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Abstract 
Midi Z’s Burma Trilogy—the films Return to Burma (2011), Poor Folk 

(2012), and Ice Poison (2014)—was covertly shot in Myanmar, formerly 

known as Burma, when much of Myanmar’s cinema was still under state 

control. Considering the political climate and restrictions in cinematic 

production, I argue that Midi Z’s films highlight the inextricable connection 

between cultural and economic precarity of the subjects depicted. Rather than 

being simply documentary or fiction, Midi Z’s Burma Trilogy occupies an 

interstitial space that allows for the remaking of identity that considers 

economic stratification and cultural negotiation. From depicting the lives of a 

scooter taxi driver, human traffickers, and drug dealers among others, the 

films emphasize the ways in which marginalized communities can co-opt 

structures of power and develop their own means of power even under 

oppressive regimes. Precarity does not simply serve as a limitation and is, 

instead, a position that is at once marginal but capable of reconfiguring 

cultural hegemonies. Though their Sinophone Burmese representation, Midi 

Z’s films critique what it means to be Chinese. Thus, Chineseness is under 

constant negotiation in the Burma Trilogy through the characters’ 

relationships with their own ethnic identities, overturning the understanding of 

Chineseness as a shared identity that flattens local inflections and differences 

and focuses on the confluences of subjective identities and economic 

exchange.  
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Introduction 
 

In 2010, Myanmar, also known as Burma, began undergoing a set of turbulent 

and contested democratic reforms led by the military regime, formerly known as the 

State Law and Order Restoration Council, and the Union Solidarity and 

Development Party. It was also the year that Aung San Suu Kyi, a key figure in the 

National League for Democracy, the Union Solidarity and Development Party’s 

opposition, was released from house arrest. Further political reforms included the 

release of political prisoners and the establishing of an election process. Despite the 

opening and the eventual democratic elections in 2015, in which the National 

League for Democracy secured a majority of seats, violence involving different 

ethnic minority groups continues to erupt in various regions of the Southeast Asian 

country (“Timeline” n. pag.). Despite the opening of Myanmar, difficulties in 

filming, censorship, and surveillance of those involved in the creative industries 

persist despite claims of a shift toward greater creative freedom. In relation to 

cinema, there have been reports of a “freedom to film” that calls on filmmakers to 

express themselves (Nishikawa n. pag.). Yet, with claims that the press in Myanmar 

no longer faces restrictions, there were accusations of the unjustified arrest and 

detainment of Zaw Pe, a video journalist working for the Democratic Voice of 

Burma. Newspapers printed blacked out front pages as a form of protest in 2014 

(“Myanmar” n. pag.). 

With the opening of Myanmar’s borders in the democratization process, 

directors and other producers have pivoted towards the country, choosing to 

represent local cultures and the ethnic diversity within the region. The Burmese-

born and Taiwan-based director, Midi Z (趙德胤 Zhao Deyin) focused on Han 

Chinese settlers in Myanmar in his first three feature films. In Guilai de ren 歸來的
人 (Return to Burma, 2011), Qiongren. Liulian. Mayao. Touduke 窮人。榴槤。麻
藥。偷渡客 (Poor Folk, 2012), and Bingdu 冰毒 (Ice Poison, 2014), Midi Z 

depicts this group and their intersections with border regions, such as Yunnan and 

Thailand. Collectively, these films are referred to as the Burma Trilogy. All three 

films were shot on location in Myanmar, Taiwan, or Thailand and have similar 

recurring characters played by Wang Shin-Hong (王興洪), Midi Z’s line producer, 

and Wu Ke-Xi (吳可熙), an actress from Taiwan. At the time these films were shot, 

much of Myanmar’s cinema was state controlled and censorship was heavily 

imposed (Magnier n. pag.). Due to Myanmar’s unstable political climate, Midi Z 

shot his films covertly using actual bystanders as extras alongside non-professional 

actors. 
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Return to Burma was Midi Z’s first film in the trilogy and tells the story of 

Xing-Hong, played by Wang Xing-Hong, a migrant worker in Taiwan, who returns 

to his hometown in Myanmar. While he searches for a way to make a living in the 

democratizing country, his family and friends look for ways to get out of Myanmar 

and seek their fortunes elsewhere. Poor Folk again features Midi Z’s line producer 

as the main character. This time the main character, A-hong, takes on the persona of 

a tour guide’s apprentice in Thailand for mainland Chinese tourists. In his spare 

time, A-hong and his partner A-fu, played by Midi Z’s older brother, Zhao De-Fu 

(趙德富), source materials for amphetamine production to Thai drug lords. The 

final film in the trilogy is Ice Poison, which begins with an almost idyllic image of 

Myanmar with a father and son hacking and harvesting leafy vegetables in a field. 

From this opening sequence, drugs, especially methamphetamines, are not the first 

association that comes to mind. Yet, this is precisely the issue that Midi Z’s feature 

film brings to the audience’s attention with Wang Shin-Hong playing the main 

character, who is unnamed, and Sanmei (played by Wu), forming their relationship 

around the transportation and sale of crystal meth. Wang’s character, hereafter 

referred to as the Driver, initially takes up a job as a driver after buying a scooter 

using his father’s cow as credit, and Sanmei, who returns to Myanmar from 

Yunnan, is his first customer. As their connection develops, Sanmei reveals that she 

has a job proposition for the Driver, and they both become couriers for her crystal 

meth dealing cousin. 

Considering the political climate and restrictions in Myanmar in relation to 

Midi Z’s films and his cinematic practice, I argue that due to the nature of 

surveillance in Myanmar, it is necessary to analyze Midi Z’s films through an 

intermedial lens. Intermediality as a method of looking at the representations of 

Chineseness, cultural ties, and economic conditions in the Burma Trilogy exposes 

the connections between economic and cultural precarity. Sinophone Burmese 

subjectivities in the films highlight how cultural and economic precarity are 

inextricably intertwined. The Burma Trilogy emphasizes the ways in which 

marginalized communities have their own means of power and subjectivity within 

economic and cultural constraints. Precarity for the Sinophone-Burmese actors 

depicted in the films illustrates a position that is at once marginal but able to 

reconfigure what it means to be Chinese by Han Chinese settlers in Myanmar. Thus, 

Chineseness is under constant negotiation in the Burma Trilogy through the 

characters’ relationships with their own ethnic identities, overturning an 

understanding of Chineseness as a shared cultural or ethnic identity. 
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I first examine intermediality as method. The discussions surrounding 

intermediality are indeed diverse, but they reveal how permeable the boundaries 

between different media or disciplines, such as cinema studies, can be. 

Intermediality and the focus on the “inter” spaces allows for borders to be 

perpetually reassessed. And so, how does intermediality work in a situation where 

borders are being reinforced and power is constantly consolidated as in the case of a 

newly democratized Myanmar? I explore the conditions of filming and its complex 

relationship to surveillance and authority in the Burma Trilogy. Considering the 

circumstances in which the films were made alongside the intermediality of the 

production and representation within the films, I discuss how cultural and economic 

precarity are enmeshed in a localized network of interactions and negotiations. 

Cultural precarity is revealed to be inseparably tied to economic marginality. The 

subject that is caught in between different cultures and socio-economic conditions 

reveals the permeable boundaries of culture, ethnicity, and economics. In the case 

of the Burma Trilogy’s representations, the characters are caught between their 

identifications with China and Myanmar and between their roles as victim and 

perpetrator of human and drug trafficking. I argue that intermediality allows for the 

reconfiguration of cultural ties and economics and illuminates the limitations of 

specific categories, such as Chinese or Burmese. Sinophone Burmeseness, at its 

core an intermedial process in that it balances identities in a network of affiliations, 

accounts for the porousness and limitations of strict cultural, economic, or social 

affiliations, and it is not a static identity. While it occupies cultural and socio-

economic margins, Sinophone Burmeseness ungrounds the notion of Chineseness 

as a center for cultural and social ties. Ultimately, intermediality considered 

alongside the Sinophone exposes precarious identities that would otherwise be 

invisible or ignored. 

 

Intermediality and Surveillance in Myanmar 
 

Along with intermediality, a medley of terms emphasizing the importance of 

the medium and the emergence of new types of media, such as media convergence, 

remediation, and transmedia among others, have sprung up in discussions about 

media and medium specificity. These terms are interrelated, but they carry different 

implications about the medium. For example, media convergence and transmedia 

theories explore how different media platforms merge to tell a story with each 

medium uniquely contributing to the franchise (Jenkins 95-97). Remediation 

explains how new media, such as online video, is not inherently about the rising 
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significance of the digital but about the process in which a new medium re-mediates 

earlier forms of media (Bolter and Grusin 55). These concepts underscore the 

centrality of the medium in conveying a message. For transmedia and remediation, 

then, “the medium is the message” (McLuhan 7). 

Definitions of intermediality or the intermedial, on the other hand, are quite 

elusive, and cannot shake off connections to other terms, like remediation. Irina O. 

Rajewsky’s work discusses intermediality in relation to intertextuality and 

remediation. She explains, “[f]rom its beginnings, ‘intermediality’ has served as an 

umbrella-term” for analyses of medium specificity (44). Rajewsky delineates the 

ways in which the concept has been defined in a broad, narrow, categorical, or 

diachronic sense. While intermediality seems to have emerged from intertextuality 

that focuses on how meaning in a text is mediated and coded by the writer, 

commentary, and other supplemental materials and experiences (Kristeva 36-37), 

Rajewsky associates intermediality strongly with remediation as defined by Jay 

Bolter and Richard Grusin. She writes, “. . . Bolter and Grusin define ‘remediation’ 

as a particular kind of intermedial relationship;. . . Hence, ‘remediation’ can indeed 

be classified as a particular type of intermedial relationship, and consequently as a 

subcategory of intermediality in the broad sense” (Rajewsky 64). In other words, 

the intermedial is another form of classification that gives way to other more 

specific subcategories. 

This sub-categorical understanding, however, has its own limitations. It does 

contribute to a genealogical tracing of the connections between interrelated terms. 

Moreover, Rajewsky’s analysis opens the possibilities of understanding a term like 

intermediality. Yet, this opening is already pre-empted by more categories that 

consolidate rather than excavate deeper into the possibilities for the intermedial. 

Others have followed suite in trying to construct models of intermediality and offer 

an understanding of intermediality that identifies four main models (Schröter n. 

pag.). How can intermediality exceed the bounds of thinking broadly or narrowly? 

Can the intermedial be thought of in productive ways that surpass or overwrite the 

notion of an organization or genealogy of categories? 

Here, Henk Oosterling and Ewa Plonowska Ziarek’s volume on 

intermedialities is useful for understanding the proliferation of meanings of the term 

“intermediality.” Several essays in the volume discuss the philosophical 

implications of varied understandings of the intermedial. Addressing the digital, in 

connection to Deleuze and Guattari, and Karl Marx, Slavoj Žižek claims that the 

age of the internet has produced, “[i]ndividuals [that] are ‘nomadic,’ ‘dividuals,’ 

constantly reinventing themselves, adopting different roles; society itself is no 
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longer a constant hierarchical Whole, but a complex open network of networks” 

(172). The netocracy has become, and perhaps has always been, net crazy, and the 

implication of this is that the subject is no longer a static identity, but rather, one 

that is constantly remade, divesting itself of all previous affiliations. While Žižek’s 

claims are predicated on the rise of the internet in a hyperactive market, other 

scholars have written about identity in similar terms. Elaine P. Miller defines 

intermediality in relation to intersubjectivity and sexual difference. She explains 

that intermediality “is a mode of natural (sexual), ethical, political, and aesthetic 

affiliation that refuses both bare natural immediacy and undifferentiated spiritual 

union” (Miller 57). The choice of specific associations made by an individual is not 

unquestioningly predetermined by what is “natural.” Rather, connections between 

subjects are made through a process of non-dialectical reciprocal exchange. 

From the various definitions of intermedialities, what emerges is 

intermediality as method. Scholars like Miller and Žižek explore what Bernd 

Herzogenrath’s volume, Travels in Intermedia[lity]: ReBlurring the Boundaries, 

calls “between the between” (2; emphasis in original) highlighting the “inter” in 

intermediality. Intermediality is looking at the interstices not as simply suspended 

between two concrete opposite poles but as a set of networks and negotiations. I 

interpret the “between the between” as how subjects navigate these complex and 

everchanging systems of meaning. There are no “natural” categories that are 

inherently oppositional. The “between the between” further delineates the way 

individuals or “dividuals” move through already ambiguous nodes of identification. 

Intermediality as a method brings our attention to change when exchange happens. 

It is the close observation of how webs of meaning, connection, and affiliation 

occur. Intermediality and cinema already share a convoluted relationship, but the 

ambivalent relationship allows for a multiplicity of approaches to intermediality. As 

Á gnes Pethő writes in her historiography of intermediality and cinema, “[t]he 

mapping of such tendencies [figuring intermediality with medium specificity] has 

brought the study of cinematic intermediality far from the mere listing of media 

combinations or analogies of intertextual relations” (48). Intermediality, a term that 

goes beyond describing media convergences, exposes the cracks in consolidated 

categories by focusing on the “inter,” and highlights the process of how one can 

navigate and situate oneself in dynamic structures. I emphasize the “inter” and 

intermediality as method in light of Midi Z’s Burma Trilogy. The intermedial gets 

at the core of the filming conditions and to the ways that Sinophone Burmeseness is 

represented, which I will discuss in the latter half of this paper. 



 
 
 

Melissa Mei-Lin Chan  17 
 

 

Cinema in Myanmar has had a turbulent history with colonialism, the military 

junta, and the democratization movement. From the colonial era, censorship 

influenced a variety of Burmese media, and the censoring of movies was both 

imposed by the British colonial government as well as a form of self-censorship on 

the part of producers (Larkin). With the shift to the military junta, culture and life in 

Myanmar continued to be affected by both officially sanctioned restrictions and 

self-censorship (Wiles 1), and the golden age of Burmese cinema from the 1920s to 

the 1950s that boasted 244 theaters at its peak faded to a shadow of its former self 

(Magnier n. pag.). After the end of military rule, the democratic elections ushered in 

a renewed interest in filmmaking that centered on documentary films (Aung n. 

pag.). Rather than a rosy portrait of an idyllic Myanmar, local directors, such as Lin 

Sun Oo and Kai Kong Kham (the founders of Tagu Films in Myanmar), depict 

Myanmar’s dark past (Wade 74). 

It is against this background that Midi Z made the Burma Trilogy, and more 

specifically, the films were shot during a time of political transition in Myanmar 

that affected the means of filmmaking in the late 2000s and early 2010s. Midi Z’s 

cinematic practice reflects about the access Sinophone connections and networks 

grant. Unlike other representations of Myanmar, such as in films like Burma VJ: 

Reporting from a Closed Country (2008), which rely more on Anglophone 

production, distribution, and circulation, Midi Z’s films are produced and 

distributed from Taiwan. His fluency in Mandarin and the close ties that began 

during the Second World War and the Chinese Civil War (1946-49) between the 

Sinophone Burmese community and Taiwan allows him to be a filmmaker based in 

Taiwan and travel to different Sinophone sites, such as Hong Kong. From the point 

of production and circulation, Midi Z’s residence in Taiwan enables him to 

circumvent the Burmese state authorities. Furthermore, it gives him access to the 

international cinema market. In an interview with Asia Society, Midi Z explained 

that his Burma Trilogy was filmed covertly, meaning that the films were not state 

sanctioned and not filmed with the permission of the Burmese government. Due to 

these conditions, the director explained that the films were like documentaries. 

Documentary, however, seems insufficient in describing the production of the 

Burma Trilogy. Although the genre in its broadest sense functions—“1. to record, 

reveal, or preserve/ 2. to persuade or promote/ 3. to analyze or interrogate/ 4. to 

express” (Renov 21)—it does not describe the means of production and the context 

in which the trilogy was made. 

Analysis of Midi Z’s films must go beyond documentary and consider 

surveillance to fully understand the context of production and subsequently 
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meaning making in the trilogy. Surveillance and its relation to cinema have been 

well studied, and surveillance has been scrutinized in a variety of ways, including as 

a theme within the narrative of the film itself or as, what Catherine Zimmer calls, 

surveillance cinema. While surveillance is not an explicit theme or topic covered by 

the narrative of the film, the narrative logic of the film is driven by surveillance 

(Zimmer 6). In all his films, Midi Z’s context is Myanmar with its political 

instability manifested in the everyday interactions of a marginalized community.  

Surveillance relies on the assumption that one is constantly watched as in a 

panopticon (Foucault 195-97). Noting the use of technology and surveillance in 

cinema, Garrett Stewart explains that surveillance mobilized in film is not cinéma 

vérité but “[t]hreat, plus the fantasy of its overcoming in kind” (8) and “vision [as] a 

weapon” (7). This notion of the threat in relation to surveillance is apt for 

examining Midi Z’s covert filmmaking in Myanmar. The threat is between action 

and inaction. Surveillance straddles two potentials. It is the act of watching and of 

“panoptic coercion.” 

For Myanmar and Midi Z, surveillance simultaneously connotes a sense of 

control and resistance. On the one hand, there is the official surveillance of the 

state, and on the other hand, Midi Z’s films mobilize a surveillance mode to 

represent Sinophone Burmeseness. State surveillance controls the official 

representation of the country and its communities. For the Taiwan-based director, 

surveillance is a mode of resistance to official representation. Midi Z himself is 

more visible because of his resources in Taiwan, but he remains peripheral in 

Myanmar as a filmmaker. Although his films are not screened in Myanmar’s public 

outlets, such as movie theaters, the Burma Trilogy and Midi Z’s other films have 

been successful on the festival circuit and in different places in Asia, such as Hong 

Kong and Taiwan. With the circulation of the films, representation is not 

monopolized by a singular entity, and the ability to represent is multiple and can be 

enacted by peripheral subjects. This multiplicity forms a position of possible 

resistance to the flattening and censoring of marginal or alternative voices in the 

representation of Myanmar and its communities. The multiplicity of the ways in 

which images are produced is a way to push up against but does not exceed the 

power of top-down surveillance. 

For example, an early scene in Ice Poison depicts the Driver looking for work 

at a bus terminal, and this sequence takes on a surveillance-like composition. The 

Driver, who is part of the fictional narrative, is captured in the scene, but the people 

surrounding him are actual bystanders unknowingly inserted into the fictional 

narrative. Aside from Wu Ke-Xi and Wang Shin-Hong, the individuals featured in 
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the scene do not know they are being filmed for Ice Poison. They are not non-

professional actors but are instead not actors at all. They are passersby who happen 

to be included in the scene as they go about their daily lives. While this type of 

filmmaking could be regarded as covert documentary in which everyday life is 

captured and reordered, it cannot be used to describe the inclusion and centrality of 

a fictional narrative. The camera surveils the setting and establishes the situation as 

it pans among the different individuals in the scene unbeknownst to them, merging 

fiction and surveillance in one shot. The take threatens to encompass the bystanders 

as part of the unsanctioned film but refuses their participation by maintaining a 

focus on the actors of the fictional narrative. 

Midi Z’s Burma Trilogy does not seek to completely subvert the state. The 

films, instead, grapple with being placed between the state’s watchful eye and 

invisibility. At the same time, the trilogy’s use of surveillance is balanced between a 

co-optation of official modes of watching and resistance to such forms of depiction. 

Through this ambivalent in-between, the trilogy comments on and critiques 

dominant systems of power. In other words, these films and the means of their 

production navigate through dominant institutions by watching and mobilizing the 

tactics of such structures to their advantage, while providing alternative forms of 

identification from the periphery of both Burmeseness and Chineseness. 
 

Sinophone Burmeseness:  

Intersections between Cultural and Economic Precarity 
 

Myanmar in its recent history has been a place of inter-actions, caught in-

between dictatorship and democratic rule, censorship and creative freedom, and the 

local and global economies. Midi Z’s Burma Trilogy highlights the liminal 

existence of Sinophone Burmese subjects in his representation of life in Myanmar. 

These characters are literally caught in-between various aspects of identity, 

including geographical location, language, culture, and economic prospects. They 

are trapped in the interstices, unable to align themselves with any form of 

dialectical identity and move fluidly, intermedially, from one space to the next. 

They are part of the global and local economic precariat while occupying a position 

of cultural precarity in relation to their Chineseness. An intermedial analysis of the 

films, which examines the network of identity away from dialectical poles, reveals 

that they are placed within precarious positions in relation to their cultural and 

economic autonomy, and that cultural and economic precarity are unbreakably 

linked. 
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The characters depicted in the Burma Trilogy confront what it means to be 

Chinese or Burmese. Here, the Sinophone as an intermedial process is essential for 

teasing out the complexities of representation in the Burma Trilogy. While previous 

scholarship has identified people of Han Chinese ancestry living in Myanmar as 

“Burmese Chinese” (Lu 29), this category, however, is based on models of pan-

Chinese or pan-Burmese identity. These notions of identity flatten difference and 

further push binary forms of either Chinese or not Chinese. The consequences of 

this construction of associations makes those caught in the middle either invisible or 

pushed under umbrella categories that never quite fit. As an alternative to Burmese 

Chinese, Sinophone Burmese draws on the nuances of lived experience to address 

representation. I define the Sinophone, drawing on Shu-mei Shih’s work, as a place-

based practice that organizes various communities as “a network of places of 

cultural production outside China and on the margins of China and Chineseness, 

where a historical process of heterogenizing and localizing of continental Chinese 

culture has been taking place for several centuries” (4). The Sinophone is the 

process of meaning making in places with permeable boundaries due to 

colonization, globalization, minority cultures, and the imposition of geopolitical 

boundaries. It is a way to open intersectional possibilities between the local, the 

migrant, the settler, the colonizer, the colonized, in connection to the center-

periphery dynamics. The major implication is that rather than having static 

identifications, the interaction between these groups is under perpetual negotiation. 

Looking at the case of cinematic representation in Myanmar, the Sinophone can 

help to uncover different modes of subjectivity in a marginalized area both in terms 

of Chinese and Burmese cultural connections. 

Sinophone Burmeseness in the Burma Trilogy is depicted in a variety of 

complex forms. From the setting of the films, Sinophone Burmese is already shown 

to account for a multiplicity of experiences rather than a singular or consolidated 

condition. Sinophone Burmeseness takes place in the liminal. The population that is 

represented in Return to Burma and Ice Poison is the Sinophone-Burmese 

community living in Shan State, and in Poor Folk the characters move between 

Thailand and Myanmar. The interconnection between culture, class, and economic 

systems is tied to the geographic positionality of the characters. In Midi Z’s films, 

the characters are quite literally living and acting as both willing and unwilling 

economic actors on the borders of different nations and states. For example, Ice 

Poison takes place in Shan State, a Burmese region that shares a border with China, 

but it is this border that forecloses economic upward mobility for the main 

character, and his only choice is to either leave to illegally mine for jade or become 
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a scooter taxi driver. In the other two films, there is the crossing of borders. This 

crossing, however, does not lead to a happy ending. The characters in Poor Folk are 

either forced into human trafficking rings or into becoming drug mules. This 

limitation of opportunities is constituted by their geographically liminal positions. 

Their lack of proximity to the center is what prevents them from accessing 

resources for economic success. The physical state of being in the border regions or 

traversing national boundaries prevents them from being fully part of the productive 

work force, and they must, instead, take up illicit industries to survive, making 

themselves expendable and invisible.  

Although physical borders and border crossings are emphasized in the films, 

the Burma Trilogy dialogues with abstract cultural boundaries, particularly with 

Chineseness. Shan State itself is multi-ethnic, being home to people of the Shan 

ethnic group, Burmans, and Indians among others, but one of the larger 

communities, especially in Lashio, are the Han Chinese settlers. Midi Z’s Burma 

Trilogy confronts the representation of certain communities and their relationships 

with China and Chineseness. The representation of people with Han Chinese 

ancestry living in Myanmar positions the characters as moving, aligning, and 

contending with Chineseness and Burmeseness. They either refuse or are refused 

membership in either the “Chinese” or “Burmese” categories and, instead, reflect 

the spectrum and stratum of modes of identification in the films.  

The layering of cultural identities is not simply an issue of ethnic affiliation. 

The Sinophone Burmese experience economic and class tensions. The characters in 

Midi Z’s films traverse geopolitical boundaries out of financial necessity. 

Highlighting the issue of the inextricability of economic and cultural precarity is the 

conflation of consanguinity, ethnicity, and culture. The presence of illegally 

trafficked brides exemplifies merging of concerns alongside “global predatory 

capitalism” (Zare and Mendoza 365). The target of forced mail-order brides in 

Myanmar has tended to be marginalized groups, such as the Kachin (Kamler 209-

11). The women talked about or depicted in Midi Z’s films are mainly not Burman 

or Kachin women, especially with respect to the migrant worker and brides like 

Sanmei, but are specifically part of the Han Chinese ethnic minority. Unlike mail-

order brides migrating to places in the West, such as North America, and 

capitalizing on the “domestic exotic” (Starr and Adams 954-55), Han Chinese 

communities in various localities, such as those in Myanmar, are seen to share 

ethno-cultural affinities and blood ties.  

Ethno-cultural affinities are predicated on a narrative of shared blood 

relations. The way such an issue of consanguinity is shown in the films sheds light 



 
 
 
22  Concentric  43.2  September 2017 
 

 

on how such an account inevitably falls apart when it is tied to the continuation of a 

“pure” blood relation and economic migration. Particularly in the film Ice Poison, 

not only has Sanmei been forced to marry in the PRC, but it is a failed marriage and 

she is seeking to separate from her husband and take her child back to Myanmar. 

Sanmei reflects the trend of forced mail-order brides from Myanmar being mainly 

trafficked into Yunnan province (Hackney 101). Her attempt to break away from 

her husband destabilizes the notion of consanguineous relationships. While Sanmei 

and her husband supposedly share a cultural and ethnic heritage, this bond is not 

enough to hold them together, thereby overturning the ideological authority that 

such a relationship wields. At the end of the film, Sanmei’s fate is unknown, which 

points to a perilous future, and the audience is left unsure about whether she will be 

able to separate from her husband. Despite the evasion of a certain breaking and 

even the possibility of a failed destabilizing of ethnic relationships, there is still an 

attempt to cause a momentary critique and disruption of blood cultural ties from a 

position of uncertainty. 

The mail-order brides serve as non-consenting bridges between Myanmar and 

China. Their positions not only reflect possible consanguineous relationships but 

are a form of human trafficking that stems from economic stratification. Mail-order 

brides are connected to the threat of global capitalism and the nation-state (So 397-

99). Sanmei in Ice Poison explains that she was offered a job at a hotel in China. 

She claims she was tricked into becoming a mail-order bride because she did not 

know that it involved a human trafficking ring. She does not have the means to buy 

her freedom back from her husband. When explaining her marital status to the 

Driver, Sanmei says that she was lured by the possibility of more economic 

opportunities because of her marginal position in Myanmar. Han Chinese women in 

Myanmar do not have easy access to other resources needed for economic success 

because they are part of a peripheral community in the countryside. Aside from 

resources, they lack recourse for crimes committed against them. When they are 

kidnapped, their families cannot hire lawyers or detectives to find their daughters 

because money is scarce. For example, in Return to Burma, the protagonist’s 

mother explains that they cannot get their daughter back. The structure of 

economics that places marginal communities at a disadvantaged position makes 

them more susceptible to crime because they have no other choice for employment 

and their families have no means to get their daughters out of those conditions. 

Their cultural, geographical, and economic precarity all intersect in their status as 

illegally trafficked mail-order brides. 
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Poor Folk renders an image of Sinophone-Burmese women’s experience as 

liminal and precarious. A-hong’s sister is smuggled across the border presumably to 

be forced to become a mail-order bride for a wealthier man outside of Myanmar. As 

two women escort her in the border region, she attempts to run away. Her efforts 

are futile. A medium shot reveals nothing but grassy countryside and no other 

witnesses. This space is ambiguous in that nothing marks it as being Myanmar or 

Thailand. It is instead a place in between two nations. A-hong’s sister has no way to 

escape because aside from this route, there seems to be no other way for her to 

leave Myanmar. The construction of an ambivalent space reflects the characters’ 

liminal positions; they are neither here nor there. 

The women presented in Midi Z’s films are complex, and no group is 

unequivocally victimized or portrayed as perpetrator. Rather, they all teeter in the 

interstices, between perpetrator and victim. Furthermore, they remain invisible in 

discussions about human trafficking on the global scale (Jones 144). The female 

smuggler played by Wu is constantly waiting for a new passport to lead her to a 

new life outside of Thailand and Myanmar. She waits, and her position throughout 

the film remains the same. She is quite literally a middle-woman in her economic 

transactions trafficking women across borders, but she is a woman stuck and 

waiting in between two places. She cannot leave because she does not own her 

passport, nor does she have the economic means. Her waiting, tied up with her job 

as a human trafficker, both enables her to leave Myanmar, at least temporarily, and 

prevents her from further mobility. She does not want to be a human trafficker but 

sees the job as a viable option for pursuing her own goals. As a human trafficker, it 

is partially her choice to smuggle women. It is, however, out of financial necessity 

that she pursues this line of illicit work. Although she is like A-hong’s sister, a Han 

Chinese settler in Myanmar, she is not just a victim of the system. She is part of the 

system itself, kidnapping women and dragging them back to be shipped and 

married.  

Regardless of whether they are employed as hotel workers, mail-order brides, 

or smugglers, their tenuous state is illustrated by their mode of migration. Their 

illegal migration as hotel workers is a cover for human trafficking, further 

reinforcing their peripheral status in the global movements of people and capital as 

both labor process and material wealth. The director’s choice of these subjects as 

part of the depiction of the economic precariat conveys the notion of being on the 

fringes of what is imagined as a singular Chinese culture in their positions as mail-

order brides or human traffickers. Moreover, the lack of official visibility of their 
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migration instantiates their marginality because they are quite literally not 

accounted for in the migration of people. 

While Xing-Hong’s sister in Return to Burma is illegally taken to be a mail-

order bride, Xing-Hong is portrayed as a returnee from Taiwan qualified to give a 

lecture at the village school on the ethics of hard work. The film opens with a scene 

at the construction site where he works. The audience finds out that he is leaving, as 

he has been asked to take his friend’s ashes and last wages to the friend’s family in 

Myanmar. In Taiwan, his job is unstable as it is daily labor, but with the death of his 

friend, these migrant workers are shown to be expendable. The construction site 

workers dangle between life and death each day. Migrant work seems tempting 

since the wages are higher than those in Myanmar, but their lives are just as 

unstable. With migration, there is no guarantee of life, let alone economic success. 

The migrant workers’ precarity remains as they travel from place to place. Xing-

Hong as a returnee is determined to find a job in Myanmar. The film features a host 

of other jobs that Xing-Hong could pursue. From a peanut oil making company to a 

home electronics store, each owner says that it is difficult to make money. At the 

end of the film, he has not taken up any of those jobs. His future is unknown and 

unstable with slim prospects of a steady job.  

Aside from Xing-Hong, whose future career hangs unsteadily, the main 

characters in the Burma Trilogy all become involved in illegal activities as a means 

of economic survival. Apart from human trafficking, the films take up the drug 

trade to illuminate the problems of cultural and economic precarity. The drug trade 

in Myanmar is centralized to Shan State and the Thai-Myanmar border, and 

Myanmar is part of the Golden Triangle (Chin 8-16). The smuggling of drugs in 

Southeast Asia has global consequences, particularly for the Chinese heroin trade 

(Chin and Zhang 135-72). Human trafficking and the drug trade in some cases are 

causally tied (Othman 238-39). Poor Folk exemplifies how such positions in the 

economic periphery are intertwined. To buy his sister’s freedom from the 

smugglers, A-hong looks for other ways to quickly make money. His job as a tour 

guide is not sufficient, and so he becomes a supply transporter for illegal drug 

manufacturing. This switch of jobs is a move from one precarious and dangerous 

situation to another. The solution is just as unstable as the problem, and their 

marginality continues to reinforce their invisibility. 

Told in a non-sequential way, Poor Folk is unconventional compared to the 

other two films in the Burma Trilogy. They are set in a linear narrative, whilst Poor 

Folk has two parts. We begin with A-hong working as a tour guide, before straying 

into the life of a drug transporter. In a confrontation with one of the drug lords, A-
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hong pulls out a gun. The drug lord and his gang also pull out their guns and the 

screen goes black as a gunshot echoes. The film then switches to a series of scenes 

that happened before A-hong became a tour guide and transporter. The order of the 

action is reversed with the presumed death occurring in the middle of the film. This 

positioning of death in the middle, rather than at the end, poses an ambivalent 

precarity for A-hong. In terms of the order of the action, the main character’s death 

is portrayed in an ambiguous way—his death sandwiched between two images of 

his life. A-hong’s demise is already ambivalent because it is not shown on the 

screen, and, because it is followed by living images from the past, it is as if he lives 

on. He is neither alive nor dead and is, instead, perched between the possibilities of 

life and death.  

The driver in Ice Poison is affected by the drug trade in Myanmar, and his 

participation in it is tied to his economic marginalization and cultural ties. The 

linguistic creolization presented in the films ties in with their cultural and economic 

precariousness. In the scene where the Driver in Ice Poison is looking to scooter 

taxi a customer who is alighting from a bus, he speaks in simple Burmese, saying 

“A ride is cheap” to entice customers. He eventually runs into his first customer, 

Sanmei, and they realize that both are part of the same ethnic group. They begin to 

speak in their localized Mandarin. Their fluid change between the two languages 

showcases not only their ability to interact with the local community in their 

language but to code switch. Their language use is symbolic of their cultural 

liminality, and it reveals the process of the characters’ constructions of their own 

agency and center. The moment of their meeting and communication occurs in 

tandem with a specific economic transaction that highlights the Driver’s position as 

a transporter of goods and people, that is, an unskilled laborer. Even though his job 

is unskilled and economically unstable, in this example, the Driver’s linguistic 

abilities afford him a job that would not be accessible to others who do not have the 

same shared language. 

The Driver’s position is still unstable because he continues to operate on the 

periphery both verbally and physically. He stands on the edge of the group of 

scooter taxis who are presumably local Burmese unable to convince most patrons to 

hire their services. He is a figure that moves in between the people in the frame, 

between jobs, and languages. While his job dangles on the verge of being a failure, 

his linguistic creolization and assumed shared identity with Sanmei provides 

potential of economic success. In this scene, both the aural exchange and visual 

form informs the precarious cultural and economic position of the Driver, 

illustrating the inextricable intersections of economic and cultural potential. 
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The characters in the Burma Trilogy are constructed in a way that highlights a 

certain proximity of being part of an ethnically Han Chinese community abroad, 

and this is further reinforced by a tenuous imagined cultural similarity through 

language. The way the characters speak encompasses dialect and accent in ways 

that threaten cultural consolidation through the notion of a shared language. The 

language they speak is not the standard Mandarin associated with the People’s 

Republic of China, but it is instead regionally inflected with a southwestern dialect 

of Mandarin closer to the language spoken in Yunnan. The language they speak in 

the film, however, is not simply a version of southwestern Mandarin, but contains 

certain vocabulary rendered in Burmese. In this way, this group of people depicted 

in the film are further removed from ideas of a Chineseness associated with 

discourses of authenticity or purity. Their language is always already creolized. 

Spoken “Chinese” is not standardized with each articulation struggling to define 

itself against notions of a proper language and an imagination of a standardized 

Chinese. 

In Return to Burma, when the protagonist returns to his family’s home in rural 

Lashio, his mother greets him in a creolized language, adopting the Burmese word 

for the jujubes (ဆီးသီး zithi) she offers her son rather than using Chinese (棗子 

zaozi). The creolization of language and the implication of its marginality in 

relation to Burmese or official Mandarin establishes the precarity of the group that 

these films depict. The characters simultaneously experience a sense of linguistic, 

physical, and cultural precarity. They interact with discourses of Chineseness from 

the margins of language and national borders. Through this interaction vis-à-vis 

their linguistic creolization and location, they are privy to state and hegemonic 

ideologies but are at once excluded from a state sanctioned position of power.  

The languages spoken by the characters, such as Burmese and a creolized 

Mandarin, as well as numerous other factors—the imagination of China and a 

returnee (Sanmei’s character)—all contribute to the opening of meanings of what it 

means to be Chinese, and how Chineseness itself is constructed. It is a discourse of 

proximity and imagined authenticity that intersects with issues of a localized 

precariat in Myanmar. Elements that bring people together as a community are 

aspects that drive them apart. They speak the same dialect, yet everyone’s 

articulation is localized in a different way. More importantly, the collective 

dissonance of their speech works against the narrative of a standard Chinese 

language. While they occupy the same border regions and are ostensibly part of the 

same ethnocultural group, it is this sameness that drives them to exploit each other 

in the economic realm. In fact, their similarities work as sites of difference. Being 
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Chinese is not a closed off categorization, but rather a form of identification that 

can be localized and mobilized. Sinophone Burmeseness floats unsteadily, 

penetrated by concerns of labor, economics, language, and articulations of ethnicity 

and culture. For the Sinophone-Burmese, Chineseness is not simply a cultural tie, 

affiliation, and/or dissociation, but it is tied to local economic issues, employment, 

privilege, and class.  

 

Sinophone Ungrounded 
 

Intermediality as method is an exploration of interstices, of how networks are 

formed and dissolved, and the formation of the non-dialectical “dividual.” With 

each negotiation, the lack of an assumption about categorical being is both an 

opening up to more connections and a spiral out of control that Žižek warns against. 

For the Burma Trilogy, the intermedial and Sinophone illuminate the pitfalls of 

networks formed through cultural kinship and economic stratification. Such 

connections can lead to the illicit trade of humans and methamphetamines as they 

do in Poor Folk and Return to Burma. The individuals trapped in the middle, 

suspended between places and cultures, are subject to the economic stratification 

that it entails. Their networks and ability to speak to each other both literally and 

culturally make them vulnerable to the dangerous jobs and forced labor they 

perform. While their cultural and economic precarity attempts to erase their 

presence, the films highlight their positions in the global capitalist economy. The 

precariat is not invisible even when the forces of interconnected economies attempt 

to make them so. Midi Z’s representation makes them visible. They are a visuality 

that we cannot deny.  

And so, what are the implications of their visibility, even if it is only 

representational? Sinophone Burmeseness explores the interstices of Chineseness 

and how it intertwines with the local, and for Midi Z’s films, the local is ever 

shifting from Myanmar to Thailand to Taiwan and to an unseen but oft mentioned 

Yunnan province. The Sinophone is already intermedial, placed at the in-between 

iterations of culture, language, ethnicity, and identity. As Shih explains, “[t]he 

Sinophone is a place-based, everyday practice and experience, and this is a 

historical formation that constantly undergoes transformation that reflects local 

needs and conditions” (Shih, Tsai, and Bernards 33). In other words, the Sinophone 

is a practice that deterritorializes Chineseness away from a singular site, such as the 

People’s Republic of China (Kuehn, Louie, and Pomfret 8). Alongside the 

deterritorializing Chineseness, others have proffered a reterritorialization of 
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Chineseness (Louie 202). Sinophone Burmeseness emphasizes the ways in which 

Chinese as an identity is constructed moving the idea of identities away from 

essentialized or oversimplified affiliations. Through the perpetual negotiation of 

what it means to be Chinese in Burma, identities are revealed to be beyond the 

simply cultural, ethnic, linguistic, or national, and are entangled in discourses of 

economic status and privilege.  

Midi Z’s Burma Trilogy challenges the idea of a monolithic Chinese culture. 

The films scrutinize the relationships between the Sinophone-Burmese, China and 

Chineseness, as well as the local community in Myanmar. The interactions between 

these regimes and communities are not only based on influence, which posits a 

teleological position of progress where the center is positioned to influence the less 

progressive or authentic periphery. Positioning an antagonism between these 

regimes oversimplifies a complex network of relations between local identities and 

communities, imagined homelands, and experienced realities in various places. 

Moving beyond deterritorialization, Chineseness needs to be understood along 

with not only local conditions but the ways in which these local conditions are 

themselves complex and multilayered. The Burma Trilogy focuses our attention on 

how the local’s intricate webbing of relations affects articulations of culture, 

economics, and language. In this intersectional reading, Chineseness is not a 

categorical and dialectical definition but rather one that is constantly pushed to its 

limits and, if necessary, reinvented. Bringing together intermediality and the 

Sinophone, we run into the Sinophone ungrounded; it is not limited by a place and 

instead focuses on dynamic intersectional conditions. Definitions and categories 

cannot be fixed or stable, and they float from locale to locale. Each affiliation or 

disavowal contributes to a complicated negotiation of what it means to be Chinese, 

Burmese, or somewhere in between.  
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