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Abstract 
Located in Southeast Asia, Myanmar should have held large potentialities by its unique 
geographical location, rich mineral, and natural resources. But actually, it is one of the 
least developed countries in the world with backward industries, insufficient power 
supply, and a low level of modernization. Apart from the endless civil war, long-term 
military control, and uncontrollable drug peddling after the founding of the country, 
Buddhism is also an important factor that drags down its economy. Buddhism, which is 
widely embraced by Burmese, contains pessimistic thoughts that seriously hinder its 
economic and social development. In recent years, the proposal of the “Belt and Road” 
initiative has not only provided Myanmar with development opportunities but also 
brought in new ideas for Buddhism there. Colliding with the outside world, Myanmar has 
begun to revive its economy by taking part in the initiative. 
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1. Introduction 

As an ancient civilization with long coastlines, Myanmar covers an area of 676,500 square 
kilometers, ranking top two among countries in Southeast Asia. Thanks to the tropical monsoon 
climate, it is rich in forest and tourism by virtue of a variety of plants growing there. After being 
colonized by the British in 1885, the country, relying on these advantages and the advanced 
farming and production technologies brought by the colonists, vigorously developed its 
economy and became an economic powerhouse in Southeast Asia. However, after World War 
II, the country begins to mire in recession. In addition to the constant civil wars, the historical 
issues left by the British colonists, a long period of military control, and drug peddling, 
Buddhism with a negative world view is also an important factor leading to its economic 
deterioration. In the new century, Myanmar has begun to rejuvenate its economy, especially 
since advanced ideas and technologies were introduced into the country after China proposed 
the “Belt and Road” initiative. This article will explore the transformation of traditional 
Buddhist concepts in Myanmar under the “Belt and Road” initiative and its impact on economic 
development, with a view to providing new ideas for China-Myanmar economic exchanges. 

2. Introduction to the Belt and Road Initiative 

2.1. Background of the Initiative 
Although China has made remarkable achievements in the decades through reform and 
opening- up, there are still many problems, such as imbalances, incoordination, and 
unsustainability in the process of development, serious overcapacity, problems between 
resources consumption and acquisition, and national security issues, etc. In order to bolster 
weak spots in its development, China needs to propose solutions. At the same time, complex 
changes are taking place in the international community. The monetary policies of developed 
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economies are diverging and the international investment and trade pattern and multilateral 
investment and trade rules are undergoing profound adjustment. Countries are still facing 
severe development issues. Since the global integration has progressed, countries across the 
world were affected by the Asian financial crisis in 2007, suffering great economic loss. In this 
case, new divers are urgently needed to revitalize global growth. In September and October 
2013, President Xi Jinping proposed to build the Silk Road Economic Belt and the 21st Century 
Maritime Silk Road during his visits to Central Asia and Southeast Asia, which aimed to expand 
and deepen China’s opening to the outside world and were regarded as a locomotive to boost 
the global economy in the new situation. 

2.2. Significance of the Initiative 
Adhering to the concepts of peaceful cooperation, openness and inclusiveness, mutual learning 
and benefit, the Belt and Road initiative is designed to promote all-round pragmatic 
cooperation to uphold the global free trade system and achieve connectivity between the 
continents of Asia, Africa and Europe and the nearby waters. The initiative is of great 
significance for China. For instance, as the pivot to connect the developed European trade 
district, Xinjiang, Gansu, Ningxia, Qinghai, and other western inland provinces can not only 
improve local infrastructures but can enlarge the sales for their agricultural and sideline 
products, thus improving the imbalance of regional development. The problem of overcapacity 
can be addressed by widening the range of trade cooperation, diversifying the channels of 
energy resources import, and increasing export. Meanwhile, it is also crucial to global economic 
recovery. Many developing countries along the routes and regions have improved their 
domestic infrastructures such as ports, roads, bridges, increased their production and 
manufacturing capability, and advanced their economy during their cooperation with China. 
Developed countries can also invest in emerging markets to recover their economy. In short, it 
is a great initiative aiming at achieving common development for all countries and benefiting 
people around the world with the fruits of development. 

3. Factors Affecting Myanmar's Economic Development 

With a superior geographical location, abundant natural resources, fertile land, and a long 
coastline, Myanmar has a huge potential for development. The British brought advanced 
planting techniques after their conquest of the country and took advantage of the favorable 
growing conditions to develop the planting industry, vigorously growing wheat, rice, and other 
crops. They also helped establish water and land transport corridors to transport grain, and 
they discovered oil, which made Myanmar one of the first oil producers. Thus, its economy 
developed rapidly at that time. However, all that changed after World War II. What turned 
Myanmar from an Asian leading economy to one of the least developed countries in the world? 

3.1. Politics 
Through years of relentless struggles, Myanmar finally proclaimed its independence in 1948 
but its economy and society still remained in the doldrums because of political instability. And 
the country has been under military dictatorship since 1962 when Ne Win launched a military 
coup [4]. In order to consolidate his rule, Ne Win kept to the path of socialism with Myanmar’s 
characteristics, reducing contacts with foreign countries, especially with Europe and the United 
States, which was the same as China in Qing Dynasty. Due to the closed-door policy, advanced 
technology and foreign capital could not be introduced in the new round of the industrial 
revolution. As a result, Myanmar missed many opportunities and lagged behind the trend of 
world development. In November 2010, Thein Sein was elected president in Myanmar’s first 
national elections in 20 years, marking the transition from military to civilian rule. Political 
changes are bound to affect the economy. After coming into power, Thein Sein carried out a 
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series of bold and resolute reforms, creating favorable conditions for economic development 
[4]. 

3.2. Drug Problems 
As the world’s leading producer of drugs, Myanmar provides a large number of drugs to the 
“Golden Triangle” of Asia. The difficulties in drug control for the country can be attributed to 
the long history of drug production, many people engaged in drug production and trafficking, 
the uncertainty in the production of synthetic drugs, and the unique geographical 
characteristics that make it difficult for anti-drug organizations to combat drug-related criminal 
activities. Drug production in Myanmar can be dated back to the end of 1885 when it was 
completely colonized by the British. With the efforts of colonists, poppies were widely 
cultivated in the country, which once became the world’s largest grower of opium poppies [2]. 
Drug dealers there made a lot of money from poppy cultivation and drug trafficking, leading to 
more and more people engaging in this industry and making it more difficult to crack down on 
this crime. Although the local government took measures to restrict poppy cultivation, with the 
progress of production technology, a wide variety of synthetic drugs emerged on the market 
and, unlike poppies, are free from growing conditions, compounding this problem. On top of 
that, drug traffickers took advantage of local geographical conditions, living in the mountains 
and forests, which brought difficulties to drug control organizations. Owing to the backward 
economy, the number of people there working in this industry remained stubbornly high, 
seriously affecting social security and order. Social instability will not get the economy going 
and drug control will be more difficult. It is an endless cycle. 

3.3. Buddhism 
Buddhism has been practiced in Myanmar for thousands of years and has been widespread, 
with the majority of Burmese being Buddhist. Materials indicate that Buddhism was introduced 
into Myanmar in the 3rd century BC [3]. However, numerous religious sects stopped Buddhism 
from progressing after its introduction to Myanmar. At that time, Burmese were exposed to not 
only Indian Tantrism and Chinese Tibetan Buddhism, but also Brahmanism and Hinduism. The 
multitude of religious sects was unfavorable for the popularization of Buddhism. In the 11th 
century, Anawrahta (the first king of all of Myanmar) defeated neighbors, conquered lords, and 
established the Bagan Dynasty, the first unified country in the history of Myanmar, which laid 
the foundation for the flourishing of Buddhism [18]. In view of the experience of previous rulers, 
Kyansittha (son of Anawrahta) and Alaungsithu (grandson of Kyansittha) attached great 
importance to and strongly promoted Buddhism [3]. Monks and scholars also actively instilled 
Buddhist thought and culture, as a result, Buddhism began to flourish in the country. After 
Myanmar lost the Anglo-Burmese War in 1885, monks believing in Buddhism founded patriotic 
organizations and started publications to promote and develop religion and local education, 
while uniting and calling on the masses to participate in the patriotic movements and to fight 
for national independence [18]. Because of the significant contributions of Buddhism and 
Buddhist monks made to the country, the first constitution after its independence regarded 
Buddhism as the state religion. 
Culture and economy are inseparable. Culture not only indicates the economic development at 
some time but also reacts with the economy. A healthy culture boosts the economy, while a 
corrupt and backward culture hinders it. As one of the major components of Myanmar’s culture, 
Buddhism inevitably has an impact on its economy. 

3.4. Positive Impact of Buddhist Thought 
Myanmar used to have an agricultural-based economy. As Ashoka sent Buddhist Masters and 
monks to preach there, Buddhist ideas, handcraft techniques, and business philosophy were 
introduced to the country. In particular, after Anawrahta came into power, in order to get 
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Tripitaka and Buddhist relics, he attacked Thaton and took 30,000 craftsmen to his country, 
which accelerated the progress of Indian handicrafts. Since then, Burmese began to develop 
their business and handicraft industry [18]. 
As a social ideology, Buddhism played an important role in safeguarding national unity and 
social harmony with the functions of guidance, cohesion, and mobilization, especially in the 
patriotic movements of Burmese people against British colonists. Believing in the theories of 
karma and transmigration, most Burmese are very kind. Although they are in abject poverty, 
they are still benevolent. A stable social environment and a harmonious social climate are in 
favor of the country’s diplomatic activities and of enterprises’ attraction of foreign capital and 
talents, which can promote economic growth and improve people’s livelihood. 
Education is also influenced by Buddhism. There are quite a few temple schools in Myanmar. 
Children go to school at the age of seven or eight to learn Buddhist scriptures and dogma from 
monks who increase the literacy rate of children and reduce illiteracy through their teaching 
[7]. 

3.5. Negative Impact of Buddhist Thought 
There is no doubt that Buddhism does contribute to the economic and social development of 
Myanmar, but some of the ideas it advocates, such as the impermanence of life, are pessimistic. 
It encourages followers to pray to Buddha and untether from reality. It has its own limitations 
unavoidably. 
Buddhism denies the value of secular society and believes that human beings are born with 
tragedy. Under this world-weary thought, many Burmese rests on their laurels. Instead of 
looking for solutions, they are willing to be fans of escapism when they are in trouble. A great 
number of Burmese young people in their prime, who should spare no effort to work for the 
prosperity of their country, are at loose ends or concentrate on religious activities [13], which 
is bad for the national economy. 
Guided by Buddhist thought, believers are kind and openhanded, while excessive benevolence 
will encourage the unhealthy culture of idleness. In addition, the Burmese celebrate Buddhist 
festivals and repair Buddha statues and pagodas with a great deal of money and precious metals 
such as gold [13]. Spending a lot of material and money on Buddhist activities is not helpful for 
modernization and promoting daily consumption. 
Myanmar has a long history of caesaropapism. During the feudal dynasties, monks were to 
remain active in the court as the main political force, influencing leaders’ decision-making [11]. 
Influenced by this kind of thought, the Myanmar government followed the beaten track in 
developing its economy, limiting the inflows of foreign capital. Without independent innovation 
and the introduction of advanced science and technology, its economy is bound to lag behind 
that of other countries. 
To sum up, Myanmar’s economy is not only affected by politics and drug problems but also 
Buddhism which is embraced by nearly the whole country. As the state religion of the country, 
Buddhism has a profound influence on Burmese people. It is difficult to develop the economy 
without changing their conservative thinking. It is true that Buddhism made contributions to 
Myanmar’s economy, but its negative effects are not insignificant. Especially after World War 
II, Buddhism did the country more harm than good. 

4. Changes in Myanmar's Buddhist Thought under the Belt and Road 
Initiative 

In recent years, as the Belt and Road Initiative has continued to grow rapidly, studies on the 
initiative have sprung up, but many of them are based on the economy. Indeed, the initiative 
aims at stimulating economic growth in the regions along the routes and benefiting people 
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worldwide. But apart from the improvement in material well-being, changes taking place in 
people’s mental life cannot be ignored. As mentioned above, Myanmar’s economy was hindered 
and lagged behind the world tide under the conservative Buddhist thought after World War II. 
Now, the Myanmar government is actively responding to the initiative, which not only 
introduces advanced technology, foreign capital, talents, and management experience but also 
injects new ideas into the old Buddhist concept, thus promoting the development of the 
country’s economy. 
When Buddhism was first introduced to China, it actively integrated with Confucianism and 
Taoism in order to generate publicity and expand influence. After long-term struggles, 
Buddhism became part of traditional Chinese culture [9]. In the new era, Chinese President Xi 
Jinping has proposed the Belt and Road Initiative to achieve connectivity between the Eurasian 
continent and the adjacent waters. The realization of this blueprint depends not only on policy 
coordination, facilities connectivity, unimpeded trade, and financial integration but more 
important on the people-to-people bond. Buddhist culture plays a significant role in bringing 
people closer, especially for Buddhist countries like Myanmar. 
Chinese Buddhism, led by the Communist Party of China, has persistently conformed to the 
trend of the times and continuously strengthened itself, developing positive and healthy 
thoughts, which has had a profound influence on the philosophical concepts, culture, ritual, and 
customs of its believers, and has also contributed to China’s social progress. The initiative 
provides a platform for cultural exchanges. Both Chinese and Burmese Buddhism and the 
excellent traditional cultures of the two countries can exchange and learn from each other 
through this platform. Infected by modern civilization, Burmese monks gradually change their 
minds and accept new ideas. In the past, Burmese were passionately interested in Buddhism 
and didn’t care about the development of their country. They spent spare money on charity and 
celebrating Buddhist activities, which was conducive to boosting consumption. The 
government refused to cooperate with other countries, missing many valuable opportunities. 
Now, according to the statistics of the Asian Development Bank, Myanmar’s labor force 
participation rate in 2014, 2015, 2017, and 2018 were 67.0%, 64.7%, 61.2%, and 61.5% 
respectively, indicating that more and more people are devoted to social advancement rather 
than focusing on Buddhism. With the consumer index rising sharply, its CPI (consumer price 
index) rose from 109.4 in 2014 to 155.7 in 2019, boosting domestic economic growth. Although 
the majority of people still work in primary industries such as agriculture, forestry, and fishery, 
the number of people engaging in new industries such as manufacturing, finance and insurance 
industries, and realty business is increasing every year. All these show that touched by the 
magic of modern science, technology, and culture, the Burmese government and people have 
dramatically changed their minds. Instead of developing itself with its doors closed as before, 
Myanmar has started to take advantage of the favorable international business environment, 
attracted foreign investment, participated in international cooperation, learned advanced 
technology, and improved manufacturing facilities to develop its own economy. 

5. New Thoughts Boosting Myanmar’s Economy 

As noted, Myanmar is making great efforts to catch up with other countries in the world by the 
initiative. As a crucial area connecting the 21st century Maritime Silk Road and the Silk Road 
Economic Belt, Myanmar’s strategic role is self-evident. China wants to promote globalization 
and maintain a fair and open world economy through the initiative, to improve infrastructures 
in countries along the route through connectivity so as to achieve common development, and 
to realize the prosperity of different civilizations and the peaceful and friendly coexistence of 
all peoples through extensive cultural exchanges. In line with the fundamental interests of the 
international community, the initiative helps participating countries develop their economy 
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and improve their people’s living standards. There is strong international support for the 
initiative since it was proposed. Myanmar, one of the beneficiaries, has gotten involved and 
begun to vigorously revive its economy. 
In the process of Sino-Myanmar cooperation, China has provided Myanmar with capital, 
technology, and talents to help it improve its infrastructure and develop its economy, and 
assisted it in building transportation hubs such as roads, railways, airports, and ports, as well 
as living facilities such as power stations, communication stations, and oil and gas pipelines. 
Myanmar is optimistic about the initiative. Both leaders of the country and ordinary people 
speak highly of it. Since the initiative was put forward in 2103, President Thein Sein at that time 
has affirmed and supported it and expressed his willingness to work with China to jointly build 
the initiative for regional prosperity on many occasions. Thanks to the initiative, Myanmar is 
actively cooperating with China on projects and has borne fruits in its economy. 
 

Table 1. Value of import and export between Myanmar and China in 2013-2019 

 
Source: Asian Development Bank(Site Search | ADB Data Library | Asian Development Bank). 
 
According to table 1, the value of import and export between Myanmar and China has increased 
year by year since 2013, with the largest increase in import volume from 2013 to 2015, and the 
largest in export volume from 2013 to 2014. Although the trade volume also decreased in some 
years, on the whole, there are more frequent foreign trade activities between the two countries. 
 

Table 2. China-Myanmar frontier trade in 2013-2019 

Year Total border trade of 
Myanmar 

Total China-Myanmar 
border trade 

Share of Myanmar’s total 
border trade 

2013-2014 42.61 35.80 84.02% 

2014-2015 52.00 44.60 85.77% 

2015-2016 71.54 58.44 81.69% 

2016-2017 74.40 58.16 78.17% 

2017-2018 84.64 67.54 79.80% 

2018-2019 
(First 10 months) 

87.86 51.28 58.37% 

Source: Official Website of the Ministry of Commerce of the people’s Republic of China (mofcom. 
gov.cn) 
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Table 2 shows that since the “Belt and Road” Initiative was put forward, China and Myanmar 
have actively carried out cooperation, and the border trade volume has continued to increase, 
especially from 2016 to 2018[12]. Myanmar’s total border trade has been on the rise and raised 
its level of opening up. Although China’s share in Myanmar’s total border trade has decreased, 
it is still the country’s main trade partner. 
 

 
Figure 1. GDP of Myanmar from 2014 to 2018 (April to September) 

Source: Central Statistical Organization of Myanmar(CLIMATE, TERRITORY, POPULATION 
(csostat.gov.mm)) 

 
Figure 1 is mainly about Myanmar’s GDP growth from 2014 to 2018 (April to September). It 
shows that Myanmar’s GDP has increased year by year, indicating a growth in its total social 
wealth. After Myanmar took an active part in the Belt and Road Initiative, the newly introduced 
culture and ideas have made people realize that openness is the driving force for development 
and hard graft is a powerful way to prosper. Free from the conservative Buddhist ideology, 
Myanmar has seized opportunities to grow its economy. 

6. Conclusion 

At first, Myanmar was skeptical and cautious about the initiative due to the “China threat 
theory”. On the one hand, they expect to make changes and achievements through this 
opportunity, but on the other, they are concerned about the actual benefits and the over-
reliance on China in the future. Although the Myanmar government held a positive attitude to 
the initiative, cooperation between the two countries was not carried out smoothly in fact. This 
can be attributed to the Burmese lacking understanding of China’s traditional culture and 
customs, as well as the traditional virtues of honesty, pragmatism, and generosity of the Chinese. 
They mistakenly believed some western media’s false reports on China, which led to the failure 
of the Sino-Myanmar cooperation. Therefore, the two countries should pay more attention to 
cultural exchanges in the process of their friendly intercourse. Proceeding from the national 
conditions of the two countries, Buddhism can serve as an effective way to know each other’s 
customs and learn from each other’s culture. Dozens of measures can be taken to promote 
bilateral Buddhist cultural exchanges. For instance, encouraging Chinese Buddhist monks to 
study the history of Buddhism in Myanmar, to visit Buddhist temples there, to learn about the 
customs and taboos of their counterparts, and to meet regularly to exchange ideas. At the same 
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time, we can spread Chinese culture in the process of study and exchange. This will not only 
promote bilateral cooperation but also help Chinese culture go global. 
To sum up, Buddhism, with a long history in Myanmar, has a profound and long-lasting 
influence on the culture of the Burmese. If it can be properly used, it will help enhance mutual 
friendship, strengthen mutual trust between the people and governments, promote Belt and 
Road cooperation and realize the common development of the two countries. 
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