsley. 2012, p. 900). 

Ingrid D’Hooghe emphasises that «China's leaders realise that their regime is legitimised by 

China’s economic growth» and their soft power policies centre on this fact (D’Hooghe, 2005,  

p. 80).  

Why China has increased its interest and use of soft power has also been covered by research. 

Edney (2012) argues that the primary aim of China’s soft power policies has been to 

«maintain the CCP’s leadership over the realm of ideas and information and to prevent any 

threats to CCP rule from emerging in this area» (Edney, 2012, p. 913). Further, he states that 

the «efforts to promote Chinese culture internationally and to increase China’s international 

voice are undertaken primarily in order to shape a public opinion environment conducive to 

the pursuit of the CCP’s domestic political agenda» (Edney, 2012, p. 914). Wang (2008), on 

the other hand, suggest the Chinese government has used public diplomacy primarily to 

bolster its international image and reduce misperceptions of them (Wang, 2008, p. 268).  

Together with external factors such as globalisation and the decrease of American soft power, 

Wang (2008, p. 271) suggests that the rise of Chinese soft power may contribute to a broader 

global political transition. Cho and Jeong (2008) lend support to this suggestion by stating 

that the combination of China’s use of military and economic might, together with their use 

of soft power, can help China to «secure its leadership position in Asia and to emerge as a 

global leader in the future» (Cho & Jeong. 2008, p. 472). 

However, Nye emphasises that China is still «far from being the equal of America or Europe 

in soft power» (Nye, 2012, p. 155), while still recognising the state’s increasing global 

influence. He also states that «soft power need not be a zero sum game in which one 

country’s gain is necessarily another country’s loss», and that China’s increased soft power 

might in fact be important for the stability in the international system (Nye, 2012, p. 155). 

Gill and Huang (2006) draw attention, however, to China’s difficulties in expanding its 

influence in more liberal leaning states, arguing that a «lack of meaningful political reform, 

coupled with Beijing’s friendship with dictators in the developing world creates a legitimacy 

problem» (Gill and Huang, 2006, p. 28).  
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Despite the interest in China’s use of soft power in the world and the East Asian region 

broadly, little attention has been paid to China’s increased use of soft power in particular 

countries in South East Asia. There has been some focus on China and Myanmar’s 

relationship and their changing relations, particularly the topic of trade and investment (Than. 

2003; Ganesan. 2011; Shee. 2001; Sun. 2012; Nan Lwin, 2018). Yun Sun highlights 

specifically the changes of policies after the political transition: major reduction of 

investment, cooling political ties, new relations with the National League for Democracy, and 

major public relations campaigns. Further, she argues that these policies changes are taken in 

order to secure the energy resources Myanmar has to offer such as oil and gas pipelines and 

the Myitsone Dam, as well as the current border disputes.  

Attention has also been drawn to the changing use of Chinese foreign policy in Myanmar.  

Debby Chan (2018) looks specifically at the social opposition to Chinese investments in 

Myanmar after the country’s political transition and the responses of Chinese policy makers, 

arguing that «Chinese foreign policy corresponds to leaders’ perception of the changing 

international environment as well as China’s state capacity» (Chan, 2018, p. 19). Mayung 

Aung Myoe (2015) looks specifically at how China has implemented dual-track diplomacy in 

Myanmar, engaging with political parties, civil society organisation, and public diplomacy 

(Myoe, 2015, p. 46). Aung Kyaw (2019) looks at the result of Chinese public diplomacy in 

Myanmar stating that «social influence in Myanmar is increasing since Chinese culture is 

penetrating into Myanmar culture» (Kyaw, 2019, p. 135). 

Nevertheless, little focus has been given to the soft power instruments that have been 

implemented in Myanmar, and what consequences these might have for China’s regional and 

international strategy. 

1.6. Overview of Thesis  
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This thesis will examine China’s soft power policies in Myanmar and analyse how these 

policies have affected Myanmar. After introducing the methodology, the research question is 

studied in three parts: cultural diplomacy; political ideology and values’ and legitimacy and 

moral authority.  Each part will focus on the importance of the soft power instruments, how 

China has utilised soft power internationally, how it is utilised in Myanmar, and what the 

outcomes have been. 

The first part will examine China’s use of culture as a form of soft power. The chapter will 

evaluate how China has used its cultural heritage and tradition to influence the people and 

government of Myanmar, and what impacts these policies have had. The chapter will 

specifically look at the different uses of cultural events and media resources, before a closer 

study of their use of education and social media.  

The second part will focus on how China has been able to attract Myanmar to its political 

values and ideology through their domestic and foreign policies.  The chapter will 

specifically examine how China is able to promote its values positively through its economic 

development and growth, its peace facilitating efforts in Myanmar, and  environmental 

policies.  

The third part will examine how China has been trying to legitimised its foreign policy in 

Myanmar through traditional diplomacy and increased participation in international 

organisations. Specifically, it will consider how China has increased its bilateral relations 

with Myanmar through diplomatic visits, exchanges and events, and they how it has 

increased its participation in ASEAN in order to be perceived as more legitimate. 
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2. Methodology 

2.1. Case Study 

This thesis takes the form of a qualitative theory-guided case study, designed to contribute to 

a greater understanding of the how the use of soft power as a foreign policy tool in a 

developing country can increase a powerful nation’s influence in the international system. 

The main feature of a case study is the intensive study of a single or small number cases to 

shed light on a phenomenon (Gerring, 2017, p. 28). Gerring (2017, p. 30) argues that «the 

goal of a case study is partly to explain the case(s) under investigation and also, at the same 

time, to shed light on a larger class of cases. Therefore, in order for it to be called a case 

study, the study must be possible to put into a larger context» (Gerring, 2017, p. 30). This 

thesis looks specifically at China’s use of soft power in Myanmar, and also aims to shed light 

on how a rising power may use soft power politics to gain influence in a state’s immediate 

region.  

Study of this particular case can improve our understanding of the effects that soft power can 

have on a developing country in political transition, as well as how a powerful state such as 

China uses and implement soft power strategies in order to co-opt a less powerful neighbour. 

Myanmar has been chosen specifically because of its political transition, but also because of 

its geostrategic location. Myanmar’s political transition has led to it hedging between the 

PRC and the United States, which both see the country as a valuable asset in Southeast Asia 

(Steinberg, 2013). Myanmar’s location is also essential for the development of China’s Belt 

and Road Initiative, which will increase China’s influence in the broader region significantly 

(Kyaw, 2019, p. 135).  

Case studies can be descriptive, causal or omnibus (Gerring, 2017, p. 41). This case study is 

descriptive, aiming to describe and identify the use of soft power in Myanmar, and the 

outcomes that can be linked to these policies. Further, the thesis uses Myanmar as its case 
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because its relations with China have changed drastically in recent year following China’s 

increased use of soft power (Sun, 2012).  

2.2. Data and Sources 

This study draws on a large collection of primary and secondary sources. The primary 

sources include the official website of the Embassy of China to Myanmar, and the official 

website of Hanban, the organisation behind Confucius Institutes. These sources lack 

transparency as they are published from a Chinese propaganda perspective. Nevertheless, 

while bearing this in mind, they provide valuable information as I have considered them as 

functioning as part of China’s soft power strategy.  

The secondary data includes academic literature from books, journal articles and reports. 

There can sometimes be an issue with reliability in these sources, as other authors have 

interpreted the data. Particularly, as Steinberg and Fan (2012, p. 5) discovered during their 

studies of Myanmar, data about the state should be treated with caution as a range of statistics 

and data have been «sometimes [been] inflated to assure the leadership that the country is 

rapidly progressing» (Steinberg and Fan, 2012, p. 5). In order to overcome this problem, I 

have used a range of sources from different perspectives to develop a surer sense of the 

reliability and credibility of the data used (Baxter and Jack, 2008).  

Further, newspaper articles and blog posts have been used to study and analyse specific 

events. At times of course there may be issues with these texts’ reliability, particularly articles 

and documents published by the Chinese government, or under Chinese Internet laws, as 

there is a lack of transparency. However, as the Chinese government’s perspective is highly 

relevant in this study, these articles and documents fulfil their purpose to demonstrate how 

China wishes to be perceived. I also recognise that there are limitations with this case study 

as I speak neither Chinese nor Burmese, and can therefore not access many first-hand 

sources.  
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Another weakness of this case study is its external reliability. External reliability means «by 

which degree a study can be replicated (Bryman, 2016, p. 382), as the case study is unable to 

be representative for a larger population as it is great variation of cases in the population 

(Gerring, 2017, p. 45). As Myanmar’s location, history, and relations to China is unique, it is 

difficult to replicate the study in a greater context. Nevertheless, despite the particularity of 

this case, the case study provides a greater understanding of how China thinks of soft power, 

and how it is able to adapt its uses in a specific setting. 

2.3. Validity 

Validity concerns the soundness of the findings in the case study, evaluating both external and 

internal validity (Gerring, 2017). Internal validity «refers to the validity of inferences about 

X’s relationship to Y for the studied sample, which in case study research consist of a single 

case or a small number of cases» (Gerring, 2017, p. 195). With the use of soft power policies 

empirical evidence can often be difficult to find (Nye, 2004, p. 245). Soft power resources 

often indirectly shape the environment to create certain policies and attitudes, and these 

outcomes often takes years to produce (Nye, 2004, p. 1684). Often these results are 

normative measures, such as shared values and contribution to achieve these values (Nye, 

2004, p. 245). It is therefore sometimes difficult to be able to claim that any change (or lack 

of change) in China’s relationship with Myanmar is due specifically to soft power policies. 

This thesis has taken this into consideration by considering the background and other 

underlying influences which may have had an effect how the relationship has changed.  

External validity «deals with knowing whether the results are generalizable beyond the 

immediate case» (Tellis, 1993, p. 7). Although Myanmar has a unique history and 

relationship with China, this case study can be generalised to consider China’s 

comprehension of the concept and importance of soft power and how they adapt the uses of 

soft power in order to be effective. 
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3. Culture 

Following Myanmar’s political transition, China’s has had to adapt its approach to its 

relations with Myanmar. In the face of the widespread anti-China sentiment that has been 

expressed by the public following this transition, a great part of China focus has shifted from 

government-to-government relations to government-to-people relations. In order to increase 

its appeal throughout Myanmar, Beijing has drawn on its ancient civilisation and culture to 

attempt to attract and co-opt the people and government of Myanmar, and has also attempted 

to integrate its own technology and media platforms into the country. This chapter will 

examine and analyse how Beijing has used cultural diplomacy in Myanmar, focusing 

primarily on education and social media in Myanmar.  

3.1. Culture as a Soft Power 

The ability of an actor to shape others’ preferences often depends on how that actor is 

perceived by others (Nye, 2004, p. 250-251). That perception is often shaped by its culture 

and values. ‘Culture’ is «the set of values and practices that create meaning for a 

society» (Nye, 2004, p. 306), and it is through understanding another’s culture, that one can 

gain a greater understanding of another’s behaviour and identity (Schneider, 2006). The 

spreading and promotion of a state’s culture can therefore serve as an invaluable means of 

both communicating a state’s identity, and increasing its appeal to other states. As Solomon 

write, if a state’s the culture is perceived to be attractive, the state’s attractiveness can also 

increase (Solomon, 2014, p. 28). 

Sociologist Charles Tilly argues that humans think through stories, a «sequential, explanatory 

recounting of connected, self-propelled people and events that we sometimes call tales, fables 

or narratives» (Selbin, 2016). In order to form how people make sense of things, and commit 

themselves to common projects, stories can help people take action and collective actions 

they otherwise wouldn’t pursue (Selbin, 2016). As we have seen, Xi Jingping has expressed a 

desire to give the world ‘a good Chinese narrative’, and the distribution and integration of 
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Chinese culture offers an effective way of doing this. As Schneider argues, culture consists of 

a nation’s creative expression, and is often «inherently enjoyable» (Schneider, 2006). It can 

therefore appeal to a state’s public in ways that more traditional diplomatic tools can’t, and in 

doing so help to create a story about a nation’s history, tradition, and values. 

Cultural diplomacy is an instrument that exchanges the ideas and values of countries, and 

attempts to foster a mutual understanding (Schneider, 2006). Cultural diplomacy is therefore 

an important device in a state’s diplomatic toolbox, as it provides a foundation for others to 

understand the country. Culture can be transmitted through a broad range of sources, such as 

commerce, academia, art, sports, and social media, but also through personal contacts, visits, 

and exchanges (Nye, 2004, p. 340). It therefore offers vast opportunities for a nation to 

increase its appeal in other states through non-coercive means. 

3.2. Chinese Cultural Power 

Before the industrial revolution and development of Europe, «China believed that it was the 

centre of the world, the Middle Kingdom, the 'land under Heaven’ on an entirely different 

plane from other kingdoms and countries» (Jaques, 2012, p. 303). This belief reflects the 

advanced and complex society that China had developed, in which culture and arts held a 

prominent place. The history of Asia is characterised by an overwhelming regional 

dominance by China, resting on the imperial tributary system as an acceptance of China’s 

cultural superiority (Jaques, 2012, p. 344, 346). As part of its shift towards cultural diplomacy 

however, China puts less emphasis on this perceived superiority, but instead promotes its 

culture as both unique and universal, in the sense that its traditions are specific to China, but 

available to all. As President Hu Jintao states, «The Chinese culture belongs not only to the 

Chinese but also to the whole world […] We stand ready to step up cultural exchanges with 

the rest of the world in a joint promotion of cultural prosperity» (Gill and Huang, 2006, p. 

17). 

As part of China’s new foreign policy under Xi Jinping, cultural diplomacy has thus become 

a key component of their promotion of their image abroad. Xi Jinping has expressed his 
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understanding of the how promoting a state’s values through its culture can increase its 

attraction (Nye. 2004, p. 261), particularly during his speech at the National Propaganda and 

Thought-Work Conference in 2013, where he promised «to cultivate China’s cultural 

excellence and cultural strength and raise its cultural soft power» (Klimes, 2017, p. 135). 

Domestically, China’s cultural excellence is consistently framed in terms of the state’s 

uniqueness and ‘historical destiny.’ In a speech published in People’s Daily, for example, Xi 

states «the basic logic behind China’s special characteristics is that unique cultural traditions, 

unique historical destiny, and unique fundamental national conditions predetermine the 

inevitable and suitable path of China’s development» (Klimes, 2017, p. 137). In its approach 

to soft power, however, the emphasis is not on the ‘inevitability’ of China’s rise, but on its 

peaceful nature, and the opportunities it provides for all peoples. The Party therefore 

emphasises that the «ancient Chinese culture should be presented to the world in order to 

explain China’s civilised progress and peaceful development and to elucidate the plentiful 

meanings of the Chinese Dream» (Klimes, 2017, p. 137) Thus, according to Zhang 

Guozuothe, international development strategies such as the BRI are framed as cultural 

projects in order to promote «a community of common interests, destiny, and responsibility 

with mutual political trust, economic fusion, and cultural inclusion» (Klimes, 2017, p. 136). 

China’s ‘destiny’ is thus defined as inclusive, and common to all. It is this inclusive, 

cooperative ideal of a common identity and common set of values, that at the same time 

recognises China’s historical uniqueness, that China has sought to promote. 

In order to do so, China has focused on both increasing access to Chinese media to non-

native speakers and on leveraging its large diaspora community to promote Chinese values 

(Ott, 2018; D’Hooghe, 2006, p. 97). China Central Television (CCTV), the state’s main 

television broadcaster, now has ten channels broadcasting around the world in various 

languages, and in the last decade, China has made surfing the Chinese internet much easier 

and more accessible to non-native speakers, with most government-run newspapers and 

organisations now having websites in English and several other languages (D’Hooghe, 2006, 

p. 91, 97). Beijing has made an effort to publish translated government-related documents 

such as the Chinese Constitution, China’s EU White Paper, and infrastructure program 

(D’Hooghe, 2006, p. 97). China’s Belt and Road Initiative has also been thoroughly 
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documented in English in texts such as The Belt and Road Ventures (Belt and Road Venture, 

2019). China’s large diaspora has also been an important contributor to Chinese cultural 

diplomacy, as it increases the person-to-person contact with Chinese culture (Ott, 2018). 

During the last decade, China has created over eighty pro-Chinese associations among the 

diaspora communities in order to build up the global network of Chinese emigrants 

(D’Hooghe, 2006, p. 95).  

Cultural diplomacy has therefore become an important soft power instrument for the Chinese 

government, allowing it to increase awareness and knowledge of Chinese ideas and interests 

around the world. 

3.3. Background: China-Myanmar 

For cultural diplomacy to produce soft power effectively, a culture should have values and 

interests that are shared by others (Nye, 2004, p. 325). Despite the historical ties between the 

two countries, however, as well as Myanmar’s historical participation in the tributary system, 

the perception of China among the Myanmar people is generally negative (Myoe, 2015, p. 

27-30). China’s turn towards cultural diplomacy in Myanmar is thus occurring against a 

background of anti-China resentment.   

China’s relationship and cooperation with the military junta has created a negative image of 

China in Myanmar, as has its aggressive behaviour towards expanding their construction and 

economic projects (Myoe, 2015, p. 28). Historically, China has been perceived as a 

threatening neighbour by the Burmese people, a nation willing to exploit the country both 

economically and socially in the service of their own interests and presumption of cultural 

superiority (Myoe, 2015, p. 27). This perception derives primarily from China’s approach to 

trade and investment in the country during the period of military rule. China was the main 

trading partner to Myanmar, selling Chinese-made machinery and building materials. At the 

time, many of the Chinese products were of poor quality and often used outdated technology, 

which gave a bad impression of Chinese products (Myoe, 2015, p. 29). Imported necessities 

like food and household products were often reported for poor standard of hygiene, and it 
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was widely known that the country produced fake medicine and harmful milk powder (Myoe, 

2015, p. 29). The Chinese firms that were operating in Myanmar also had a poor reputation 

due to their improper labour standards, unethical behaviour and unfair trading practices 

(Myoe, 2015, p. 29).   

Myanmar has eight main indigenous ethnic nationalities in its country, with the Burman 

majority making up over 69% of the population (Steinberg, 2013: xxiv). Some of the ethnic 

groups, such as KIA and MNDAA, share a similar origin to the Chinese people from the 

Yunnan region (Luedi, 2016). China’s targeting therefore has to consider the different 

backgrounds and history the groups, as it affects how they perceive Chinese tradition and 

culture. According to Ganesan, Myanmar nationals have always had a cautious eye on their 

dealings with ethnic Chinese, and as China has sponsored and assisted ethnic Chinese in 

Myanmar with their trade and business, the local Burmese «continue to harbour suspicion 

and anxieties about them» (Ganesan, 2011, p. 106-107). Historically, the Chinese ethnic 

communities has experienced xenophobic violence, as the Burmese see their relationship to 

be asymmetrical in China’s favour (Ganesan, 2011, p. 107). 

China’s soft power policies have thus been targeted towards the Myanmar population against 

a background of Burmese resentment towards China. This resentment was expressed mostly 

clearly in the widespread protests against the Myitsone Dam project, which from the 

protesters’ point of view, epitomised the trend of China’s exploitation of the country (Myoe, 

2015, p. 28) 

3.4. China’s Use of Cultural Diplomacy in Myanmar 

In response to the public anti-China sentiment in Myanmar, China has increased its public 

diplomacy in the country through both the media and several social and cultural programmes.  

China has attempted to reach out to the public via the media, primarily in response to the 

anti-Myitsone Dam protests (Sun, 2012b, p. 67). Only a few weeks after the suspension of the 

project, Chinese Central TV started broadcasting in Myanmar, and increased invitations to 
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China for Burmese media delegations (Sun, 2012b, p. 67). The Chinese ambassador in 

Myanmar, Yang Houlan has also increased his public diplomacy measures through media. 

From 2013, the Chinese embassy has maintained and updated its website and Facebook page 

frequently and increased its interaction on these platforms (Myoe, 2015, p. 49). Ambassador 

Yang Houlan has also made use of traditional media by more frequently giving press 

interviews (Myoe, 2015, p. 49). 

Public outreach attempts have also been made through cultural exchanges and social 

responsibility programs. As well as Buddhist culture exchange, designed with a view to 

«enhancing the understanding and trust between the two peoples» (The Chinese Embassy in 

Myanmar, 2018), the ‘Deep Fraternal Friendship’ campaign in Yangon has also attempted to 

improve the ties between the countries. The programme consists of such components such as 

«a medical assistance program ‘Brightness Action’ for cataract patients, the establishment of 

a Sino–Myanmar ophthalmology centre, the donation of computers to local elementary and 

secondary schools, a business forum targeting local small businesses, and large artistic 

performances» (Sun, 2012b, p. 68). China’s social responsibility programs also include a 

huge grant of US$6 million to build schools, clinics and hospitals alongside the pipeline 

construction sites, building roads, tunnels and bridges in Myanmar, as well as increased local 

workers within the Chinese infrastructure programs (Sun, 2012b, p. 68). 

As part of the ‘Deep Fraternal Friendship’, there has also been an increase of Chinese cultural 

events, with key figures such as the Yangon Region Chief Minister attending the Chinese 

New Year celebration (Kyaw, 2019, p. 135) This included the Spring Festival Gala in Yangon 

which celebrated the China-Myanmar Friendship with a range of activities and exhibitions 

with a view to «deepening the China-Myanmar traditional friendship and strengthening 

cultural exchange» (Mizzima, 2019). 

China also increased its engagement with groups outside the Myanmar government, such as 

political opposition parties and civil society organisations (Myoe, 2015, p. 46). China’s 

ambassador in Myanmar, Yang Houlan, has especially increased his interaction with NGOs, 
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political parties and activist groups, maintaining and improving their relationships (Myoe, 

2015, p. 49). 

Further, as a result of the delay, suspension and cancellation of a range of the Chinese 

projects in Myanmar, Chinese business firms have increased their social responsibility in the 

country (Myoe, 2015, p. 49). Programs such as the ‘Pipeline Friendship Association’ in 

Myanmar have been established, which help locals to deal with grievances and concerns 

(Myoe, 2015, p. 49). Further, companies such as CNPC have compensated the loss of 

property to the local people, and carried out social welfare projects such as building schools 

and dispensaries (Myoe, 2015, p. 50). A range of Beijing-backed institutions such as the 

China-Myanmar Friendship Organisation and China NGO Network for International 

Exchanges have also increased their engagement with opposition leaders and media (Chan, 

2018, p. 8). 

3.5. Education: Confucius Institutions 

In addition to these various social and cultural activities in Myanmar, China has used 

education as one its main instruments to carry out public diplomacy and attempt to influence 

the public perception of China. Particularly, it has used education to promote Chinese culture, 

the Chinese language and other Chinese traditional values (Wang, 2008, p. 269). 

A large part of China’s education-focused soft power has been used through the enrolment of 

international students in China (Jaques, 2012, p. 359). Myanmar students have received large 

scholarships to attend Chinese universities (Mizzima, 2017; Global New Light of Myanmar, 

2018), while China has further assisted in the construction of China-Myanmar Friendship 

Schools, which also provides scholarships and grants (The Chinese Embassy in Myanmar, 

2018; Jing, 2016). However, international and exchange students are limited to those who 

already have an interest in China, either intrinsically or financially, and are planning to travel 

abroad for education.  
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Furthermore, in order for Beijing to promote Chinese language and culture abroad, they have 

implemented the Confucius educational program, a project based on China’s new public 

diplomacy. The Confucius Institute program began in 2004 as a non-profit, non-governmental 

public institution to enhance socio-cultural understandings through globalising Chinese 

culture and building harmonious foreign relationships (Lo & Pan, 2015, p. 512). Despite its 

claim to be a non-governmental organisation, however, it is both coordinated and funded by 

the Office of Chinese Language Council International, Hanban (Hsin-Huang & Yang, 2014, 

p. 18; Lo & Pan, 2016, p. 519). According to the Hanban director, the institute has three main 

objectives: teaching Chinese, promoting cultural exchange, and facilitating business activity 

(Paradise, 2009, p. 641), all of which contribute to the promotion of China as a nation. More 

broadly, the Institute is promoted as aiming to ‘contribute to the development of 

multiculturalism and the building of a harmonious world.’ (Hanban, 2014) 

By 2013, the Confucius Institute and Confucius Classrooms were set up in 120 different 

countries, with over thirty institutes set up in the United States (Lo and Pan, 2016; Paradise, 

2009, p. 653). The Institutes and Classrooms are primarily set up with partner universities, 

and promoted as language and cultural exchange centres (Paradise, 2009, p. 651).   

Regionally, as China’s Southeastern neighbours have been an important aspect in China’s 

neighbourhood policy (Qingmin, 2014), China’s neighbourhood has been the testing ground 

for the Confucius project. The first ever Confucius Institute was established in Singapore, and 

in 2014 over forty-seven CI and Confucius Classrooms had been established in the region. 

Most neighbouring countries have responded positively towards the program (Hsiao and 

Yang, 2013, p. 22). With Chinese investment in the region, alongside the regional integration 

brought about by the China-ASEAN Free Trade Agreement, China is perceived to 

be bringing hope and prosperity to the region (Hsin-Huang & Yang, 2014, p. 12). The 

Confucian Institutes have served as a means of enhancing this perceived success of the 

region, while for China, the schools help especially to promote Mandarin language learning, 

with the mutual language among the different nationalities in Southeast Asia still currently 

English. Generally, then, the program operates effectively as a soft policy tool between the 

nations in the region (Hsin-Huang & Yang, 2014, p. 22). 
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In Myanmar, the first of the three Confucius Classrooms was confirmed in 2008 in Mandalay 

(Hanban, 2014). Unlike Confucius Institutes, Confucius Classrooms are set up to teach 

primary and secondary schools (Asia Society, 2019), and the Classrooms in Myanmar were 

established by ethnic Chinese associations (Hsin-Huang & Yang, 2014, p. 27). Furthermore, 

in contrast with most of the institutes around the world, the classrooms in Myanmar lack 

government endorsement, and instead depend on these local Chinese organisations for 

support (Hsin-Huang & Yang, 2014, p. 37).  

Mechanisms 

This next section will look at which mechanisms are used to promote China through its 

Confucius Institutes and Classrooms both generally and specifically in Myanmar. 

Image Building 

Promotion of the Chinese language facilitates the spread of other Chinese traditions such as 

art, cuisine, fashion, and lifestyle. Hanban is incentivising the spread of Confucius Institutes 

and the desire to learn more about Chinese culture through grants, funding programs, and 

scholarships, as well as sponsorship of exchange programs and research about Chinese 

language pedagogy (Hsin-Huang & Yang, 2014, p. 19-20). The institutions are part of an 

attempt to create a positive image, of a kinder and gentler China, improving the attractiveness 

of the nation (Paradise, 2009, p. 662). Through spreading Mandarin and creating a stronger 

incentive and desire for foreigners to learn the language, China is hoping that the spread of 

values and ideas will be more effective and easier to control (Prinz. 2016).  

Trust Building 

These Institutes and Classrooms do not of course represent a new way of promoting the 

language and cultural activity of great states around the world; France, Germany and the 

United Kingdom have done it for centuries (Gill and Huang. 2006, p. 18). What is unique to 
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the Confucius Institutes is how they are created. Most of the institutes are created as a 

partnership between two academic institutions, one foreign and one Chinese (Paradise, 2009. 

p. 651). Although the institutes are financially supported by Hanban, the institutes themselves 

are physically located at a foreign university campus (Paradise, 2009, p. 652). This allows the 

Institutes and Classrooms to have more legitimacy as they are run and validated by the local 

population (Paradise, 2009, p. 652).  

As with most soft power instruments, the success of Confucius Classrooms in Myanmar is 

highly contextual, so the historical and present relations between the host state and China 

affects the program. No major university in Myanmar has been willing to host a Confucius 

Institute, and the Confucius Classrooms do serve not as major education sites, but instead as a 

complementary resource for local Chinese education (Hsin-Huang & Yang, 2014, p. 37). The 

insecurity around institutional promotion of Chinese culture and tradition has continued to 

inform the attitude of the new government towards China, with the danger of over-

dependence on China and the perception of China as a threat still prevalent in Myanmar’s 

policies (Hsin-Huang & Yang, 2014, p. 36).  

In order to combat this belief, Hanban has attempted to de-politicise the Classrooms in 

Myanmar, and promote them as purely educational environments, through portraying the 

Classrooms as computer schools, for instance, rather than as Chinese language teaching 

schools (Hsin-Huang & Yang, 2014, p. 37-38). In order to operate more effectively, they have 

also extended their activities to temples, the private sector and the border zones between 

Myanmar and Thailand (Hsin-Huang & Yang, 2014, p. 38) where trust already exists. 

The Classrooms have also focus their outreach on ethnic Chinese populations in Myanmar, in 

order to bring their diaspora population together by connecting the local ethnic Chinese 

associations (Hsin-Huang & Yang, 2014, p. 38). This allows China to make use of the local 

population in order to promote a greater influence in the country. 

Outcomes 
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The next section will examine effects that the introduction of Confucius Classrooms in 

Myanmar has had. While we can come to some preliminary observations, it is important to 

note that the classrooms have only existed since 2009, and the effects of cultural 

reinforcement through education can often to take a long time to manifest, as well as to 

become sustainable and consistent (Paradise, 2009, p. 662). It is also difficult to discern 

whether any increased positive perception of China directly results from the implementation 

of the Confucius Classrooms in Myanmar, or whether other cultural promotion activities have 

been more influential. 

China’s failure to get institutional backing for their Confucius Institutes has made it difficult 

for the Confucian Programme to succeed in Myanmar from the beginning, and there has been 

little positive coverage of the Confucian Classrooms in the Myanmar media. Further, the 

programme has struggled to generate enthusiasm among the Burmese people. Those who 

have attended courses at the Confucian Classrooms have been mostly ethnic Chinese, while 

the Burmese locals who have attended have tended to do so to improve their career prospects 

by learning Mandarin (Mizzima, 2017). Very few government officials are willing to attend 

the courses, and if they do, it tends to be because of personal reasons rather than a reflection 

of their work (Hsin-Huang & Yang, 2014, p. 38). 

The lack of involvement and acceptance from the Naypyidaw shows that there is still doubt 

about the intentions of China’s cultural diplomacy (Hsin-Huang & Yang, 2014, p. 39). When 

it comes to the Confucius Institutes, there is a widespread suspicion that they are too closely 

tied to the Chinese government (Paradise, 2009) and are vehicles for propaganda (though the 

truth of this perception have been questioned, with Falk Hartin for example concluding that 

the «Confucius Institutes portray a selective, rather than propagandistic, view of China» (Gil, 

2019). Given this, it is difficult to discern any positive impact on China that the Confucian 

Classrooms have had in Myanmar. 

It is possible that as Paradise suggests, the schools have actually led to a reduction in China’s 

attractiveness (Paradise, 2009), intensifying the anti-Chinese sentiment in the country due the 

perception that they are essentially sites for the Chinese propaganda, which may interfere 
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which academic autonomy and freedom (Lo & Pan, 2016, p. 518). As Nye notes, soft power 

mechanisms are generally most effective when they are used in a situation where the other 

actor is unaware of its existence, and need to be adapted to different contexts. If the other 

party is aware of its existence, and the co-option is not used in a proper manner «attraction 

can turn to repulsion» (Nye, 2004, p. 82). As we have seen, Chinese politicians have not been 

shy in talking up China’s use of soft power, but in the case of the Confucius Institutes its 

front figures have stated that they are not intended as a soft power tools, but purely as sites 

for academic and cultural exchange (Paradise, 2009, p. 657-658). Because of the Myanmar 

people’s preformed attitude towards China, this message seems to have rung hollow in the 

country. 

A part of this scepticism also derives from Burmese colonial history. The experience of being 

under a colonial rule partly accounts for citizens’ ongoing suspicion of foreign education. 

During the colonial era, under the British Empire, the Myanmar children were segregated and 

only allowed to speak English during their education (Hsin-Huang & Yang, 2014, p. 36). 

Chinese language education and Chinese schools in Myanmar also experienced various 

difficulties during the military regimes when there was also strong anti-Chinese sentiment in 

the country (Steinberg, 2013; Mizzima, 2017). During the 1960s, as the regime was fighting 

the Burmese communists, the government undertook a great crack-down on any Chinese 

propaganda (Hsin-Huang & Yang, 2014, p. 36). As Myanmar is already heavily aware of the 

previous use of Chinese propaganda, the Myanmar government and its people are especially 

sceptical of any attempts to integrate Chinese cultural institutions. 

A fundamental flaw in China’s soft power strategy regarding Confucius Institutes then, has 

been an insufficient awareness of the suspicion of the Myanmar people towards it, as it can 

be perceived as a state propaganda tool, designed to quell resentment (Lo & Pan, 2016, p. 

518). Crucially, because the Confucius Classrooms in Myanmar lack government 

endorsement, they aren’t given the institutional legitimacy that they have in some other 

countries, where they work with partner universities. Further, because of the lack of 

endorsement, the Classrooms tend to keep a low profile in Myanmar (Hsin-Huang & Yang, 
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2014, p. 27). This makes it difficult to reach its already-sceptical target group, rather than 

simply those who are already attracted to Chinese values. 

3.6. Social Media: WeChat 

Nye (2004) highlights that soft power politics has changed because of the new era of 

technological development that we live in. He argues that because of the global digital 

revolution, the power dynamics between people and their government, governments and 

governments, and international organisations are changing, and we need to take these 

changing relationships and power dynamics into consideration (Nye, 2004b). As has been 

noted, media has played an important role for China in distributing positive information 

about China through Chinese Central TV and other local media (Sun, 2012b, p. 67). 

However, the most immediate and direct use of public diplomacy is not through traditional 

media, but through social media, where there is daily communication between civilians, 

rather than the government serving exclusively as the communicators (Nye, 2008, p. 101; 

Nye, 2004, p. 2386). This section looks at how Tencent, a Chinese telecommunications 

company, has tried to integrate WeChat, a social media platform, into Myanmar’s culture.  

Social Media as a Soft Power 

Today, social media plays an enormous role in people’s lives, both personally and 

professionally. Through social media, an individual and a nation’s culture can be promoted, 

changed, and reinvented (as well as attacked) (Bertrot et. al. 2011, p. 30; Deibert, 2019). 

Although this can also be done through traditional media outlets, those outlets tend not to 

have the same perceived legitimacy as social media, where the sources are friends and 

families, and actors people have specifically followed (Bertrot et. al. 2011, p. 30).  

Social media is not only important source of information streamlined by family and friends, 

but also businesses and governmental organisations (Tapsell, 2019). It has become one of the 

biggest data outlets individuals look at every day, multiple times a day, and its ability to 

influence is built into the structure of the outlet (Bertrot et. al. 2011, p. 30). With its ability to 
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collect data on its users’ moods, mental health states, and predicted mental states and 

behaviours, social media outlets provide an incredibly rich source of data on behaviour and 

preferences (Bertrot et. al. 2011, p. 31). This allows social media platforms to streamline the 

information available to its users, and tailor it to their personal interests (Chung, 2019, p. 

271). This streamline is built around consented personal-data surveillance, allowing 

businesses to use this information to further tailor their advertisements (Deibert, 2019). 

Further, social media is programmed to be addictive and can work not only to respond to 

users’ preferences and world views, but to subtly shape them (Deibert, 2019). As power is 

best used when those who are bound by it aren’t aware of this bond (Solomon, 2015, p. 18), 

social media is potentially an excellent tool for exercising influence.  

The nature of social media, however, makes it both potentially useful and problematic. While 

governments have been able to leverage social media to promote their services and policies, 

offer information, reach individuals both domestically and internationally and allow them to 

more easily engage in government efforts (Bertrot et. al. 2011, p. 31), they also have much 

less control compared to the past, where they could have a greater influence on the media and 

information distribution (Creemers, 2018, p. 86). With the internet and the constant influx of 

news and information, people all over the world are able to access and distribute information 

without limitations and restrictions.  

Given all of the above, the social media platform that people use potentially offers a great 

source of soft power. Recognising this, the Chinese company TenCent has tried to integrate 

the social media platform WeChat in Myanmar. The next section will examine this.   

Social Media in China and Myanmar 

While, as we have seen, China is keen to emphasise its ancient civilisation, it has also 

invested heavily in technological development and innovation. The country has taken 

advantage of the global digital revolution, and has become the world lead in research and 

development in new science and technology (Veugelers, 2017). This progress supports the 

advancement of its information distribution strategies, which are used throughout the state as 
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a means of control the information that its citizens have access to (Creemers, 2017, p. 85). 

Using big data, cloud computing and the Internet of Things, the Chinese government is able 

to control and curate what information is available to the average Chinese, as well as to 

identify potential threats to the regime (Creemers, 2017, p. 85).  

However, the Chinese government is not only restricting access to the Internet in order to 

control the population. They are also curating what users see in order to promote the Chinese 

government and Chinese political values, primarily through large telecommunications 

companies such as Baidu, Alibaba, and Tencent (Creemers, 2018, p. 85). Here they are able 

to spread messages and ideas through certain algorithms, and can curate the feed of the 

average Chinese citizen even more effectively (Creemers, 2018, p. 86). Broadly then, as 

Creemers suggests, «The Internet is conceived as an instrument to elicit, respond to and 

direct public opinion» (Creemers, 2017, p. 87). It would therefore be of great benefit to China 

to integrate its social media platforms in other countries where they want to influence the 

perception of China.  

The primary social media platform in China is WeChat. Known in China as Weixin, Wechat 

aims to be application that promotes «a mobil lifestyle - its goal is to address every aspect of 

its users’ lives, including non-social ones» (Chan, 2015), allowing its users to use the app for 

payments, shopping, games, hiring taxis etc. (Kharpal, 2019; Chan, 2015). In April 2019, 

according to WeChat’s official report, the application had over one billion monthly active 

users, making it one of the most popular social media applications in the world (Kharpal, 

2019). It has become integral to Chinese citizens’ everyday lives. Hong Kong University’s 

WeChatScope project suggests that «In China today, it is nearly impossible to live one's life 

without WeChat» (Fan and Wang, 2019).  

The app has also begun to develop a user base in several countries in Asia, with a reported 20 

million users in Malaysia, and a further 17 million in Thailand (Cook, 2019). However, its 

popularity is otherwise generally confined to China, and it is far less popular than Facebook, 

Instagram and WhatsApp in the rest of the world, despite efforts to expand its usage 

worldwide (Millward, 2016).  
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Partly, this is due to users’ concerns about its security. Data transmitted via WeChat is not 

end-to-end encrypted. Further, although WeChat’s parent company Tencent is a private 

company, it operates from China, under Chinese laws. This allows the Chinese government to 

access all private information of customers and access deleted messages without the users’ or 

court’s permission (Tencent Inc., 2018; Chan, 2018; Hollander, 2017). Recently, there have 

also been several documented instances of TenCent applications seemingly being used for 

state purposes. In March 2019, the Dutch hacker Victor Gevers revealed that Chinese police 

stations had access to millions of Tencent application users’ conversations from internet 

cafes, while a recent report from China watcher Chenchen Zang suggests that an Uyghur 

muslim male was interrogated at the Hong Kong-mainland border for three days because 

someone on his WeChat contact list had ‘checked in’ their location as Mecca Saudi Arabia 

(with authorities suspicious that the man had travelled to Mecca on pilgrimage without state 

permission – an offense punishable by 15 years in prison) (Cook, 2019). Freedom House has 

also reported that the CCP monitor citizens’ and students’ WeChat accounts, particularly 

those who study abroad (Cook, 2019 ) while Hong Kong University’s WeChat scope project 

has identified widespread censorship on the app’s public profiles, now aided by the 

development of artificial technology, with the most-censored topics in 2018 including, for 

instance, the China-US trade war and the arrest of Meng Wanzhou, the Huawei CFO (Fan 

and Wang, 2019). 

Although the company has denied that it serves as an arm of the state, there has been 

widespread concern about the Chinese government’s ability to access users’ data, and what 

this might be used for. Considering the above reports, and China’s interest in promoting a 

positive image in Myanmar, it is reasonable to conclude that Tencent’s integration of WeChat 

in Myanmar is at least in part intended to allow the Chinese government to better influence 

and streamline information to the people of Myanmar through both censorship and 

surveillance. 

In Myanmar, the rate of technological development has been both rapid and recent, with 

internet usage increasing by 17% in the last year alone (Data Reportal, 2019). Just under half 
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of the population are now active internet users, with almost all of these users accessing the 

internet via their mobile phones. (Data Reportal, 2019). This development was aided by the 

liberalisation of telecommunications after the political transition. A massive drop in the cost 

of SIM cards led to mobile ownership growing from 39 % in 2015 to 61% in 2016 (Hurulle 

et. al., 2018, p. 1; Digital Asia, 2017). This has continued to increase, with mobile internet 

speeds having increased year on year by 60% on average over the past several years (Data 

Reportal, 2019). As mobile data and Internet access has become more common in Myanmar, 

social media has become increasingly integral to people’s lives, and for young people in 

particular. 39% of the total population are now active social media users, with over 80% of 

these users aged 18-34 (Data Reportal, 2019).  

In this developing technological environment, Facebook has established itself as by far the 

most social media platform in the country (Parikh, 2017). In 2018, Facebook recorded 14 

million subscribers in Myanmar (Solon, 2018), and it serves as a hub for its users not only to 

message their friends, but also to get their news and entertainment. As reported in The 

Guardian, «For many people in Myanmar, Facebook is the Internet» (Solon, 2018).  

Despite the increasing popularity of social media in the country, and the increased 

connectivity and availability of information, it has not been without its problems. There have 

been issues with establishing the veracity and provenance of social media contents, while 

there has also been a documented increase of hate speech in the country (Wong, 2018). 

Notably, Facebook itself was also implicated in the Rohingya Crisis, and has been 

condemned in particular for its enabling of hate speech. In 2018, the chairman of UN 

Independent International Fact-Finding Mission in Myanmar, Marzuki Darusman, stated that 

Facebook «substantively contributed to the level of acrimony and dissension and conflict, if 

you will, within the public. Hate speech is certainly of course a part of that» (Wong, 2018). 

The UN investigators condemned further Facebook’s «role as a vehicle for «acrimony, 

dissension and conflict» (Solon, 2018). Although this drew international attention, there has 

been no discernible decline in usage of Facebook in Myanmar (Data Reportal, 2019).  
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Furthermore, the media environment does not allow for a completely free flow of 

information. Myanmar’s freedom of expression and freedom of press are still conditional. 

Oppressive laws still target journalists and publications. As has been widely internationally 

reported 2018, two Reuters journalists were charged for breaking the Official Secrets Act 

after questioning Myanmar’s progress towards democracy and investigating the Rohingya 

genocide, having to serve 500 days in a Myanmar jail before being released on amnesty 

(Lewis and Nain, 2018). This attitude has also been directed towards social media. Since 

Aung Sun Sii Kyi came to power, over 70 people have been charged for stating and spreading 

online content via social media that has been deemed to be defamatory to the state or military 

(Parikh, 2017).  

It is in this context that China has increased its efforts to integrate and promote WeChat in 

Myanmar.   

Mechanisms 

Trust Building 

Trust in social media applications is essential order for users to establish a long-term 

relationship with the application (Lien & Cao, 2014, p. 106). Trust between the consumer and 

the organisation ensures continued use of the network site, and increases consumers’ 

willingness to share and recommend products and ideas on it (Lien & Cao, 2014, p. 106). For 

China, this is particularly true of WeChat, which integrates several services into its platform. 

As Lien and Cao state, «The higher the trust level users have on the comments of products/

services on WeChat, the more likely they will feel comfortable in using WeChat and will 

engage in making positive products/services ratings on WeChat» (Lien & Cao, 2014, p. 109). 

WeChat has implemented a range of features into its application in order to win and establish 

trust among users in Myanmar (Wai, 2015). In 2015, WeChat was launched in Myanmar with 

a Burmese language option. The organization also worked with local artists to create 

Myanmar ‘stickers’, intended to offer «a local way of messaging» and has attempted to tailor 

the app to best suit the tastes and social media communicative style of the Burmese people 
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(Wai, 2015). The application has also been designed to act more like apps which are familiar 

to users, such as Whatsapp and Viber (Lien. et. al, 2016, p. 1), in order to build on users’ 

existing relationships. 

The WeChat country manager Mr Ye has said that the company is focused on ‘offering the 

best services and local content, doing local operations’ (Wai, 2015).  In order to build up a 

relationship between the product and the consumer, WeChat has therefore turned to local 

companies and well-known personalities in Myanmar to boost its reputation. WeChat initially 

worked with several Myanmar celebrities to promote the platform (Myanmore, 2015), and 

had developed working relationships with local telecommunications companies, such as 

Ooredoo. The company has allowed a free download of the app together with two months of 

free data usage (Trautwein, 2015). Using a well-established and trusted company to promote 

their product has helped increase the usage of WeChat, as well as to increase the revenue of 

Ooredoo itself (Trautwein, 2015). Recently, the Central Bank of Myanmar has also agreed to 

use WeChat Pay in selected areas for a three-month trial, available in various restaurants, 

cafes and hotels in Yangon and Mandalay (although this is mainly with a view to boosting the 

foreign currency flow from Chinese tourists) (Zin Thu Tun, 2019). 

Less successfully, Myanmar also signed an advertising agreement with MySQUAR, a local 

technology company specialising in the development of mobile applications in late 2018 

(Shapland, 2018). The company however, has recently experienced severe difficulties, and is 

conducting an internal inquiry into a ‘US$1 million financial irregularity’ (Shapland, 2018)  

Outcomes 

Myanmar’s telecommunications sector was only first opened up to foreign entrants in 2014, 

and internet and social media usage in the region is still increasing, particularly via mobile 

phones (Data Reportal, 2019). China has begun to invest more heavily in the sector. The 

Chinese technology company Huawei Technology has been working to become a major 

player in the Myanmar communication market, as China tries to increase its share of the 

mobile market. The company has donated over US$5 million in order to develop the mobile 
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technology system in Myanmar’s underdeveloped potential market where the infrastructure 

still needs much improvement (Kyaw, 2013).  

According to Tencent’s country manager Mr Ye, WeChat has a sizeable user base in 

Myanmar, and aims to be the biggest leading social platform in the country (Trautwein, 

2015). However, since WeChat does not release any of its usage data outside of China, it is 

difficult to know quite how ‘sizeable’ this base is, as well as to discern how widely used 

WeChat is. We do know however that Facebook is still by far the most popular social media 

application in the country, with DataReportal recording that virtually all of the country’s 

internet users also use Facebook (Data Reportal, 2019). Other communication applications, 

such as Whatsapp and Viber also continue to be popular in the country (Baker, 2019). Given 

this, it does not seem that WeChat has managed to penetrate deeply into the Myanmar 

market, outside of its use by merchants in the Shan state bordering China (Cook, 2019).  

There has been some further coverage of WeChat in the Myanmar media, though this has 

been mixed. It has been written about in connection to the increased bride trafficking across 

the Myanmar-China border. The coverage focused on victims’ ability to use WeChat to 

message NGOs or locals, successfully seeking their help, sharing their location or 

transferring money (Win, 2019). In this context WeChat has proven itself to be a useful tool 

for trafficking victims to escape (Win, 2019). However, there has also been coverage of local 

jade traders’ petition for WeChat to be banned, with over 2000 merchants from Mandalay 

claiming that Chinese brokers have been using the application to undercut prices and damage 

their business (Kyaw Lin Htoon, 2018).  

Aside from in some isolated cases then, it does not seem that WeChat has managed to gain a 

strong foothold in the Myanmar market, or to function effectively as a soft power tool so far.   

3.7. Discussion 

Although China has had some success in its promotion of Chinese culture through its events 

and social responsibility programmes, more broadly its attempts to use cultural and public 
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diplomacy in Myanmar have not yet had the desired impact in the aftermath of the political 

transition in 2011. Longer-term, however, we cannot rule out China’s initial soft power 

strategies might develop and find greater success. 

The most successful of China’s efforts has been the various social responsibility and 

exchange programs, and cultural events, which have had a positive response and have 

allowed China to have a presence in several of Myanmar’s major cities (though this 

enthusiasm mainly derives from the direct benefits that Myanmar gains from them). China 

does also appear to have made some inroads in Northern and Northeastern parts of Myanmar, 

where there is already a high population of ethnic Chinese people. China’s culture is 

continuing to spread throughout these regions, and is heavily present in Mandalay, the 

country’s second largest city, where 30% of the population is Chinese (Kyaw, 2019, p. 

135-136). 

The Confucius Programme, however has not been directly successful. Clearly a large part of 

this problem has been because of the historical relations between China and Myanmar, and 

China underestimating the strength of the anti-China feeling in the country. The inability of 

Beijing to gain institutional backing for their Confucius Institutes meant that it was difficult 

for the project to succeed from the start. Further, suspicion about the intentions of the 

programme, confusion about their structure and purpose, and the lack of promotion of the 

schools meant that China was unable to generate enthusiasm for them among the Burmese. 

Although the direct targeting of the Myanmar people through Confucius Classrooms hasn’t 

been greatly successful, however, it has been able to establish a market among ethnic 

Chinese. There has also been an increased demand for Mandarin, especially among young 

people hoping to increase their job prospects has also led to an expansion of Chinese 

language schools (Jia, 2017). Longer-term, the increase in Burmese learning Mandarin might 

also allow for closer business links, as well as the integration of more Burmese workers into 

Chinese companies. 
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China has also responded to the failure of the Confucius Programme by focusing its efforts 

on the China Cultural Centre in Yangon, which was opened in July 2018. It is affiliated with 

the Chinese Ministry of Culture, though government is seen as a facilitator of the centre, 

rather than its organizer (Zhang, 2016). The Chinese Deputy Minister for Culture and 

Tourism, Li Jinzao, has emphasised that the centre will work with local organizations on 

cultural exchanges, exhibitions and performances to promote mutual understanding and 

friendship (China Cultural Centre, 2018). This is of course similar to the aims of the 

Confucian Institute, but here there is more focus on local collaboration, which China has 

increasingly recognised to be crucial. China has perhaps realised that under the umbrella of 

‘education’ and the negative connotations that this might have, their soft power efforts would 

not succeed, with the Confucius Programme unable to become a trusted brand in the country. 

Instead, a focus on culture itself, with the government remaining further in the background 

might achieve better results. This shows that China is both persistent and adaptable, and this 

might stand it in good stead to alter its strategies in the future. 

As for technology, while there has been no sign yet of WeChat managing to challenge 

Facebook’s dominance in the region, the further integration of Chinese technology companies 

in the market might benefit WeChat longer term. This could be particularly important 

considering that most users of social media in Myanmar are young, and that, according to the 

UNESCO Myanmar Office, «Myanmar has a low media and information literacy 

rate» (Baker, 2016). If China is able to penetrate this market of online users, they may be able 

to better shape and stream the information they believe is important, creating a new discourse 

for a new generation of Myanmar people.  

As we have seen, apart from concerns about surveillance the primary difficulty in attracting 

this new generation is Facebook’s market dominance. While WeChat in China serves as an 

all-purpose app for most of it users, it hasn’t managed to have the same role in Myanmar. A 

key part of its success in China is because of the widespread use of WeChat Pay, a mobile 

payment system. While it is mainly being used by merchants as well as trialled by the 

Myanmar Central Bank currently, its expansion in Myanmar would mean that it might be able 

to attract users with a feature that Facebook doesn’t have. There is currently no sign however 
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that Facebook is losing appeal in Myanmar, and so WeChat faces a huge uphill struggle to 

expand its user base in the country. 

We need to bear in mind then that both China’s use of cultural diplomacy and Myanmar’s 

political shift is at an early stage. Furthermore, as soft power strategies, particularly public 

diplomacy, are of long-term nature, China’s efforts may prove to be effective in the future. 

While there may be a longer-term chance of success, China’s current use of cultural 

diplomacy has not yet been particularly successful. China still has a long way to go in order 

to attract the people of Myanmar and decrease the existing anti-China sentiment that is 

currently present in the country.  
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4. Political Ideology and Political Values 

The second important source of soft power relates to how a state’s domestic and foreign 

policies represent their values and ideology (Gill and Huang, 2006, p. 19). How a country 

behaves and acts both domestically and abroad can affect a country’s image (Nye, 2004b). 

Therefore, in order for China’s soft power policies to be effective, China’s ideology and 

values need to be reflected in their government policies. (To use China’s own term, they need 

to be in ‘harmony’). This chapter will examine and analyse three domestic and foreign policy 

areas that China has made use of to try to promote their political ideology and values, and 

make them attractive to Myanmar: economic policies, peace-contributing policies, and 

environmental policies. 

4.1. Political Values and Ideology 

Ideology, according to the Cambridge Dictionary, is «a theory or set of beliefs, especially one 

on which a political system, party, or organisations based» (Cambridge Business English  

Dictionary, 2019). If a country’s values and ideology is attractive, a country has a greater 

chance of attracting other nations. A well thought-through foreign policy and its 

implementation can thus greatly affect a country’s soft power policies (Cho & Jeong, 2008, p.  

466). 

It is not enough to just proclaim certain values and ideas, as they can quickly be perceived to 

be hollow claims if they are not consistent with a state’s actions (Nye, 2004, p. 1021). 

Communication of an attractive culture can only work if it is commensurate with policy. As 

Nye states, «Actions speak louder than words, and public diplomacy that appears to be mere 

window dressing for the projection of hard power is unlikely to succeed». (Nye, 2004, p. 

1880). Although all foreign policy pursues the national interest, how «the values are 

expressed through the substance and style of foreign policies» will effect the attractiveness of 

the policies (Nye, 2004, p. 1115). If the policies appear to be arrogant, hypocritical or narrow-

minded, they can undermine a country’s soft power (Nye, 2004, p. 355). Further, if the 
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policies are poorly communicated, there may be a decline in the perceived attractiveness of 

the society, and thus the effectiveness of soft power can be undermined (Nye, 2004, p. 1081). 

The political values that are promoted must therefore be consistent, well executed, and 

carried out by nationals both domestically and abroad.  

Values that are shared are often more likely to be attractive for other countries (Nye, 2004, p. 

1,121). However, although international consensus may increase the attractiveness of a state’s 

values, if a nation relies too heavily on international consensus, as American Vice President 

Dick Cheney put it, the approach of doing something would be nothing (Nye, 2004, p. 

1,201). Further, states’ publics can be skeptical towards authority, and a government’s actions 

can often be mistrusted (Nye, 2008, p. 105). It is therefore important for a nation’s policies to 

also be carried out by private actors who can communicate these values and ideas.  

4.2. China Political Values and Ideology 

China’s official foreign policy highlights the fundamental principles of peace and 

independence (Qingmin, 2004, p. 8), promoting China as a ‘peaceful nation’. The established 

ideology and values China wants to highlight which are of particular relevance to its relations 

with Myanmar are: 

Enhancing solidarity and cooperation with other developing countries. China shares the 

historical suffering of many developing countries, which provides a solid basis for good 

bilateral relations with other developing countries (Qingmin, 2014, p. 150). The 18th CPC 

Nation Congress in 2013 particularly pointed out that «China will increase unity and 

cooperation with other developing counties and support efforts to increase their 

representation and voice in international affairs. China will remain a reliable friend and 

sincere partner of other developing countries» (Qingmin, 2014, p. 151). 

China has also highlighted the policy target: Promoting the settlement of regional hot issues 

and play a global responsibility role in the settlement of global issues (Qingmin, 2014, p. 91). 
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China aims to provide assistance in regional issues, which can jeopardise regional stability 

such as natural disaster and conflict (Qingmin, 2014, p. 91). 

Further, as China’s global power is rising, it wants to become more integrated into the 

international community by participating in coordination and cooperation in issues, such as 

handling global economic issues, peace keeping efforts, and participating in the climate 

change cooperation programs (Qingmin, 2014, p. 82-88). 

Another important aspect of China’s foreign policy is strengthening good neighbourly 

relations (Qingmin, 2014, p. 132). Beijing emphasises that the «neighbouring region has 

major strategic significance» and «China is determined to develop a good neighbourly 

relation and make relations with its neighbours a priority of China’s diplomacy» (Qingmin, 

2014, p. 132). 

Finally, its is important for China to continue to carry out and develop the The five principles 

of peaceful co-existence, initially established in 1943, which stress the importance of living in 

harmony and maintaining cooperation with countries with different social systems from their 

own (Qingmin, 2014, p. 108). The five principles are: Mutual respect for territorial integrity; 

mutual non-aggression; non-interference in each other’s internal affairs; equality and mutual 

benefit; and peaceful co-existence (Qingmin, 2014, p. 108). 

These official positions are in keeping with the Confucian values that we have seen China 

wishes to promote as foundational to its culture. The targets are guided by these Confucius 

values in order to justify their actions as they emphasise the qualities of peace, harmony, non-

aggression, and moral governance. 

4.3. Background: Sino-Myanmar Political Values 

For decades, China and Myanmar shared the political values of an authoritarian state (Than, 

2003). Myanmar, while governed by the military junta, established a tight relationship with 

China, driven by converging political interests, allowing both states to exploit their interests 
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in the relationship (Than, 2003, p. 207). Myanmar’s domestic and foreign policy (before the 

political transition) was reflected in two objectives that they shared with the Chinese 

Communist Party: national unity and sovereignty (Haacke, 2006, p. 9). China’s foreign policy 

in the country reflected their values and ideology, and was also generally well-received by the 

Burmese government (Steinberg, 2013, p. 128-129) 

Myanmar gained both materially and diplomatically from its relationship with China, gaining 

both economic and military assistance (Than, 2003, p. 196). Myanmar highly depended on  

China as its major trader and supplier, and looked to them for aid with their industrial and 

infrastructure development (Than, 2003, p. 199). With Chinese help, Myanmar also managed 

to enhance its military capabilities, as well as its cooperative operations with the PLA and the 

Tatmadaw, directed towards border security and non-traditional security issues (Than, 2003, 

p. 198). 

For China, the isolation of Myanmar provided an excellent opportunity to take advantage of 

the geopolitical significance that Myanmar had (Than, 2003, p. 202). Myanmar’s economic 

isolation not only allowed China to become the only major supplier exporting its goods to 

Myanmar, but also to gain access the other Southeast Asia nations and the Bay of Bengal, an 

important military and economic strategic area linking China to the Indian Ocean (Than, 

2003, p. 202; Shee, 2002, p. 35). China was also able to gain influence over important border 

security issues in the country (Than, 2007, p. 208). China’s policies towards Myanmar were 

thus aligned with the desire to ensure a stable external environment, in which China’s 

domestic development could be implemented (Shee, 2002, p. 35). Most importantly, 

Myanmar’s political and economic isolation and their tight relationship with China, allowed 

China to «draw Myanmar tightly into its sphere of influence» and «satisfy its own great 

power ambitions» (Than, 2003: 207; Shee, 2002, p. 34). 

Chinese foreign policy in Myanmar thus reflected their shared political values of 

authoritarian rule and the standing up against the pressure from the West. It is important to 

note that since the military junta was the supreme governing body in Myanmar, China’s 
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foreign policy was almost entirely directed towards the military junta, while the people of 

Myanmar and other actors in the country were ignored (Sun, 2012, p. 85) 

However, after a long period of shared values and interests during the military junta, the 

political transition changed Myanmar’s view of those previously shared values (Sun, 2012, p.  

85).  

A key aim of Myanmar’s political reform was to reintegrate itself into the international 

community (Myoe. 2015, p.  23). Particularly, Myanmar aimed to improve its relations with 

the United States and other democratic nations (Myoe. 2015, p. 23). This was clearly 

articulated in President U Thein Sein’s inaugural speech in 2011, where he stated «I invite 

and urge nations wishing to see democracy flourish and the people’s socioeconomic lives 

grow in Myanmar to cooperate with our new government» (Myoe, 2015, p. 24). With the 

political transformation and changing values, China’s easy access to Myanmar’s natural 

resources, as well as its access the Malacca Strait and the Indian Ocean would be limited 

(Sun, 2012, p. 85). 

From this new perspective, Beijing’s previous support for the military junta, as well as the 

perceived unethical practice of their mega projects reinforced the negative picture of China 

that the Burmese held. (Sun, 2012, p. 85). Therefore, in order for China to appeal attractive to 

Myanmar, they had to focus their foreign policy on promoting an ideology and values that 

Myanmar could find attractive. I will now examine how China has attempted to use their 

policies in order to promote their political and ideological appeal in Myanmar through their 

economic growth, peace activities, and environmental policies.  

4.4. Economic Policies 

Economic resources can produce both soft and hard power (Nye, 2004b). Economics is not 

purely based on cost-benefit rationality, but has social elements to it as well (Solomon, 2014, 

p. 30). This means that economic policies and cooperation can both be used to coerce another 
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party, but also used as an instrument for attraction. Showcasing economic growth as an ideal, 

rather than using it to coerce other countries can allow for a more sustainable result. 

While still being authoritarian, China’s reforms in the 1970s have moved China away from 

the ancient Communist-planned economy towards a highly successful market economy, 

turning China into one of the largest economic powers in the world (Gill and Huang. 2006, p.  

19-20; Nye, 2005). Despite the country’s internal problems, its rapid economic development 

has been highly attractive around the world, particularly to developing countries (Kennedy, 

2010, p. 469). The state has thus leveraged and highlighted its economic policies in its 

domestic and foreign policy to emphasise its status as a prosperous and cooperative nation 

(Kennedy, 2010, p. 469).  

Myanmar was formerly one of the largest global exporters of rice (Sun Win Tun, 2018), as 

well as a broad range of natural resources like such as timber and jade (Steinberg, 2013). 

During the military regime, however, the country went into economic isolation, becoming 

one of the poorest and least developed countries in the world (Steinberg, 2013). China used 

this asymmetrical economic relationship to persuade the Myanmar government into signing 

up to major projects such as the Myitsone Hydropower Dam (2009), the Letpadaung Copper 

Mine (2010), and the China–Myanmar Oil and Gas Pipelines (2010) (Chan. 2018, p. 2). 

China also provided enormous financial support for the development of infrastructure, but 

this has left Myanmar greatly in debt to them. Of the current national debt, estimated to be 

US$10 billion, $4 billion is now owed to China (at an extremely high interest rate of 4.5%) 

(Lintner, 2019). Because of this massive leverage on China’s side, Myanmar is in practice 

financially dependent on them. This has so far made the Myanmar government more 

‘flexibile’ in their democratic values, allowing China to have more freedom in their economic 

policies in the country.  

However, the political transition has allowed Myanmar to open up to international 

opportunities and take advantage of its natural resources, reducing its dependency on China 

(Steinberg, 2013). As Myanmar has opened up its market, China have no longer had such 

exclusive access to the Myanmar market and many of its planned projects were suspended or 
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cancelled due to their social and environmental impact. The Myitsone Dam was suspended in 

2011, while the contract for the Letpadaung Copper Mine was renegotiated in 2013. The 

operation of the China–Myanmar Oil Pipeline was also delayed until 2017 (Chan. 2018, p. 2). 

Although China still has huge economic leverage over Myanmar, they have recognised that 

this is no longer enough. In order to renew the relationship, they have had to change their 

approach, focusing on soft power, shifting from pure government-to-government policies to 

the inclusion of a government-to-people approach (Chan, 2018, p. 3), and have attempted to 

use their economic model to attract Myanmar.  

Mechanisms 

Norm Diffusion 

China’s rapid economic growth has served as its main point of attraction for both developing 

and developed countries (Jaques, 2012, p. 365). The Chinese market model, constituted by a 

restriction of democracy alongside exceptional economic growth, has been seen as an ideal 

among developing countries (Gill and Huang. 2006, p. 20; Rachman, 2007). As Myanmar is 

one of world’s poorest countries, lacking essential infrastructure and regional stability 

(Steinberg, 2013), China has focused on promoting its growth and the contribution this has 

had to global progress. The Chinese ambassador in Myanmar, Hong Liang, stressed this in his 

speech on the Chinese National day in Myanmar: «China has built 82 overseas trade and 

economic cooperation zones along the route, creating hundreds of thousands of jobs for the 

local people» (The Chinese Embassy in Myanmar, 2018). Through diplomatic speeches and 

statements, China has vocally promoted the opportunities the Chinese development model 

can provide (The Chinese Embassy in Myanmar, 2018).  

Trust Building 

In order to both increase the attractiveness of their economic model and increase trust in the 

region, China has readjusted its social approach in their development and infrastructural 

projects, particularly those under the BRI ‘umbrella’ around Myanmar. China aims to show 

that the Chinese economic model not only serves as a tool to make money, but is also a 

development model benefitting the whole country, with China paying a great deal more 
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attention to social issues within the country (Myoe, 2015, p. 48-50). Some of these initiatives 

have focused on improving Myanmar’s infrastructure by building and upgrading buildings 

such as the Daw Khin Kyi Women’s Hospital, the Center for Disease Control, and the 

Medical Staff Training Centr in Nay Pyi Taw (The Chinese Embassy in Myanmar, 2018). 

Further, they have also launched the ‘Brightness Action’ program, designed to improve 

infrastructure in order to reduce poverty in the country (The Chinese Embassy in Myanmar, 

2018). They have also worked on several joint initiatives, establishing the ‘Belt and Road 

Initiative Implementation Steering Committee’ with State Councillor Daw Aung San Suu 

Kyi, and First Vice President U Myint as its Vice Chairperson (The Chinese Embassy in 

Myanmar, 2018). The country is also working with Burmese organisations to promote 

projects such as the Border Economic Cooperation Zone, Kyaukpyu Special Economic Zone 

and Yangon New City (The Chinese Embassy in Myanmar, 2018). 

Further, due to concerns about social and environmental problems that the BRI might cause 

in Myanmar, China has specifically targeted those potentially affected by the projects, 

providing social development programs to promote that the growth the BRI will bring about 

(Myoe, 2015, p. 49-50). One of the initiatives the Chinese has carried out in order to promote 

their economic projects, and the benefits that it will provide for the Myanmar people, is the 

‘Pipeline Friendship’. It is intended to address issues concerning the oil and gas pipeline, 

partly through paying compensation to locals for the loss of property (Myoe, 2015, p. 48-50). 

These social responsibility programs include contributions from the CNPC (China National 

Petroleum), who are building schools, clinics and a hospital alongside the pipeline 

construction sites with a US$6 million budget (Sun, 2012b, p. 68). Furthermore, despite the 

project being suspended, Chinese investors are also continuing to build roads and schools 

alongside the Myitsone Dam (Sun, 2012b, p. 68). The Chinese government has also 

stipulated that Chinese companies honour requests from the local population regarding their 

developments, such as avoiding religious sites (Sun, 2012b: 68). 

Offer an Alternative Model to the ‘Washington Consensus’ 

Joseph Cooper Ramo (2004) coined the term ‘Beijing Consensus’ in a report at the Foreign 

Policy Center to suggest that China, as a consequence of its economic growth, had become a 
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competitor to the US (Ramo, 2004). One of the mechanisms that China has used in order to 

promote its political values is to emphasise that its development model offers concrete 

results, which the ‘Washington Consensus’ does not.  

The Chinese model has been popular among developing nations as an alternative to that of 

the USA (Pan, 2006; Cho & Jeong, 2008; Ramo, 2004). While the American soft power 

approach is focused on promoting democracy and good governance, the success of the 

Chinese approach is evidenced by tangible infrastructural results (Pan, 2006). As we have 

seen, since the political transition, China’s social responsibility programs in Myanmar consist 

of building hospitals and schools (Pan, 2006), as well as roads, tunnels, and bridges (Sun, 

2012, p. 68). The construction of these projects has also included the use of local Burmese 

workers (Sun, 2012, p. 68). 

Further, the Chinese development model does not, unlike the American economic model, 

depend on a state’s political principles. Before Myanmar’s political transition, it was 

subjected to harsh Western sanctions because of human rights violations (Sun, 2012, p. 71), 

and has again experienced sanctions because of the Rohingya crisis (Wong, 2018). China has, 

conveniently, used this incident to continue its economic and diplomatic support to Myanmar 

showing that their values are reflected in the result, not through direct interference in its 

domestic events (Li, 2018). 

Outcomes: 

The Naypyidaw has generally welcomed Chinese economic projects in the country. In 2018, 

the two countries signed and started planning a wide range of agreements for infrastructural 

project in Myanmar, a great deal of which are included in the Belt and Road Initiative in 

Myanmar (Tea Circle Oxford, 2019). Nevertheless, Myanmar continues to be concerned 

about its dependence on China, and the relatively few economic benefits it will receive from 

the BRI infrastructural projects (Peng, 2018). 
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However, the people of Myanmar have generally not responded positively towards the 

economic model that China has to offer. Despite the social benefits China has initiated, there 

are still massive demonstrations against the reinstatement of the Myitosone Dam, China’s 

large energy resources project (Scually, 2019), and a large section of the population is still 

resistant to the Chinese’s involvement in Myanmar.  

China’s main problem with promoting its economic and development model is that the 

projects such as the Myitsone Dam and the China-Myanmar railway continue to focus 

primarily on economic concerns, rather than the cultural and social concerns of the Myanmar 

people. The Myitsone Dam, for example, is built around the Ayeyarwady River, which the 

local Burmese see as the birthplace of the country’s civilisation, and the Burmese have little 

interest in seeing it being blocked by a mega-dam in order to provide energy for the Chinese 

(Chan, 2018, p. 9). The China-Myanmar railway project also only targets the economic 

benefits Myanmar can gain from the projects. Further, the apparent gains that the railway will 

provide will leave Myanmar with over 50 years of debt, while few trains would actually be 

available for the people of Myanmar to use, instead being used to carry Chinese goods across 

the country (Chan, 2018, p. 12). Thus, although China’s development model is promoted as 

offering a road to development, China’s major projects in Myanmar are likely only to benefit 

the wealthy in Myanmar, while most of the population would gain little from Chinese 

involvement. 

4.5. Border Stability and Peace Negotiations 

As part of China’s new diplomacy, promoting stability in relation to regional issues is crucial 

to China’s foreign policy (Qingmin, 2014). The recurrent instabilities in the different regions 

in Myanmar have offered China a unique opportunity to do so.  

When the British pulled out of the Myanmar in 1947, they attempted to reunite the country 

through the Panglong Agreement, establishing autonomy for the Chin, Kachin, and Shan 

states in majority Burma (Mae Sot, 2012). But with over 135 indigenous nationalities (Than, 

2003, p. 189), many of whom regarded the protection of the individual culture and customs 
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essential to their national identity, a range of ethnic groups took up arms to protect 

themselves from Burman rule (Mae Sot, 2012). As a nation currently undergoing 

democratisation and political transition, these internal conflicts have continued to cause 

economic and social instability in country (Mae Sot, 2012). Although ceasefire agreements 

have been signed, most of the larger groups in the region have abstained, and the peace 

process has stalled and at times collapsed (USIP China-Myanmar Senior Study Group, 2018, 

p. 1). 

For China, this instability poses problems not only for its economic and infrastructural 

projects in Myanmar and China’s border security and stability (Myoe. 2015, p. 27), but it also 

offers an opportunity to promote China as a peace-building nation, re-establish their 

relationship with the Naypyipaw, and assert their leadership in the Southeast Asian region 

(USIP China-Myanmar Senior Study Group, 2018, p. 4). 

Beijing has directed a great deal of resources towards the peace negotiations and has become 

a critical player in the process (Sun, 2017, p. 2; Perlez and Wai, 2016; Global Times, 2017; 

Vrieze, 2017). Their main focus during the conflicts has been on the armed ethnic groups of 

the Kachin Independence Army, the United Wa State Army, and the Kokang Army, which all 

have historical, cultural and economic ties with ethnic groups alongside the border in China 

(Sun, 2017, p. 1), using this common background in order to gain leverage in the 

negotiations. 

China’s Peace Activities 

Involvement in peace negotiations and facilitation offers a great source of soft power for 

China. They allow China to underline its contribution to creating a harmonious and peaceful 

immediate region (Qingmin, 2014), as well as to direct and facilitate the process in a way that 

is most advantageous to China (USIP China-Myanmar Senior Study Group 

2018). Peacekeeping has long been an effective foreign policy tool for states that wish to 

build an image of peaceful intentions; at the same time it allows a state to cultivate its 

existing military capabilities while affirming its intentions towards a peaceful environment 
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(Gibson, 2018). China’s security strategy emphasizes that its army’s size and capabilities are 

in place to establish peaceful development, with the military rendered as peacekeepers and 

helpers rather than potential threats (Qingmin, 2014, p. 72-73; Kalimuddin and Anderson, 

2018, p. 135). 

As China is competing for credibility among a broad range of actors, both governmental and 

non-governmental (Nye, 2004, p. 1811), contributions to peace processes creates credibility 

for the state as a peace negotiator and facilitator for a harmonious and stable society (Gibson, 

2018). This policy focus has led to an increase in its participation in UN peacekeeping, with 

China now contributing the largest number of members to the UN Permanent Security 

Council (Gibson, 2018). It has also attempted to heighten its involvement in the Israel-

Palestinian negotiations with its Four-Point Peace Plan (Burton, 2018), as well as its 

involvement in the Korean War peace talks (Marschik and Min Hee Jo, 2018). 

For China, involvement in peacekeeping activities and facilitations not only allows them 

cover for the maintenance of the People’s Liberation Army’s (PLA) size, but also helps to 

establish a stronger bond to developing states (Gibson, 2018). Sun (2017) suggests that 

China’s positive attitude towards the peace process in Myanmar is based on China’s hope of 

induced cooperation and goodwill from the NLD government. China’s participation in 

Myanmar’s peace negotiations exemplifies this combination of interests. It allows China to 

create and promote an image of itself as a peaceful nation, influence all parties, and at the 

same time to ensure stability in the regions where important infrastructural projects are 

carried out. 

Mechanisms 

Image Building 

China’s increased participation attempting to resolve Myanmar’s ethnic conflicts is a part of 

its project to re-build its image as peace building nation. According to the Chinese Embassy 

in Myanmar, China has directed a great deal of its resources towards supporting not only 

Myanmar, but also its neighbours, such as Bangladesh and India, in their efforts to maintain 
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peace and stability in the Rakhine state (The Chinese Embassy in Myanmar, 2018). China’s 

financial contribution to the various peace processes in Myanmar has also increased 

substantially, with China donating $3 million to the Joint Monitoring Committee (Sun, 2017, 

p. 5). China has also contributed through the deployment of the Special Envoy for Asian 

Affairs, Sun Guoxiang, who met with seven ethnic groups from the border (Sheng and Jie, 

2017). Further, China has committed to supporting Myanmar’s efforts to realise domestic 

peace and to ensure national reconciliation through political dialogue (Sun, 2017, p. 4). 

China has also tried to repurpose their economic and infrastructural projects as part of the 

peace-building process. Beijing is keen to emphasise that the BRI offers a path towards 

peace, and that the Chinese will continue to provide financial and material support to the 

Myanmar peace agencies (The Chinese Embassy in Myanmar, 2018).  

China is also attempting to position itself as a partner and spokesperson for Myanmar in a 

potentially hostile international environment as they attempt to build peace (USIP China-

Myanmar Senior Study Group 2018, p. 3). They are reinforcing their values of non-

interference and emphasising their position as allies and defenders of Myanmar’s integrity. 

China insists that by «opposing the excessive pressure on Myanmar by external 

forces» (USIP China-Myanmar Senior Study Group 2018, p. 3), it «will continue to speak in 

the international arena and call on the international community to create a favourable 

environment for Myanmar to handle the issue» (The Chinese Embassy in Myanmar, 2018). 

Trust Building 

China’s involvement in Myanmar’s peace negotiations is intended to increase Chinese trust 

amongst the ethnic minorities in Myanmar (Inkey, 2018). As most of the ethnic guerrilla 

fighters see the Naypyidaw and Tatmadaw as the enemy, having an another party (as well as 

the United Nations) at the table in the peace negotiations has increased their willingness to 

participate in the talks (Inkey, 2018). China’s involvement has also helped increase 

Naypyidaw’s reliance on China during the peace negotiations, as China has shown itself to be 

effective and reliable, both diplomatically and financially (Inkey, 2018). 
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Further, China has also managed to both appear neutral and protect Myanmar from Western 

criticism and sanctions because of the Rohingya situation (Lanteigne, 2018). Largely, China’s 

statements and actions have been designed to shield Myanmar from further international 

involvement and sanctions. China’s State Councillor Wang Yi has insisted that “The Rakhine 

state issue is in essence an issue between Myanmar and Bangladesh, while “China does not 

approve of complicating, expanding or internationalizing this issue.” (Blanchard, 2018). 

Insisting that this is a regional issue serves Myanmar’s interests (as well as China’s desire to 

discourage international attention to its treatment of its own Uyghur population). This has 

further helped to establish China as a dependable partner for Myanmar on the international 

stage.  

Playing a greater role in the peace talks gives China leverage to control the terms of the 

discussions, as well as comment on other peace-building related issues. Regarding the 

Rohingya situation for example, China has further proposed a three-phased solution: “a 

cease-fire to prevent further refugee flows followed by the establishment of a stable line of 

communication between Bangladesh and Myanmar to jointly tackle the crisis and lastly a 

long-term solution to acknowledge widespread poverty in Rakhine as a factor in the 

humanitarian emergency» (Lanteigne, 2018). This statement balances China’s desire not to 

interfere, while implicitly siding with Myanmar on the issue and also raising its own 

interests. China is keen to achieve stability and peace in Rakhine so that it can maintain 

access to its major port at Kyaukphyu and the road, rail, and pipeline network through the 

region which will move energy intro Yunnan from the Bay of Bengal (USIP China-Myanmar 

Senior Study Group 2018, p. 2; Thiha, 2017). Further, China suggests that the primary issue 

is economic (‘widespread poverty’), which clears the way for future peace-building activities 

to be carried out with a focus on China’s strength: economic investment. 

Outcomes 

After the Joint Press Release Between the PRC and the Republic of the Union of Myanmar 

when Aung San Suu Kyi visited China 2016, the subsequent statement highlighted that 

Myanmar recognised China’s role and efforts as both positive and constructive (Sun, 2017, p. 
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4). Aung San Suu Kyi also stated that she trusted that “as a good neighbor, China will do 

everything possible to promote our peace process” (Perlez and Moe, 2016, 2016). Partly, due 

to the significant influence China has over KIA and USWA, Myanmar is still dependent on 

China’s assistance (Kyaw, 2019: 135), and Myanmar is still heavily in debt to China (Lintner, 

2019). As we can see from Suu Kyi’s statement, however, China’s efforts have also been 

broadly well-received. Peng argues that due to China’s diplomatic and financial efforts at the 

21st Century Panglong Conference, «China has improved its image in Myanmar and boosted 

China–Myanmar relations to new levels of cooperation» (Peng, 2018)  

Despite its involvement and promotion of the ideal of a harmonious society, however, China 

is struggling to appeal to all parties involved in the conflict, primarily the different ethnic 

armed groups, the Tatmadaw and parts of the NLD government (Thiha, 2017). There is also a 

danger for China that if the peace processes stalls or stagnates significantly, the chances of 

US involvement would increase (Sun, 2017, p. 6).  

Once more, China’s involvement with and previous support of the military junta, has also 

continued to impact how the Myanmar people perceive their current involvement. A large 

proportion of the people of Myanmar see Beijing as a contributor to the regional instability 

and repression of the minority groups in Myanmar, on account of their economic support and 

weapons and ammunition trade (Sun, 2017, p. 8). This negative impression is increased by 

China’s support of certain ethnic armed groups, providing them with medical and financial 

aid, as well as its illegal economic activities such as logging and mining (USIP China-

Myanmar Senior Study Group 2018, p. 4; Luedi, 2016). 

Nevertheless, China is still the only country in the world that is «both willing and able to 

provide the economic assistance, political support and military cooperation that [Myanmar] 

currently needs» (Peng, 2018). Due to Myanmar’s ongoing dependency on China, China has 

thus had great freedom to exercise its soft power strategies and try to improve its image. 

4.6. Environment Policies 
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Addressing environmental issues has been shown to have a positive effect on the soft power 

capacity of nation-states, allowing them to shape the framework of climate negotiations and 

environmental policies (Karakir, 2018, p. 6). Rising powers who show a willingness to 

contribute to global governance, particularly environmental protection, tend to be viewed 

positively by other states, and are recognised as being responsible states  (Karakir, 2018, p.  

6). China has, in the 21st century, restated their commitment to the environment and to 

reducing the effect of climate change. A key part of its new diplomacy is its contribution to 

international efforts to reduce climate change (Qingmin, 2014).   

In Myanmar, however, China has struggled to convince the Myanmar people that it is 

sincerely concerned about the country’s environment, shown particularly by the widespread 

protests that led to the suspension of the Myitsone Dam project at the Irrawaddy. This section 

will examine both Myanmar’s perceptions of China’s attitude towards its environment and 

China’s responses. 

Environmental Concerns in Myanmar  

As Myanmar opens up to the international market, its natural environment is threatened 

(Wang et. al., 2012: p. 229). Myanmar is a resource-rich country, as well as a biodiversity 

hotspot (Wang et. al., 2012, p. 229). Balancing economic development, through large-scale 

projects and exploitation of natural resources, with the desire to prevent environmental 

degradation is a challenge Myanmar has been facing since the political transition (Wang et. 

al. 2012, p. 231). In order for Myanmar to be able to combine environmental protection and 

economic growth, they are dependent on the international community (Wang et. al. 2012, p. 

231). The natural resources which Myanmar possesses are naturally attractive to other states, 

and if accessible, foreign investment could enable deforestation, mining, exploitation of land 

and forest areas, and extraction of natural resource such as oil and gas, targeting particularly 

the biodiversity hotspot (Wang et. al. 2012, p. 230). 

After the political transition, the Myanmar people had a greater amount of freedom to speak 

up about their concerns. A large majority of the protests against the Chinese mega projects 
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were not just about social impact, but also the environmental impact that the projects have 

had (Chan, 2018). The primary focus of the protestor’s anger was the Myitsone Dam on the 

Ayeyarwady River, a joint project between the state-owned China Power Investment, 

Myanmar’s Ministry of Electric Power No. 1, and a Myanmar private company, Asia World 

(Chan, 2018, p. 7). The contract was signed in 2009, agreeing that 90% of the electricity 

generated would be exported to China (Chan, 2018, p. 7). The project was intended to serve 

as an important energy source for the Belt and Road Initiative (Kumbun, 2019). When details 

of the Myitsone Dam project first became public, it was greeted by a political campaign 

organized by environmentalists in Yangon under the name ‘Save the Ayeyarwady’ and it was 

suggested that that the projected dam should be replaced by two smaller dams which would 

cause smaller social and environmental impacts (Chan, 2018, p. 9). 

Following various demonstrations and protests, in September 2011, President Thein Sein 

suspended the Myitsone Dam project in order to respect the will of the people (Sun, 2012, p. 

58; Myoe, 2015). Following the success of these protests, the Myanmar people have grown 

more proactive and vocal in scrutinising the Chinese mega projects and the social and 

environmental impact they would have (Sun, 2012, p. 59). The China National Petroleum 

Company’s (CNPC) oil and gas pipelines, for example, which were of great importance for 

China strategically, were also targeted by demonstrations organized by NGOs and the media, 

as was the Mongywa copper mine (Sun, 2012b, p. 59). When it came to the suspension and 

delaying of the projects, the Myanmar government pointed to the negative social and 

environmental effects that the projects would have (Chan, 2018). The image of the Chinese 

mega projects has been one of corruption, pollution, and disregard for the local population, 

and the wide spread sentiment against China has grown rapidly since the political reforms 

(Sun. 2012, p. 59).  

The construction of the Belt and Road Initiative has also drawn international attention to the 

environmental damage it will cause in Myanmar. In the World Wildlife Fund’s 2017 report 

they concluded that the roads that were built for the project were threatening over 265 

species, overlapping 46 biodiversity hotspots, and negatively impacting the river ecosystems 
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and biodiversity in Myanmar (Lévitski, 2018). The Maritime Silk Road would have similar 

consequences, impacting local agriculture and fishing activities (Lévitski, 2018).  

Nevertheless, China has still put great efforts into improving their image as an environmental 

nation through other environmental initiatives. 

Mechanisms 

Image-building 

After several decades of prioritising economic development and growth at the expense of 

environmental damage (Karakir, 2018, p. 10), China’s foreign policy has seen environmental 

protection as one of their priorities, putting them forward as a responsible power in the 

international system (Qingmin, 2014). Since the beginning of the 21st century Beijing has 

adopted a great number of measures to deal with their carbon emission and air pollution 

problems. In 2007, they established the National Climate Change Program in order to reduce 

greenhouse gas emissions (Karakir, 2018, p. 10-11). In 2012, they added «the establishment 

of an ecological civilization» to their constitution, while between 2011 and 2014, the 

Environmental Protection Law was amended so that environmental crimes were targeted with 

tougher penalties (Karakir, 2018, p. 10-11). The government initiated a series of reforms and 

policies in order to tackle the problems of air-quality, carbon emissions, and water and soil 

pollution (Karakir, 2018, p. 10-11). Further, China has increased its production of renewable 

energy as a consequence of the great investment that was made to build nuclear power 

stations (Karakir, 2018, p. 11). Since coming to power in 2012, Xi Jinping has taken a 

proactive role in international climate change negotiations, highlighting the importance of 

responding to the climate crisis (Karakir, 2018, p. 12). The Chinese government has therefore 

made a great effort to portray itself as a responsible and conscientious rising power by 

prioritizing the environment in their foreign policy through its environmental policies, 

investment in renewable energy, and participation in international climate negotiations 

(Qingmin, 2014). 
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Against this background, China has attempted to show an increased awareness of the 

environmental impact of their work in Myanmar.  First, the Chinese government began to 

devote more attention to the standard of Environmental Impact Assessments (EIA) in order to 

improve the environmental regulations for their Myanmar projects (Aung et. al., 2018, p. 72). 

Furthermore, Beijing has made further efforts to consult with Myanmar activists and non-

state actors, discussing their concerns about the environmental impacts the development 

projects would have (Chan, 2018, p. 8). Regarding the Myistone Dam, the project’s general 

manager stated that they would «listen carefully and offer our practical advice» (Ives, 2018).  

However, before the final suspension of the Myitsone Dam project, the Chinese were able to 

tweak and challenge the environmental reports and claims that were made about the 

environmental impacts of the dam (Chan, 2018, p. 10), which puts its later claims to ‘listen 

carefully’ into question. Further, while the CPI recognises the concerns of the Myanmar 

people about the environmental impact of the project, it has done little to reduce the actual 

environmental impact. (Chan, 2018, p. 10).  

Regarding the construction of the BRI more broadly, China has highlighted their aim of 

containing the BRI’s environmental impact (Lévitski, 2018). Together with various guidelines 

and statements (Levitski, 2018), President Xi Jinping has made it clear in the BRI forums that 

the project must be green and sustainable, with a priority of the project being «to protect the 

common home we live in» (Reuters, 2019). The BRI has also claimed its own contribution to 

environmental protection in Myanmar: it has been suggested that the Myitsone Dam will 

bring Myanmar «its own cheap, renewable energy» (Ives, 2018). 

Nevertheless, policy guidelines and official statements on how to execute the environmental 

sustainability in the project have not been explicit, and any suggestions that have been made 

have been put forward  «without any mention of concrete legal measures or 

sanctions» (Levitski, 2018). The fact that the projects have only been suspended, rather than 

cancelled, suggests that they will be carried out despite their environmental impacts. China 

therefore, despite their awareness of the issues and promise to listen to local concerns, has 

done little to reduce the projects’ environmental impact in Myanmar.  
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Outcomes 

Despite China’s increased participation in international negotiations about climate change 

and improved environmental policies, China is still perceived negatively in regards to their 

environmental policies in both Myanmar and at an international scale (Chan, 2018b; Asia 

Foundation, 2016). In Myanmar, people continue to protest against the Myitsone Dam, 

hoping that the project be cancelled. Although China has lobbied for the resumption of the 

Myitsone Dam, the Myanmar government has reached no agreement about it so far (Myoe, 

2015), recognising that they need the population’s support. Aung San Suu Kyi, who has been 

willing to carry out most of the BRI projects in Myanmar has stated that «the projects must 

not only be economically feasible but also socially and environmentally responsible and, 

most importantly, they must win the confidence and support of local communities» (Reuters, 

2019).   

While China release policy papers and hold speeches about their environmental concerns, 

these words are not reflected in their actions in Myanmar. The continued process of 

developing its environmentally-damaging infrastructural projects, and activities such as 

illegal logging and mining in Kachin, strongly reduces the attraction of China and creates 

distrust and negative attitudes among the local population (Myoe, 2015, p. 48-50). Further, 

despite China’s impressive investments within renewable energy and climate change 

research, the reaction against the Myitsone Dam project shows that soft power instruments 

will only be successful if actions match up with a nation’s stated policies.  

Nevertheless, important BRI projects in Myanmar are still scheduled to be carried out, 

despite their environment damage (Tea Circle Oxford, 2019). As most of the projects carry 

with them huge financial benefits (and debts) (Chan, 2018, p. 4), we can assume that the 

resumption of the projects is primarily due to economic coercion, rather than co-option. 

Because of its economic leverage and the vast size of the projects, China can afford to wait it 

out, and continue to ‘listen’ to the people of Myanmar in the meantime. 
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4.7. Discussion 

China’s economic development, peace-building and environmental policies have all to some 

extent been implemented with a view to improving China’s image in Myanmar. Their 

increased efforts show that China has recognised the importance of soft power policies in 

order to maintain their influence in the country.  

China has been able to take advantage of Myanmar’s instability and has been somewhat 

effective in gaining influence through its increased participation in peace talks, however this 

has mainly been among the government rather than the public. Particularly, the continued 

ethnic violence and sanctions from Western powers because of the Rohingya crisis has 

allowed China to continue being a key player in the region (USIP China-Myanmar Senior 

Study Group, 2018). 

However, there is little evidence that any goodwill generated by its social programs and 

peace activities helped improve China’s image among the Burmese people. China has been 

unable to promote a set of political values and ideology that the Myanmar people consider to 

be attractive. There has too frequently been a disparity between China’s rhetoric and actions. 

Particularly in regard to the environment, instead of adapting their policies and projects, 

China has relied on their pre-existing economic power in the country, and is effectively 

waiting for economic pressure to exert enough influence to continue with their projects. 

Despite increased ‘consultations’ and ‘listening exercises’, China has consistently bypassed 

local Burmese people to appeal to powerful elites in Myanmar by focusing on the economic 

benefits that their projects will bring, as well as to the international audience, emphasising 

their improving domestic environmental track record and promoting the BRI as an 

environmentally-conscious project. In the first case, since the Burmese elite control a 

majority of Myanmar’s wealth, there is concern that the remaining 95% of the country will 

gain little from Chinese expansion in the country (Ives, 2017).  
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Partly, this is due to continued cronyism in Myanmar’s economy, which China has continued 

to try to make use of. Nick Freeman has suggested that the NLD government «inherited a 

decidedly distorted economy… the profile of ‘Myanmar Inc’ has been one dominated by a 

relatively small number of family-owned conglomerates that leveraged their connections with 

the military leadership to enjoy unique business privileges» (Lintner, 2019). With this still the 

case, and considering China’s economic might, it seems that the state has continued to focus 

its persuasion strategies on this elite.  

This fact also reminds us to keep in mind that Myanmar is still in transition, with some of the 

attitudes and structures from the previous regime continuing to be present in Myanmar’s 

society. The disregard for human rights shown by the treatment of the Rohingyha population, 

as well as this continued cronyism, has provided China with opportunities that it would not 

have had in a more solidly liberal society. 

As we have seen, however, this has been at the expense of persuading the broader Myanmar 

public of the appeal of its ideology and values. China has instead depended on its economic 

power rather than public attraction, with Myanmar still heavily dependent on China’s 

financial support. In doing so, China has failed to adapt sufficiently to win over the Myanmar 

public, and the continuation of the BRI has undermined the state’s claims that they prioritise 

‘peace and harmony’ in their projects and relations. 
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5. Legitimacy and Moral Authority 

  

The third part of China’s soft power policies are the instruments it uses to help the nation’s 

foreign policy to be perceived as legitimate and as having moral authority (Nye, 2004). A 

nation’s foreign policy and diplomatic efforts can only be effective if it is perceived as 

legitimate. A reputation that is credible and legitimate, will shape how a nation is perceived 

by its people and other nations (Nye, 2004b). This chapter will examine and analyse China’s 

use of traditional diplomacy and involvement in international organisations in order to 

improve the perception of its credibility and legitimacy in Myanmar. 

5.1. Legitimacy and Moral Authority 

A nation’s reputation is essential for the effectiveness of its foreign policy, while the foreign 

policies themselves must be perceived to have legitimacy and credibility. As discussed 

previously, traditional power politics have historically been dominated by military and 

economic might. However, with globalisation and its accompanying technological 

developments «politics has become a contest of competitive credibility» (Nye. 2006, p. 100; 

2008, p. 99-100). If a nation has the ability to exercise some control over which information 

is perceived to be credible and legitimate, it is able to better influence individuals and 

organisations (Nye, 2004b). In the information age, states are also more vulnerable than 

previously, as actors can mobilise more people to press governments directly (Nye, 2004, p. 

1577). With the ability to find and share information and knowledge, the public can become 

more powerful against states. However, the information age also allows public diplomacy to 

function more effectively. Citizens have better access to information that would have 

previously been communicated exclusively between official state actors, and are also more 

easily able to communicate their own views, which is crucial for public diplomacy to be 

effective (Nye, 2004, p. 1892). 

As Nye suggests, «since the currency of soft power is attraction based on shared values and 

the justness and duty of others to contribute to policies consistent with those values, 
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multilateral consultations are more likely to generate soft power than mere unilateral 

assertion of the values» (Nye. 2004, p. 1,174). Therefore, in order for China’s actions to be 

perceived as legitimate in Myanmar, it needs to be perceived by the people and government 

of Myanmar as a rightful authority, without violating any legal or moral norms. 

Legitimacy exists when there is a «belief or view that some leadership, norm or institution 

‘ought to be obeyed’» (Kang, 2012, p. 57). Legitimacy of state action requires two 

conditions: «first, the action issues from rightful authority, that is, from the political 

institution authorised to take; and second, that it does not violate a legal or moral 

norm» (Tucker and Hendrickson, 2004). However, legitimacy is grounded in opinion, so 

actions that might be unlawful, can still be perceived to be legitimate (Tucker and 

Hendrickson, 2004). Merriam-Webster defines moral authority as «trustworthiness to make 

decisions that are right and good» (Merriam-Webster, 2019), which means that in order for 

China to be seen as a moral authority, their actions needs to be perceived as right and good.  

As well as through multilateral relationships, traditional diplomatic relations can also of 

course help to enhance the chance of developing and a sustaining long-term relationship 

between parties. Foreign policy and involvement in international institutions tends to involve 

a longer-term commitment, enhancing the chances of success of soft power policies. The 

ability to shape international rules and values in alignment with a country’s own interests and 

values will help the state’s own policies to appear to be more credible and legitimate to others 

(Nye. 2004, p. 302). 

5.2. China, Myanmar and Legitimacy 

From a Western perspective, China’s status as an authoritarian state in a world dominated by 

liberal states has caused China a legitimacy problem (Gill and Huang, 2006, p. 28). 

Considering their established relations with dictators, such as Zimbabwe’s ex-President 

Robert Mugabe (Agence France-Presse, 2015), its economic and political relations with states 

such as Iran and Sudan, and the state’s own human rights violation record in Xinjiang and 
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Tibet, China’s legitimacy within the liberal world has been questioned multiple times (Gill 

and Huang, 2006, p. 28-29). 

In Asia on the other hand China has relied on its historical position as the epicentre of East 

Asia, though its new approach is also informed by humility (Jaques, 2012, p. 345-7). 

Alongside admiration for China’s economic growth, most nations in the Southeast Asian 

region see China has a constructive partner and neighbour (Jaques, 2012, p. 359) 

In Myanmar itself, the initial legitimacy and moral authority assigned Aung San Suu Kyi, 

especially among the international community, has been strongly damaged because of her 

denials of ethnic cleansing and discrimination against the Rohingya people in the Rakhine 

state (McLaughlin, 2019).  

As we have seen, the historical relations between China and Myanmar have traditionally been 

reliant on government-to-government relations, with China unconditionally supporting 

Naypyidaw during its military rule. In contemporary Myanmar, however, China can no 

longer only rely on deriving its legitimacy from the military junta. Therefore, in order for 

China to gain more influence in China, it has recognised that it needs to be perceived as 

legitimate by both the new Myanmar government and the people of Myanmar.  

  

5.3. Official Bilateral Relations 
  

Traditional diplomacy is still an important source for legitimacy and moral authority in the 

international system, as it is the main source of communication between governments (Aksoy 

and Cicek, 2018, p. 909). Diplomacy allows societies to carry out their relations in a specific 

manner through official agents in a peaceful manner (Aksoy and Cicek, 2018, p. 910). 

Further, it establishes a legitimate source of agreement. Bilateral relations can be improved 

through cooperative diplomacy, which includes state visits to exchange views and seek 

support for initiatives (Barston, 2019). China recognises this importance, and has therefore 

attempted to re-establish these important relations. The main action China has taken in order 
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to regain its legitimacy in Myanmar has been to improve its relations with the elected 

government, currently run by the NLD and Aung San Suu Kyi. 

  

Previous Diplomatic Relations 

  

Before the political transition, China and Myanmar’s diplomatic relations were purely 

government-to-government relations, established between Beijing and the military junta. 

Naypyidaw and Beijing were often in contact, and the Myanmar military’s politics was 

strongly supported by Beijing (Steinberg, 2013, p. 128). After the political transition, 

however, the diplomatic relations between China and Myanmar declined quickly and 

considerably. Myanmar was no longer willing to depend fully on China and straightforwardly 

accept its foreign policies directed towards Myanmar. As a result, as we have seen, they 

suspended some of China’s important BRI projects, such as the Myitsone Dam and the 

China-Myanmar Railway project, and also increased relations with the United States (Sun, 

2012, p. 74, 84) 

  

This came as a shock to China, forcing China to reconsider their strategies towards Myanmar. 

(Chan, 2018, p. 84). Beijing’s initial reaction was to reduce its economic investment in 

Myanmar (Sun, 2012, p. 52); however only a few months later, Beijing reassessed their 

foreign policy and attempted to improve their diplomacy relations with Myanmar (Chan, 

2018, p. 8).  

  

Mechanisms 

  

Diplomatic Exchanges and Visits 

An essential part of China’s bilateral relations and desire to gain legitimacy is to build a 

relationship between China and the NLD government in Myanmar based on personal 

connections. Before Aung San Suu Kyi was elected, Chinese President Xi Jinping visited her 

with her — a strong indicator that Beijing was open to the possibility of democratic reform in 

Myanmar, and was willing to build relations with an NLD-backed government, after a decade 

of freezing out the NLD (Lanteigne, 2018). After the 2015 elections China continued 
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developing this newly established relationship with initiatives such the opening of the ‘Daw 

Khin Kyi Women’s Hospital’ in honour of the state councillor’s mother (Thiha, 2017), but 

also frequent visits and exchanges between Chinese politicians and Myanmar politicians such 

as Aung San Suu Kyi (Perlez, 2017; Tea Circle Oxford, 2019). As a result of the BRI, by the 

end of 2017 President Xi Jinping has already met with Aung San Suu Kyi four times, 

agreeing to further cooperation on the economic corridor between the countries (Tea Circle, 

2019; The Chinese Embassy in Myanmar, 2018), as well as to continue with frequent visits 

and exchanges between the two counties. The BRI has also led to a range of other high-level 

exchanges between the two countries, promoting their relationship and the infrastructure 

project (The Chinese Embassy in Myanmar, 2018). By 2018, China’s engagement with 

Myanmar was also extended to include the whole of parliament and other government 

institutions, with Chinese politicians visiting and meeting with Naypyidaw Parliament 

Speakers (Tea Circle Oxford, 2019).  

Trust Building 

Further initiatives to increase the bilateral trust between the two states have included the 

Beijing-supported NGO, ‘The China Friendship Foundation for Peace and Development’, 

which has implemented development projects throughout Myanmar (Thiha, 2017), the China-

Myanmar Friendship Association, and the China NGO Network for International Exchanges, 

which all arrange visits, exchange tours, and cultural events between China and Myanmar 

(Chan, 2018, p. 84) 

  

Outcomes  

 

As a result of the increased diplomatic visits and exchanges, Beijing and the NLD-

government’s relations seems have increased China’s involvement in the region. Throughout 

the visits and exchanges a significant amount of agreements and deals that are in China’s 

interests have been signed. In 2019, the NLD-government has «resumed the 

controversial Letpadaung mining project, re-opened the China–Myanmar oil pipeline, and 

signed agreements on constructing a deep-water port in Kyaukpyu and establishing a China–

Myanmar border economic cooperation zone» (Peng, 2018) Further, although there has been 
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no reinstatement of the Myitsone Dam project, there have been «revised plans to build 

smaller dams to replace the original mega-dam design» (Peng, 2018). 

  

  

5.4. International Organisations - ASEAN 
  

According to Nye (2004), a nation’s involvement within international organisations can 

increase its ability to attract other nations. An organisation’s values expressed through the 

organisations’ practices and policies can also serve as the sources of a member state’s soft 

power (Nye, 2008, p. 95; 2004, p. 299). Throughout the two last decades, China has rapidly 

increased its involvement in international organisations (Nye, 2005). China has also increased 

its participation in regional organisations, aiming to increase their legitimacy and moral 

authority in the region. 

One of the organisation which China has increased its participation and interests, is the 

regional organisation ‘The Association of Southeast Asian Nations’ (ASEAN). China’s 

increasing involvement in ASEAN, an organisation whose values and aims are appealing to 

Myanmar (despite the various conflicting views and interest of the member states within the 

organisation itself) has helped to increase China’s legitimacy and authority in Myanmar (Nye, 

2008, p. 96).  

  

ASEAN, China, and Myanmar 

ASEAN was established in 1967 as an alliance to improve stability and security in the region 

(Flores and Abad, 1997). For China, the emergence of regional organisations in Southeast 

Asia was a positive development, bringing about a multipolar system that could preserve 

peace and democracy as part of the international order, rather than the traditional system 

dominated by a small number of major powers (Cheng, 2004, p. 263). Chinese leaders 

believed that the emergence of political and security cooperation among the smaller states 

was important for development in the region (Cheng, 2004, p. 267). China’s relationship with 

ASEAN is built therefore on a desire to sustain good trade relations, economic growth and 
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regional security, but also to sustain and develop good relations with the members within 

ASEAN (ASEAN Secretariat Information Paper August 2018). However, China is more 

powerful economically than any of the other member countries, putting it in a uniquely 

powerful position (Beeson, 2016, p. 13).  

  

Before the political transition in 2011, Myanmar was isolated from the international 

community and sanctioned by most Western countries (Steinberg, 2013, p. 121). Its 

involvement in regional affairs was also limited in the years with the military regime 

(Steinberg, 2013, p. 121). During these years, China was the sole facilitator for Myanmar to 

gain any benefit from the regional and international system, through their ability to negotiate 

and coerce other nations (Sun. 2012, p. 57). Following the political transition, Myanmar’s 

involvement in international organisations has increased significantly. ASEAN has been 

particularly significant in Myanmar’s political transition and return to regional and 

international affairs. Myanmar’s increased involvement in the organisation has helped the 

country to improve its political and economic environment (Tiezzi, 2014). In recognition of 

its political transition, ASEAN rewarded Myanmar with the ASEAN chairmanship in 2014 

(Sun, 2012, p. 56; Tiezzi, 2014). 

  

However, despite the honour and credibility provided by the chairmanship, it also caused 

Myanmar a diplomatic headache (Tiezzi, 2014). Juggling the different interests in ASEAN 

among the anti-China and pro-China camps put a great amount of pressure on Myanmar 

during its chairmanship (Tiezzi, 2014), especially due to issues related to security concerns 

due to the the tensions around the South China Sea. Myanmar strived for a consensus across 

ASEAN on the issue, even taking a stand against Chinese influence in order to act as a fair 

and accommodating leader during its chairmanship (Credo, 2014). When Aung Sun Sii Kyi 

was elected in 2016, she stated that Myanmar would continue to be involved in ASEAN and 

that although the country’s foreign policy will remain independent, ASEAN would play a part 

in the overall direction of Myanmar’s foreign policy (Shin, 2017). 

  

Mechanisms 
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Economic Co-option 

When China’s Belt and Road Initiative is completed, it will connect China together with the 

rest of the other ASEAN countries, using Myanmar as a hub, facilitating trade and transport 

between the regions (Thompson, 2017). Good relations with ASEAN can therefore serve as 

an excellent instrument to legitimise the infrastructural projects that are taking form in 

Myanmar. With other countries agreeing and validating the projects, China is legitimating its 

projects, which creates a greater incentive for Myanmar to agree to the projects in its own 

country (Thompson, 2017). Agreements such as the ASEAN-China Free Trade Area 

[ACFTA] between China and ASEAN states, which was signed in 2010, has further seen 

increased and improved relations in recent years, leading to initiatives such as the New 

Development Bank (NDB) and the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) (Salidjanova 

and Koch-Weser, 2015). 

Trust Building 

  

The ‘rise of China’, due to its sheer scale, speed and complexity, has been a great policy 

challenge for ASEAN (Beeson. 2016, p. 15). Particularly, China’s behaviour has  increased 

threats towards the ASEAN member states (Cheng, 2004). This includes their aggressive 

expansion in the South China Sea, with little willingness to resolve it (Beeson, 2016, p. 17), 

as well as the growth of the PLA, and their expansion of naval bases (Xinhua News, 2018). 

Wendy Prajuli thus argues that the ‘China threat’ perception remains in Southeast Asia, 

predominantly because of its continued military expansion and the lack of bilateral 

cooperation between China and Southeast Asian countries (Prajuli, 2013). However, there is 

little alternative for the ASEAN state to having China as their major economic partner 

(Beeson, 2016, p. 16). As China’s growth is still prominent, China has made massive efforts 

to reassure their Southeastern neighbours that their growth is ‘peaceful’ and ‘harmonious’, 

promoting the message that they «are guided by the spirit of genuine mutual respect, mutual 

cooperation, consensus through consultation… rather than bullying, confrontation and 

imposition of one’s will upon other» (Cheng 2004, p. 259). Building on their Confucius 

values, China has made it clear that they are working together with ASEAN to build a 
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peaceful region (Jaques, 2012, p. 350-4). In order to reduce the potential for conflict, ASEAN 

and China set up the Declaration of Good Conduct in the South China Seas. It was a non-

binding agreement, but stated an obligation that the members of ASEAN and China must 

avoid any actions which may damage or complicate their relationship (Cheng, 2004, p. 259). 

China has also used its BRI project to seek cooperation and mutual agreements with the 

ASEAN countries, promising them infrastructural and economic development (CIMB 

ASEAN Research Institute, 2018) 

China has also made efforts to emphasize that it is respecting three important aspects of 

ASEAN’s policies: «unity and centrality, promoting trade and investment links, and 

maintaining a world order based on international law and rules», through the establishment of 

the Code of Conduct in the South China Sea, the Regional Comprehensive Economic 

Partnership, as well as through the BRI, which will be important for trade and investment 

links (Sun, 2019) 

  

Outcomes: 

As with its other soft power policies, China has struggled to match its rhetoric and actions in 

the context of ASEAN.  

Although China has signed up to the Code of Conduct in the South China Sea, it has 

continued to breach these agreements repeatedly, such as by claiming sovereignty and 

delegitimizing the PCA’s ruling, continuing instead with its expansive activities. As we have 

seen, they have also continued with the expansion of the BRI, which has been highly 

criticised for potentially leaving its neighbours with a massive debt crisis (Hurley et. al., 

2018).  

Nevertheless, as part of their their membership in ASEAN, Myanmar continues to support 

China both publicly and within the organisation (despite their previous firmer stance during 

their chairmanship). One of China’s immediate expectations from Myanmar is its support on 

the South China Sea issue (Sun, 2012, p. 82). Myanmar has declined to take a role as a 
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claimant state on the territorial disputes in the South China Sea (Nyan Lynn Aung, 2016; Sun, 

2013: 63). 

China has worked to improve its relations with ASEAN, resulting in the ASEAN-China Free 

Trade Area. This led to the building of roads, rail and water connections between China and 

the member states, which has also provided been essential preliminary infrastructure for the 

BRI (Cheng, 2004, p. 271). This expansion has also partly helped to persuade the Myanmar 

government to restart and continue with the various BRI-related projects in the country. 

  

5.5. Discussion 
  

Out of the different soft power policies I have looked out through these last three chapters, 

China’s attempts to legitimise its actions for the Myanmar government, have so far seemed to 

be the most successful. 

Overall, the bilateral relations between Myanmar and China following the political transition 

have increased significantly. China’s increased involvement in ASEAN has helped to 

improve trade, as well as the economic and political relations between them and Myanmar, as 

we can see from the large amount of diplomatic agreements over the last year. Although the 

tensions in the organisation have sometimes put Myanmar in a difficult position, Myanmar’s 

general support of China’s actions in ASEAN suggests that the Myanmar government trusts 

that China’s foreign policy will not directly impact them negatively, and recognise their 

legitimacy in the region.  

However, China’s attempt to increase its legitimacy and moral authority more broadly in the 

region has proven to be problematic, again because of China’s inability to be consistent with 

its rhetoric and actions. China’s presumed moral authority and regional power has led them to 

ignore agreements, with the country continuing to depend on its economic strength for its 

legitimacy in ASEAN, as well as the improved bilateral relations between China and 

Myanmar. As China has continued their aggressive policies in the South China Sea and 
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economic exploitation, the ASEAN countries, including Myanmar, are still vary of the threat 

of China’s growth and power in the region (Jaques, 2012, p. 367) 

Further, these improved governmental relation so far have seem to have done little to help 

China the main task of its soft power approach in Myanmar: to improve its image among the 

Myanmar public. It is possible that, however, that continued improved bilateral relations 

might help China longer term with further implementation of soft power strategies in the 

country. 
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7. Discussion 

7.1. The Impact of Soft Power in Myanmar 

This thesis has sought to identify China’s use of soft power in Myanmar, and examine its 

intentions and effects. It concludes that, following the political transition in Myanmar, China 

has increased its use of soft power policies in the country to gain more influence in both 

Myanmar and the region. Although this has led to stronger and closer bilateral ties between 

the two countries, especially at governmental level, China has generally struggled to improve 

its image among the Burmese public.  

Further, I have suggested that China's financial leverage over Myanmar has to some extent 

provided it with greater leverage in its soft power policy-making. While this has allowed 

China greater scope for experimentation in its soft power strategies, China’s over-dependence 

on its economic strength has also led it to sometimes neglect its essential task of improving 

its image among the Myanmar people, as well as of ensuring that the state’s actions have 

matched their claims for ‘peace and harmony’. 

China’s use of cultural diplomacy has attempted to increase the positive perception of the 

Chinese traditional culture and language among the Burmese people. Through its Confucius 

Classrooms and language schools, China has attempted to promote its culture and language, 

with Mandarin becoming an increasingly popular choice for language learners in Myanmar. 

China has also used cultural diplomacy to try to penetrate the social media market in 

Myanmar, and increase its online presence in the country. By marketing and targeting the 

Myanmar public via the social media application WeChat, Beijing has attempted to attract 

and influence young people in particular, encouraging the new generation to enjoy Chinese 

culture through music, arts, and literature. These efforts have also been reinforced with a 

range of cultural events, festivals and other social activities, which have generally been well 

received. 
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Cultural diplomacy focuses on the public rather than the government, a necessary step for 

China to improve the public sentiment in Myanmar. However, the historical relations between 

China and the people and government of Myanmar, and the Burmese perception of Chinese 

people have restricted the effects of public diplomacy. In the case of the Confucian 

Programme, China’s failure to gain governmental backing, and the public’s scepticism about 

the classrooms’ function, has meant that the programme has struggled to have an impact in 

the country. Regarding WeChat, both suspicion about its security and the market dominance 

of Facebook has meant that it has been difficult for the app to expand its user base.   

China has shown some adaptability, however, in its cultural diplomacy. The increased focus 

on cultural exchanges and events, and the expansion of Chinese language schools, suggests 

that China is able to modify its soft power strategies when others aren’t effective. The 

technology sector in Myanmar is also both young and expanding, and as China continues to 

increase its investment in infrastructure and technology in the country, we cannot rule out 

WeChat’s further expansion in the future. Because of the financial power China has in the 

country, they can thus afford to continue the ‘experiment’ with their cultural diplomacy in 

Myanmar, and over time it might yield further results.  

China has also targeted its foreign policies in Myanmar in an attempt to promote an ideology 

and values that the people of Myanmar would find attractive. This thesis has specifically 

focused on how China has tried to leverage its economic growth and prosperity, its increased 

participation in peace negotiations in Myanmar and increased environmental protection to 

promote these values. These policies have been important assets in increasing cooperation 

between Beijing and Naypyidaw, with China’s participation in peace talks and its siding with 

Myanmar on the Rohingya issue improving its standing as a trustworthy ally for Myanmar, 

both domestically and internationally. Its continued economic investment has also allowed 

China to continue to develop most of its BRI projects and other infrastructural projects in 

Myanmar.  
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Yet again, however, all three policies have had trouble in attracting the Burmese people, as 

China has struggled to be consistent with their rhetoric and their actions. Although economic 

prosperity is attractive, the infrastructure that China is developing has had considerable 

negative social effects for a large part of the Burmese population. 

Further, while they have increased their own environmental efforts significantly, both 

domestically and globally, China’s BRI project has had significant environmental impact in 

the country, provoking further protest. This in particular has emphasised the gap between 

China’s rhetoric and actions, as well as China’s ability to bide time rather than act, because of 

its financial investments and power. Although, then, there is still a long way to go to 

overcome these challenges, China continues to be an important contributor to Myanmar’s 

economy and the peace negotiations (Kyaw, 2019, p. 135) 

Lastly, China has attempted to be legitimise its use of these soft power policies through 

traditional diplomacy in Myanmar, and increased engagement and influence in international 

organisations, such as ASEAN.  

China has put great efforts into broadening and improving their perceived legitimacy and 

moral authority in Myanmar and the region. Improving its bilateral relations with Myanmar 

through exchanges and visits has resulted in further agreements and projects in Myanmar. 

These increased bilateral relations have also allowed China to have a greater presence in 

Myanmar among the districts and the local Burmese, through events and festivals. China’s 

increased involvement with ASEAN has also facilitated closer cooperation between the two 

countries, despite Myanmar sometimes having to balance different interests. 

While these improved bilateral relations may further help China expand its influence in 

Myanmar, there is again little evidence that support for China has increased among the 

Myanmar public. 

Overall then, an examination of China’s soft power policies in Myanmar suggests that 

although China is putting significant resources into its soft power efforts, the country has yet 
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to find great success in improving its image among the Burmese people. However, China’s 

use of soft power in the country is still in its initial stages, and the effects of soft power tend 

to manifest over the long rather than short term. Because of its financial strength, China can 

continue to experiment with its soft power policies in the country. 

It is evident, however, that in order to appeal to the Burmese public, China will have to prove 

that it is responding sincerely to the public’s concerns with actions as well as words. China 

therefore still has a long and difficult task ahead of them. 

7.2. What Does This Mean? 

China’s increased use of soft power in Myanmar has not achieved the desired effect so far. 

However, because of China’s increased awareness of the need for soft power, its improved 

relations with he Myanmar government, and its continued investment and economic power in 

the country, it is likely that that over time will be able to develop a clearer understanding of 

which strategies work best in the country. 

Building on their historic relations, future forms of soft power policies can help secure 

important aspects of China’s regional dominance. It is in China’s interest to continue with and 

refine its soft power policies in Myanmar for the following reasons. 

Firstly, improved relations can help China to further link its BRI to the other Southeast Asian 

nation, as well as to expand the economic and marine routes of the projects, connecting Asia 

to Europe and Africa through the sea routes (Li and Yongke, 2017; Kyaw, 2019). Together 

with the already reinstated projects, further influence can help to secure an important route to 

the coast, as Myanmar offers an important transport hub shortcutting the sea-route to China’s 

inland areas, as part of their ‘string of pearls’ strategy (Kyaw, 2019, p. 132). This would allow 

China to avoid the disputed Malacca Strait, shipping straight to China through Myanmar 

Secondly, good relations with Myanmar can help increase the opportunity China has to use 

its islands as navy bases to access the Indian Ocean, in exchange for military support to 
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Myanmar (Kyaw, 2019, p. 132). Although this is not explicit in their strategy, the navy bases 

provide China with long-term access to the Indian Ocean (Kyaw, 2019, p. 132) 

Thirdly, its relationship with Myanmar can secure access to the natural resources and use of 

the pipelines through the country to carry the energy necessary to carry out the BRI. As the 

seventh largest reserve tally in Asia, Myanmar can help provide necessary energy to China 

(Kyaw, 2019, p. 130).With the Belt and Road Initiative carried out, China’s demands for 

energy is drastically increasing, and the estimated needs for natural gas is 130 million cubic 

meters in 2020 (Kyaw, 2019, p. 130). Currently however, the public dissent directed against 

China is closely linked to these major energy projects, and China is struggling to secure the 

energy which is needed for the BRI.  

Fourthly, further participation in the peace process in Myanmar can both improve China’s 

standing in the country, and also secure areas in which they have invested. While their 

participation has already helped to partially stabilise the region, China’s interest is in securing 

their development and energy projects, as we can see in their strong pursuit of the China-

Myanmar railway and Myitsone Dam (Chan, 2017, p. 686-7). If China continues to 

participate and find a solution to the ethnic conflict in the country, they can enhance their 

reputation as an important stabiliser in the country, as well as secure their own projects.  

7.3. Challenges 

In order to achieve these aims, and despite the significant improvement of China’s relations 

with Myanmar, in recent years, China’s ability to use soft power effectively are still limited 

by some challenges. 

Firstly, the Burmese people’s perception of China is still negatively affected by the social and 

environmental impacts the BRI has on the locals. The Myitsone Dam has caused large 

problems for the Burmese people, the NLD government, and Beijing. As a consequence, no 

deal has been passed to reach a solution, and it continues to cause a great deal of tension 

between the two nations (Peng, 2018). For China, it is extremely important for it to be carried 
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out, as it is an essential part of the large Dam projects which are needed to provide energy for 

the BRI (Pramudwinai, 2019). For Myanmar, on the other hand, the project represents 

China’s disregard for the social and environmental impact of its work, as well as its 

disrespect for Myanmar’s historical and cultural traditions (Pramudwinai, 2019). 

Secondly, China’s continuous rapid economic growth and influence in the region are still 

perceived as a threat in Myanmar and the region. Although China, unlike the United States, 

hasn’t participated in any wars in the 21st century, nor contributed to any regional or 

international military dispute, China is still perceived as a threat, both regionally and 

internationally. 

While China continues to grow economically and build up its military, it has sought 

increasingly to reassure its region and the international arena that its intentions are purely 

harmonious and peaceful. However, its aggressive actions, such as its territorial claims in the 

South China Sea, its continued expansion of its army, and its authoritarian domestic laws, 

continue to be seen as threatening for its neighbours and region. As with its public diplomacy, 

China has been having problems matching its rhetoric and its actions. 

Thirdly, although China is gaining significant influence in Myanmar and the region, Western 

liberal democratic values are still an important part of the country’s development. It is 

therefore important to recognise that China and Myanmar’s relationship will likely be 

hindered by the clash of political values. Nevertheless, Myanmar and the United States’ 

relationship has weakened significantly since the years of Myanmar’s political transition. As 

the United States has little involvement in Myanmar's infrastructure and development, China 

has been able to assume a greater role in the underdeveloped country. Since the inauguration 

of Donald Trump in 2017, the US has raised the Rohingya case at the UNSC, recommending 

increased pressure on the Myanmar government, together with renewing sanctions on the 

country (Peng, 2018). As the United States and other Western countries have levied sanctions 

and increased its distance from Myanmar after the Rohingya crisis, Myanmar has been 

increasingly open for China’s influence to grow. 
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7.4. Conclusion 

Throughout this thesis I have argued that China has increased its use of soft power in 

Myanmar, and together with its increased use of soft power in the world, I conclude that 

China has recognised that soft power policies are important in order to gain a broader 

influence domestically, regionally and internationally. 

Furthermore, this thesis has argued that China has had significant problems in successfully 

implementing its soft power policies in Myanmar, and has not so far been able to hugely 

improve its image among the Myanmar people. Because of China’s economic leverage in 

Myanmar, however, they are able to experiment with their soft power policies, and longer-

term, their initial strategies are likely to be refined and improved. However, until China is 

able to harmonise its words and actions, especially in relation to the ongoing development of 

its mega projects, there is still a lot of work to do to convince the Myanmar people that 

China’s friendship is one based on ‘peace and harmony’. 
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