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1. Research Puzzle
A contradictory pattern in the Myanmar military regime’s domestic governance and external relations

The Contradiction

• Emphasizes sovereignty and neutrality
                                            VS
• Attracts external actors into its border

governance.

• Needs external actors for domestic 
governance and diplomatic recognition

                                            VS
• Avoids being seen as dependent on any single 

patron

Research Question

How does the post-coup Myanmar military regime 
instrumentalises the cross-border governance 
of neighboring states to address the lack of an 
effective governing authority and consolidate 
regime legitimacy?

Cases

China (primary): ceasefire mediation, anti-scam law 
enforcement, humanitarian assistance, diplomatic 
support…
India, Thailand, Russia (comparative cases)

The puzzle reveals that the regime navigates between dependence and autonomy: using external 
governance while rejecting subordination.
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2. Research Background
Myanmar’s governance dilemma and why cross-border governance matters in Myanmar

Myanmar’s dilemma: Sovereignty without effective governing authority 

➢ Since independence (1948): 
      Incomplete nation-building

• Strong presence of ethnic armed organizations
• Persistent cross-border crimes
• Limited central control over borderlands

3

The regime treats external governance as both a functional supplement and a political resource: 
improving performance and gaining recognition at low political cost. 

Beyond state-building, the regime’s primary goal is regime maintenance.

➢ After the Coup (2021): 
      Domestic resistance + International isolation

• NUG, PDFs, and EAOs expanded their activities
• Regime's effective governing authority further declined
• Sanctions and lack of procedural legitimacy

The necessity of cross-border governance: Negative Spillovers
• China, India, and Thailand face spillovers of Myanmar’s internal conflict and cross-border crimes
• Problems include refugee inflows, drug trafficking, telecom fraud, human trafficking, and border insecurity

Therefore, neighboring states are drawn into Myanmar’s governance dilemma.
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3.  Analytical  Framework: Three Pathways of Instrumentalization
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Governance Outsourcing
➢ Definition: The regime accepts external service provision in areas where it lacks effective governing 

authority.
➢ Effect: Produces domestic performance legitimacy: the regime can claim credit for external governance 

without bearing its costs.

Blame-shifting
➢ Definition: When domestic crises occur, the regime shifts responsibility to external actors involved in 

governance.
➢ Effect: Finding a scapegoat to avoid being blamed.

Multi-Directional Balancing
➢ Definition: The regime uses neutralism and multi-sided engagement to maintain sovereign autonomy while 

obtaining external recognition.
➢ Effect: Domestically, constructs a narrative of independence and dignity; (without relying on a single actor)
                       Externally, generates representative status and international legitimacy

Through these three pathways, external governance is selectively transformed into resources for regime legitimacy.
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4. Case Study: How the regime instrumentalises China

• Why China: share a “Pauk-Phaw” relationship, deep interdependence
• Myanmar military regime’s deliberate strategic arrangement: needs China’s governance capacity but keeps political 

distance to maintain sovereign dignity

Stage 1 (1988–2009)
Low-Intensity Cooperation
•  Border management, trade, drug control
•  China incorporated borderlands into its security & 
development agenda
•  Myanmar limited China’s role to technical cooperation

Stage 2 (2009–2020)
China engaged in Crisis Management
•  Kokang conflict (2009) → China enters peace process
•  China: mediation, refugee shelter, Rohingya issue
•  Retained multilateral space (US, ASEAN, Japan)

Stage 3 (2021–2023)
China became a key actor in conflict mediation
•  Most needed China’s diplomatic protection & border 
mediation
•  China engaged cautiously; backed ASEAN’s Five-Point 
Consensus
•  Packaged as “normal cooperation with a sovereign state”

Stage 4 (2023–2026)
Comprehensive Governance 
•  Operation 1027 → China fully involved in Myanmar crisis
•  Comprehensive governance: mediation + anti-scam + 
deterrence + diplomacy
•  Military regime’s “Two-handed strategy”: use China without 
acknowledging dependence
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4.1 Governance Outsourcing: 
Dealing “1027” with China’s Strength
The regime relies on neighboring states to provide crisis management it cannot deliver alone

China Case: Operation 1027 & Anti-Scam
Oct 2023: Three Brotherhood Alliance launched coordinated attacks in 
northeastern Myanmar.
• Regime lost borderlands control; China’s border security affected.

Ceasefire Mediation:
• Min Aung Hlaing called on China → Jan 2024 ceasefire → Haigeng talks → China-

mediated MNDAA–military ceasefire in Jan 2025.

Anti-Scam Law Enforcement:
• Myanmar handed over 49,000+ telecom fraud suspects to China.
• Repackaged failure as “cross-border crime governance.”
• China offered bounties for senior figures — regime externalised politically 

costly enforcement.

→ Relied on China to provide crisis management.

Comparison: Thailand
Governance outsourcing also 
occurs with other neighbors:

Feb 2025:
Thailand cut electricity, internet & 
fuel to scam centers.

Mar 2024:
Thai Red Cross / Myanmar Red 
Cross cross-border humanitarian 
assistance.

External governance extends 
beyond security to humanitarian 
aid.

Governance outsourcing: the regime uses external actor’s capacity to manage crises it cannot manage 
alone, then claims credit for the outcomes.
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Conclusion: Cross-border governance actors face greater stigmatization.

4.2 Blame-Shifting: Using China as a "scapegoat"
Using a scapegoat to avoid accusations and enhance legitimacy

China Case: Shifting Blame onto China
After China participated in governance of "1027," pro-regime narratives 
framed China as complicit or responsible:

•  Claimed China had "acquiesced" in Operation 1027; called it an "invasion"
•  Regime-controlled newspapers incited hostility toward China
•  Next day: protest against Chinese interference at Yangon embassy
•  Accused groups of using Chinese-made drones
•  Accused “certain foreign countries” of funding armed groups

Yet while shifting blame, the regime still actively sought and accepted 
Chinese support.

Blame-shifting ≠ abandoning China 
→ use as scapegoat to avoid accusations & enhance legitimacy.

Comparison: Russia
Russia is also a key external 
resource:

•  Arms supplier & strategic 
supporter
•  Nuclear energy, education, trade
•  Min Aung Hlaing visited Russia 
multiple times

Russia lacks neighboring-state 
responsibility for Myanmar's 
spillover

→ Hard to shift blame onto 
Russia.
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4.3 Multi-Directional Balancing: Visiting Both China and India
Displaying sovereign independence while securing alternative recognition

China Case: The Diplomatic Sequence
The regime displays "independence" through multi-directional diplomacy.

Aug 2025: China Visit
• Xi received Min Aung Hlaing as "Acting President" at SCO Summit.
• Met Modi in China — defense, security, trade, connectivity.

Apr 2026: Inauguration
• Min Aung Hlaing sworn in as president after military-organised electoral 

process.

May–Jun 2026: First Official Visit → INDIA
• Not China, as expected. Discussed border security, refugees, connectivity.
• Not just symbolic hedging, but tied to cross-border governance needs.
• Followed by a state visit to China in June 2026., but tied to cross-border 

governance needs.

Comparison: India
India provides an alternative 
source of diplomatic recognition:

•  Border security cooperation
•  Refugee management
•  Connectivity projects
•  Cyber scam engagement
•  Modi: "Neighborhood First" & "Act 
East" policies

Role:
Counterbalance to China; 
alternative recognition & 
governance engagement.

Multi-directional balancing is not about neutrality, but converts diplomatic engagement into representative 
status.
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5. Conclusion
Regime instrumentalisation as the missing lens

Main Finding
The Myanmar military regime does not simply receive external cross-border governance.  It actively 
transforms it into resources for political survival and the construction of regime legitimacy.

How the Regime Uses External Actors
• Governance Outsourcing: Use external 

governance to build performance legitimacy
• Blame-Shifting: Shift blame for governance 

failure to defend legitimacy
• Multi-Directional Balancing: avoid 

depending on any single patron and gain 
broader international legitimacy in a wide 
range

Main Contribution

Shifts the focus from external engagement to 
regime instrumentalisation.

how external great powers participate in the 
governance of weak states
→ how regimes with weak governing authority reversely 
use external governance to consolidate legitimacy.

External governance does not necessarily weaken sovereignty.
→ It can be selectively transformed into political resources by regimes lack effective governing authority.
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Insights

➢ Cross-border governance is necessary: Myanmar's crisis 
produces real humanitarian, security, and criminal spillover

➢ External Actors Should Be Alert: Governance resources may be 
used by the military regime to divert attention instead of  
solving problems directly  

Thank you！
 We welcome all comments and suggestions.
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Questions for Discussion

1. Future Research: How can cross-border governance better support post-conflict reconstruction and a durable, 
inclusive peace in Myanmar? 
2. Can a major power provide governance without being entangled into regime’s legitimacy politics? If so, how?
3. What safeguards can prevent humanitarian aid and law-enforcement cooperation from being turned into 
regime legitimacy?

6. Implications & Further Research
Implications for Myanmar's post-conflict future

Paradox: contradictory effects
➢ Alleviate immediate instability
→ But divert attention from governance failure
➢ Support ceasefire and humanitarian work  
→  But may obstruct a more inclusive peace process     
      (if the regime is not accountable for people)
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