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Abstract: Digital platforms have changed how property is sold and valued in the Glo-
bal North, yet little is known about digital tools in emerging land markets. Drawing on
in situ and digital ethnography, we argue that Facebook plays a key role in making a
new kind of market in Myanmar, one in which land is transformed into a speculative
asset, exchanged across ever-expanding networks. While commodification is familiar
within longer histories of capitalism, this case highlights the significance of digital pla-
tforms to the contemporary remaking of property relations. Unlike classic cases of
market-making enabled by active state regulation, Myanmar’s digital land markets were
forged in the context of state absence by brokers who harnessed the technological
affordances of social media to increase the scale, scope and speed of transactions. This
creative re-appropriation of the platform forged new, unregulated digital markets that
ultimately accumulated corporate profits and intensified participant risk.

Global Northဟုခေါ်တွင်သည့် ကမ္ဘာ့ဖွံ့ဖြိုးဆဲနိုင်ငံများတွင် အိမ်ခြံမြေများရောင်းဝယ်ဖော်ကားရာတွင်

ဒစ်ဂျစ်တယ်နည်းပညာများကို အသံုးပြု၍ ရောင်းဝယ်ဖောက်ကားခြင်းများ ပြုလုပ်လာကြသည်။

သို့သော်လည်း ပိုမိုကြီးထွားလာသော မြေကွက်ရောင်းဝယ်ဖောက်ကားခြင်း စျေးကွက်တွင် အဆိုပါ

နည်းပညာများကို မည်သို့မည်ပုံ အသံုးပြသုည်ကို လေ့လာထားမုှများ နည်းပါးနေပါသေး

သည်။ ဒစ်ဂျစ်တယ် နည်းပညာမှတဆင့် လူတဦးတယောက်ချင်းစီ၏ အလေ့အထများကုိ

လေ့လာသည့် digital ethnography နည်းလမ်းနှင့် အကြောင်းအရာတခု၏ မူလအစပြုရာကို

လေ့လာသည့်နည်းလမ်းများအား အသံုးပြုကာ လေ့လာထားသည့် ဤဆောင်းပါးတွင် မြန်မာနိုင်ငံရှိ

မြေကွက်များအား ရောင်းဝယ်ဖောက်ကားရာတွင် ၎င်းတ့ုိအား တင်ကြိုခန့်မှန်းနိုင်သည့် ကြွယ်ဝမှုမ

ျားအဖြစ် ပြောင်းလဲကာ အဆံုးမရှိ ကျယ်ပြန့်နေသော ကွန်ယက်များသို့ ဖြန့်ကျက်ရာတွင် Face-

book သည် အဓိက အခန်းကဏ္ဍမှပါဝင်နေကြောင်း မိမိတို့အနေဖြင့် ဆွေးနွေးလိုပါသည်။

ဥစ္စာဓနများစုဆောင်းခြင်းသည် အရင်းရှင်စနစ်၏ သမိုင်းကြောင်းများနှင့် ဆက်စပ်မှုများရှိသကဲ့သို့

ယခုဆောင်းပါးပါ အကြောင်းအရာများသည်လည်း ခေတ်သစ် အိမ်ခြံမြေပိုင်ဆိုင်မှုများ စုဆောင်းရာတွင်

ဒစ်ဂျစ်တယ်နည်းပညာများ၏ အရေးပါပံုကို မီးမောင်းထိုးပြထားပါသည်။ မိမိတို့ မြင်တွေ့န

ေကြဖြစ်သည့် နိုင်ငံတော်မှ ဥပဒေချမှတ်၍ စျေးကွက်ဖော်ဆောင်ခြင်းနှင့်မတဘူဲ နိုင်ငံတော်အစိုးရ၏

ဥပဒေချမှတ်မှုများ ပျက်ကွက်နေသည့် မြန်မာနိုင်ငံတွင် အိမ်ခြံမြေစျေးကွက်အား ပွဲစားများမှဦးဆောင်၍
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နည်းပညာကို အသုံးပြုကာ လူမှုမီဒီယာများမှတဆင့် ရောင်းဝယ်ဖောက်ကားမှု အတိုင်းအတာ၊

ရောင်းဝယ်ဖောက်ကားမုှများ ပိုမိုများပြားလာစေရန်၊ ပိုမိုတွင်ကျယ်လာစေရန်၊ ပိုမိုမြန်ဆန်လာစေရန်နှင့်

ရောင်းဝယ်ဖောက်ကားမုှများ သွက်လက်လာစေရန် ပြုလုပ်နေသည်ကို တွေ့ရှိရပါသည်။ ၎င်းကဲ့သို့

ပိုမိုဆန်းသစ်တီထွင်သည့် နည်းလမ်းသည် ဥပဒေနှင့် စည်းမျဥ်းစည်းကမ်းများ သတ်မှတ်

ထားရိှခြင်းမရှိသည့် ဒစ်ဂျစ်တယ်စျေးကွက်များကုိ ဖြစ်ပေါ်စေသည်။ သို့ပါသော်ကြောင့် ထိုဒစ်ဂျ

စ်တယ်စျေးကွက်မှတဆင့် ကော်ပိုရိတ်လုပ်ငန်းကြီးများအနေဖြင့် အမြတ်အစွန်းပိုမိုရရှိကြ၍ ၎င်းရော

င်းဝယ်ဖောက်ကားမှုများတွင် ပါဝင်နေကြသူများအနေဖြင့်လည်း စွန့်စားရမှုများ မြင့်တက်နိုင်ပါသည်။"

Keywords: digital, technology, property, commodification, platform capitalism, Myanmar

Activity on Facebook is probably the main reason interest goes up because people see
others buying and they don’t want to be left out ... Facebook is also the reason the
price for land in this area goes up, because demand is up. In fact, the prices listed in
the group are higher than the actual value, for example, if they sell one plot for 200
lakh,1 they will post there to say they sold it for 350 lakh. (Myanmar land broker,
2021)2

Online platforms play an increasingly central role in mediating property relations
in what Nick Srnicek (2017) dubs the age of platform capitalism. Globally, com-
panies like Airbnb have accumulated massive profits while spurring displacement
and stratification (Cocola-Gant and Gago 2021; Wachsmuth and Weisler 2018).
Automated tools have enhanced the profit and power of landlords (Fields 2022)
while enabling, and depoliticising, the continuation of racist planning (McEl-
roy 2020; Safransky 2020). With capitalist development increasingly driven by
digital infrastructures, critical scholars have shown that “PropTech”–algorithms
and platforms designed to extract value from and control property–often deepen
inequalities in existing markets of the Global North. Yet far less attention has been
paid to digital platforms and their relationship to capitalist development in the
Global South, where property rarely appears as a well-regulated bundle of rights
but rather manifests within shifting relations of access (Ribot and Peluso 2003),
exclusion (Hall et al. 2011) and authority (Sikor and Lund 2009). In the context
of state absence, or even state violence, tracing the emergence of digital land
markets is both a promising and high-stakes proposition. Beyond the reach of Zil-
low and Craigslist, in places where property itself is visibly under construction,
how are digital tools reshaping land markets?

To answer this question, we turn to Myanmar, where neoliberal reforms, expand-
ing access to mobile technology and the re-appropriation of social media catalysed
digital land sales. For decades, Myanmar was ruled by successive military juntas that
restricted internet access and grabbed land with impunity. In a military-led demo-
cratic transition across the 2010s, Myanmar’s military-liberal government ushered
in new legal frameworks that encouraged investment, permitted political opposi-
tion and broadened telecommunications. The price of an internet-enabled SIM card
dropped from nearly $2,500 in 2012 to under $2 in 2016, triggering a dramatic
increase in mobile broadband usage, from 0.6% in 2012 to 55% in 2017 (World

644 Antipode
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Bank 2018). While this self-styled democratic transition came to a dramatic halt fol-
lowing a February 2021 military coup, the consequences of expanding connectivity
were dramatic, with Facebook quickly becoming a major venue for political news,
grassroots mobilisation, cultural expression and business transactions (Faxon 2022;
McCarthy 2018; Prasse-Freeman and Kabya 2021; The-Thitsar 2022). Buying and
selling land, too, found new formulations online. By 2021, Facebook groups pow-
ered by local land brokers hosted tens of thousands of members, who interacted
with hundreds–if not thousands–of posts per day. These included advertisements
for and advice on how to buy land, ruminations about price fluctuations and
reports on successful sales. Previously negotiated around teashop tables, property
sales were newly pursued via shared posts, friend requests and chat boxes.

Myanmar’s land market emerged transformed, remade through public Face-
book groups. Following independence in 1948, Myanmar had nationalised most
land and banned its sale, replacing colonial private property with state ownership
and farmers’ non-transferable use rights. While land was frequently exchanged on
the black market during the socialist period, underground transactions were often
kept to intimate acquaintances or within bounded communities of the village,
ward or township. Following a partial transition to a market economy across the
1980s to 1990s, Myanmar abolished most vestiges of socialist property, for-
malised land rights and facilitated investment, although this, too, was restricted
largely to wealthy, military-affiliated elites. The digital market of the 2010s, in
contrast, was newly available to anyone with a Facebook account. As a result, a
wider subset of the population encountered land as a commodity, accessible via
identifiable avenues for investment. The Facebook-mediated market swelled in
scope and scale, with one-to-one brokerage relationships splintering into public,
depersonalised and geographically expansive networks. Transactions likewise
quickened. These shifts spurred speculation in an unregulated digital market that
promised tremendous rewards, if also intensified risk. As the land broker quoted
in the epigraph suggests, Facebook did not merely reflect market-making other-
wise carried out offline; instead, the use of Facebook reshaped the land market
itself, changing the way land was represented, by and to whom, and at what
price point and pace.

In this paper, we employ a novel methodology to explain how Facebook activ-
ity not only reflects, but also directs, unchecked transformations in Myanmar’s
land market. Unlike Western contexts where tailormade digital platforms have
accelerated transactions and accumulated user data within already-established
and comparatively well-regulated property markets, our case represents a more
radical transformation, one in which generic social media sites–not purpose-built
platforms–are enrolled into burgeoning markets-in-formation, largely without
oversight. This process changes both the nature of the digital platform and the
scope of the land market while introducing qualitative shifts in relationships to
land and between actors, simultaneously deepening and displacing historical and
locally rooted patterns of use, value and trust. Bringing together classic insights
into market-making and new work on platform capitalism and performative
inscription techniques, we argue that Facebook plays a key role in making a new
kind of unruly digital market, one in which land is a speculative asset exchanged

Networks of Speculation 645
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in accordance with public affirmations of investment. We show that the presence
of digital tools in the absence of state regulation drove heightened speculation
and speed, even as online sales rearranged relationships in and to the market.

In what follows, we first theorise Myanmar’s digital land market, showing how
Facebook usage heightened speculation by reshaping land as a commodity and
the role of the broker in a context rife with political uncertainly, state predation
and poor regulation. Next, we historicise these shifts, documenting the reforms
that enabled Myanmar’s digital land market, one characterised by greater span,
scope and speed. We then analyse two qualitative changes brought about
through online land sales: first, a shift from rice paddy to real estate, wherein sub-
sistence farmland was widely represented as alienable and investible for a growing
online audience, and second, a shift from personal trust to networked publics,
wherein online practices stretched transactions beyond longstanding relationships
of exchange. We demonstrate that brokers’ activity on Facebook not only posits
market trends but also propels them, amplifying risk by extending networks of
speculation into new places and populations. In conclusion, we reflect on the
consequences of Myanmar’s digital markets for scholarship on data politics in less
frequently studied contexts. Our analysis demands scholars embed critiques of
platform capitalism within unfolding histories of postcolonial authoritarianism,
which structure the possibilities for radical politics in the Global South.

Commodifying Land Under Platform Capitalism
Classic accounts suggest that when digital tools are incorporated into contempo-
rary market-making, they will become entangled in major, often violent, transfor-
mations. Political economists have revisited Adam Smith’s cheerful account of the
“natural propensity of truck and barter”, writing in histories of enclosure, extrac-
tion and enslavement. Essential to this process is the reformulation of land as cap-
italist property, a violent act that produces inequality (Marx 1973). Writing of
18th century England, Karl Polanyi argued that making markets meant reformulat-
ing land, labour and money into “fictitious commodities” and, ultimately, chang-
ing the nature of society itself: “to separate land from man and to organise
society in such a way as to satisfy the requirements of a real-estate market was a
vital part of the Utopian concept of a market economy” (Polanyi 2001:187). This
dramatic shift was not spontaneous but rather the product of state intervention,
ironically done in the name of a free market.

Yet it is not only the state that makes markets. In the 1990s and early 2000s,
development institutions like the World Bank and the economists they employed
sought to bring the poor into the economy in a misguided attempt to free up
“dead capital” (Mitchell 2005). This process, Julia Elyachar (2005) writes, forces
us to look beyond the state towards a diverse network of institutions that collec-
tively impose market participation and accumulate off the dispossession that
accompanies it. In Timothy Mitchell’s account, making markets involves “a mix-
ture of technologies, calculative devices, methods of control, and trials of
strength” that ultimately derive their power from “what is called the rule of law”

(Mitchell 2007:245). Such a contention raises new questions in Myanmar, where

646 Antipode
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rule of law is famously absent (Cheesman 2015). In our case, turning land into a
fictitious commodity was not only a state or development project, though the
transformations we examine were linked to legal reforms, foreign investment and
state violence. Rather than an elite imposition, the digital land market was primar-
ily the outcome of the collective work of middle-class brokers who repurposed
social media in what Margaret Jack and her co-authors dub “creative infrastruc-
tural action” (Jack et al. 2017). In other words, Myanmar’s digital land market
was not state-backed but rather crowdsourced.

This is not to say the market produced anything akin to universal uplift but
rather to ask how a sudden upsurge in digital connection and social media use
transforms land markets. To do so, we think of political economy and performa-
tivity together, an approach that enables us to understand the creation and circu-
lation of land as an asset within existing power relations (Fields 2018). From a
critical political economy perspective, the process and significance of making land
markets is shaped by a moment in which data has provided a new frontier for
accumulation (Burrell and Fourcade 2021; Fourcade and Healy 2017; Sad-
owski 2019). Myanmar’s Facebook land sales groups belong to an age of platform
capitalism, characterised by a historic shift from production firms to data plat-
forms (Srnicek 2017). Presented as empty spaces amenable to all users, platforms
are, in fact, structured by rules set by the platform owner, who ultimately profits
off activity. Meta3 did not envision Myanmar’s digital land markets, but it does,
indirectly, profit from the time users spend immersed in them. This contrasts with
infrastructure created by either government planning or development interven-
tion and carries heightened risk in a context without protections.

We also take up theories of market performativity elucidated by Michel Cal-
lon (1998) and his colleagues that emphasise the social construction of markets,
and in particular the importance of agentive artefacts, analytic techniques and dis-
courses that help detach, monetise and circulate goods within capitalist market-
places (Muniesa et al. 2007). Here, we follow Shaw’s (2020:1042) work on
PropTech in considering Facebook pages as “performative market devices: socio-
technical actors that intervene in the social construction of markets” with implica-
tions for how we “practice ownership, exchange and use of the earth”. Like
anthropologist Tania Li’s (2014:589) inscription devices, “the axe, the spade, the
plough, the title deed, the tax register, maps, graphs, satellite images, ancestral
graves, [and] mango trees”, Facebook posts do more than just record the exis-
tence or characteristics of plots. From a distance, they assert land’s status as avail-
able for sale and depict properties as attractive to buy. Beyond analogue
inscription devices, we find that what critical data scholars call the “technological
affordances” (boyd 2010) of social media–the persistence, replicability, scalability
and searchability of content shared on these platforms–ensure faster interactions
and wider visibility.

These characteristics remade Myanmar’s land markets in two key ways. First,
brokers harnessed the technological affordances of Facebook to circulate repre-
sentations of land as alienable, valuable and saleable in a lucrative market, acceler-
ating a transformation from rice paddies to real estate. Facebook’s popularity,
aesthetics and interactivity make it a particularly powerful tool for spinning the

Networks of Speculation 647
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“land fictions” that accelerate the making of land as a speculative commodity
(Ghertner and Lake 2021). Consistent with recent scholarship on financialisation
that calls attention to the power and particularities of land as an asset
(Clapp 2014; Fairbairn 2020; Green 2019), digital land on Facebook was increas-
ingly valued not for personal ties or historic use–agriculture–but for projected
future returns, an outcome documented in studies that track the anticipation that
accompanies the construction of new cities and other large-scale megaprojects
(Cross 2015; Goldman 2020), In Myanmar, as discourse of development and
democracy ebbed and flowed, sentiments of hope and fear circulated widely,
amplifying expectation in ways that enlisted more and more users into the volatile
market and its chains of speculation.

Second, Facebook remade the role of the brokers who mediate land markets. In
the Global South, where public information and state protection is scarce, such
middlemen are often local elites, who profit by turning their local knowledge and
connections into successful transactions (Levien 2015; Sud 2014). Describing bro-
kerage in Kathmandu, for example, anthropologist Andrew Haxby (2017, 2021)
argues that land price reflects not the dynamics of supply and demand but rather
the labour, relationships and purposeful obfuscations of a shifting group of petty
brokers who bring together various types of social and economic value and make
them marketable. Brokers are the authors of what Sarah Besky (2015) calls “price
stories”, the narratives of value that are attuned to specific offerings and pegged
to a monetary amount. With its multimedia qualities and wide reach, Facebook
provides a powerful medium for composing and circulating these price stories,
even as it shifts the labour and position of brokers within the very market they
work to maintain. Below, we describe this as a change from a traditional form of
brokerage–the personal guarantee–to a broad network of intermediaries who facil-
itate speculation, verification and transaction on and offline. These new digital
land markets were networked publics, defined by danah boyd (2010) as simulta-
neously a space constructed through new technologies and the imagined collec-
tive that emerges as a result of the social practices occurring within them. Price
was no longer primarily based on the labour of a particular broker working to flip
a single plot but rather on a frenzy of online interactions, which drove up prices
and undermined brokers’ control. Yet, brokers nevertheless remained essential to
vetting listings, reassuring customers and completing sales. Digitisation did not
displace the broker but rather provided a new infrastructure that widened the
pool of potential clients and sped up the pace of transactions, ultimately increas-
ing demand for brokers’ unique expertise.

Methodology
Digital ethnography complicates classical understandings of “the field”, sparking
new anxieties even while furnishing new insights (Ash et al. 2018; Burrell 2009;
Coleman 2010; Duggan 2017). Our inquiry emerged from separate, long-term
ethnographic research on land politics and expanded to collaborative digital
methods. We first encountered early iterations of digital land markets during Fax-
on’s fieldwork in Myanmar’s rural northwest from 2017 to 2019, when a friend
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purchased a five-acre mango farm through a local chat group. This friend had
bought land before–a small plot nearby from a local contact–but browsing online
allowed her to find a better deal further afield. Such private messaging groups
were harbingers of the much larger and more sophisticated Facebook groups that
Wittekind studied during research in peri-urban Yangon from 2018 to 2021,
where ambitious plans to transform the former colonial capital into a world-class
megacity set off a rush for new city property. As early as 2015, investors–from
transnational tycoons accumulating hundreds of acres to first-time buyers pur-
chasing 40-by-60-foot plots–began rapidly purchasing land in the 20,000-acre
“New Yangon City”, the first of seven proposed “new city” expansions. While the
government urged farmers in Yangon’s outskirts to “think carefully about the sale
of farmland”, no efforts were made to curtail speculation beyond encouraging
landowners to “seek advice” before selling (Eleven Media 2014). Facebook
emerged as the primary platform for this advice, and for land’s exchange.

Spurred on by COVID-19 lockdowns, brokers and real estate agents across the
country opened professional Facebook accounts to sell land from home in 2020.
As our offline interlocutors moved online, we began a collaborative investigation
of Facebook groups focused on exchanging land. To identify patterns, we con-
ducted an analysis of public Facebook pages and groups across Myanmar using
CrowdTangle, an analysis tool from Meta that allows researchers to monitor pub-
lic social media content. In January, July and September 2021, we used keyword
searches in Myanmar language to identify hundreds of land sales groups, tracked
the number of members and posts, and analysed content. Focusing on four key
groups for buying and selling land in Wittekind’s field site of Southwest Yangon,
we coded a selection of posts and checked for thematic continuity. Consistent
with analyses of market-making (Callon et al. 2002), codes corresponded to dis-
crete roles in a sequence of interactions–from prepping potential buyers to build-
ing trust to showing success–that served to singularise, qualify and circulate land
as a product.

To understand how online interactions were shifting understandings of land
and brokerage, we returned to our offline sites and interlocutors, following broad
analysis with targeted digital ethnography and interviews with group members.
Below, we focus on a group we call “Buying and Selling New Yangon” (BSNY),
which sported over 11,000 members in September 2021. In addition to archiving
and analysing thousands of land advertisements, Wittekind drew on dozens of
interviews conducted between 2019 and 2021 with landowners in the New Yan-
gon City area. These interviews included details about the dealings of brokers and
landowners with intermediaries, which provided a useful entry point for follow-up
research on BSNY and similar Facebook groups, conducted during 2021 and
2022. Together, in situ and digital ethnography allowed us to analyse the broad
patterns and particular implications of digital sales to Myanmar’s land markets.

Making Myanmar’s Digital Land Market
Buying and selling land in Myanmar used to be a slow, intimate and illicit affair.
In Faxon’s oral histories, farmers recounted buying small plots of land from their
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neighbours, or from earlier settlers who had cleared forest to cultivate rice
(Faxon 2020). The price of land varied according to its quality. Flat, irrigated land
with fertile soil for growing rice yielded the highest price, sometimes 10 times
more than nearby land without water access. Since buying and selling agricultural
land was technically illegal under the socialist regime, older farmers explained that
they sometimes transacted rice tax receipts as evidence of ownership. In many vil-
lages, respected elders served as adjudicators of land sales and potential boundary
conflicts, an effective system in a context where few outsiders owned land,
though one that offered little recourse for frequent cases of land grabbing by mili-
tary elites. Working in another part of rural Myanmar, anthropologist Stephen
Huard (2020) describes entangled personal relations of inheritance and obliga-
tion, above and beyond the law, that create a contingent form of property best
understood in terms of stewardship; ownership was rooted in the responsibility to
maintain land as a source of ongoing security. Across the country, property trans-
actions were arbitrated by trusted intermediaries. Given the prevalence of preda-
tory elites and the absence of legal protections, what set a broker apart was their
demonstrated familiarity with the localised, informal channels long used in land
sales. Described by Elizabeth Rhoads (2020) as part agents, part fixers and part
mediators, informal brokers connected buyers and sellers and established a degree
of confidence for both in a poorly regulated real estate market, rife with false doc-
umentation. Brokers offered this “guarantee”, alongside informal support and
contacts needed for processing required paperwork, drafting necessary contracts
and managing Myanmar’s opaque bureaucracy (Roberts and Rhoads 2022), for a
fee, usually between three and five percent of the closing price.

In contrast to these localised transactions, digital land markets on Facebook
were characterised by wider reach. Previously, illicit small-scale transfers were kept
to close circles while large-scale concessions were offered to family and friends of
high-ranking generals. On Facebook, however, land transactions appeared acces-
sible to those with few connections and negligible savings. This transformation
was evident in real estate groups crowded with simple “how to” guides and sum-
maries of key property laws with legal jargon translated into everyday terms.
Group members responding to advertisements often commented upon their sta-
tus as “first-time” buyers or sellers, quick to ask questions or admit what they did
not know. Even more indicative were the advertisements themselves, crafted to
appeal to those who saw themselves as Myanmar’s rising middle class. “Raise
your family in a pleasant environment”, said one; “Imagine retiring to a home
complete with space for a garden”, invited another.

Facebook land markets were also characterised by faster speed. The BSNY
group, for example, averaged two to three thousand posts per month after its
creation in June 2020. Six months later, the total number of monthly posts would
grow to over 37,200, a 10-fold increase. A post from 30 January 2021 captures
the mood at the height of this boom (Figure 1). Land advertisements ended in a
flurry of provocations: “Don’t miss out!” “Reach out now!” “Hurry up and buy!”
One of the most common stickers posted in response was of a figure running,
feet whirling in circles. The prevalence of this image was the cumulative effect of
months of frenzied advertisements by brokers, who depicted transactions as
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Figure 1: An advertisement shared on Buying and Selling New Yangon announced the
awakening of the area’s land market: “Farmers who have been holding onto
their land will get a good price and locals will be adequately compensated.
Traders will open restaurants, there will be more job opportunities, and brokers
will see profit from buying and selling. The country’s economy will finally
develop. Welcome, come along with the good you’ve woken up to ...”
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always urgent, but never unwise, stating, “no matter what you do, you will profit
when you sell”. Shared instantly and circulated widely, such assertions under-
scored fleeting opportunity and supposedly certain profit.

Myanmar’s emerging digital land market was made possible by regulatory shifts
that spurred economic growth, legalised land sales and encouraged investment.
Following five decades of military dictatorship, the generals appeared to embrace
democracy in 2011 and accepted the 2015 election of the civilian National League
for Democracy (NLD). Liberalisation spurred economic growth that produced an
upwardly mobile, urban middle class. The sense that Myanmar real estate was, in
the words of one developer Wittekind spoke with, “the last adventure in Southeast
Asia”, spurred new capital flows. In 2012, according to domestic reporting, less
than US$500 million out of a total US$2.2 billion in foreign direct investment went
to real estate in Myanmar; yet, two years later, Myanmar’s Federation of Chambers
of Commerce and Industry estimated that the sector accounted for nearly half of
the over US$8 billion flowing into the country (Nge Htwe 2014). Land was also the
focus of efforts to replace military impunity–seen in land grabbing, crony conces-
sions and forced labour–with “good governance”, materialised in new policies, con-
servation projects and Special Economic Zones (Faxon 2017; Mark 2016;
Suhardiman et al. 2019; Woods 2019). After 60 years of nationalised land and
resources, most vestiges of socialist property were struck from the books with a pair
of 2012 laws that promoted large-scale investment and individual usufruct property
rights.4 In the context of these legal reforms, alongside an optimistic–if overly sim-
plistic (Rhoads and Wittekind 2018)–transition-era commitment to transparent
investment and anti-corruption initiatives, land sales surged.

Crucial to our story, this contested and short-lived democratic decade also saw
the arrival of the internet and the establishment of Facebook as the nation’s domi-
nant platform. Most of Myanmar’s population had been kept offline by prohibitive
costs under the military telecom monopoly, but privatisation in 2014 led to an
astronomical increase in smartphone access. Millions came online through mobile-
accessed Facebook, which soon provided a powerful forum for the digitisation of
social, political and cultural life (McCarthy 2018; Whitten-Woodring et al. 2020).
While property listings circulated in multiple on- and off-line forms, increasingly,
land advertisement took place primarily on Facebook groups. Two Zillow-style web-
sites devoted to hosting Myanmar real estate listings–ShweProperty and iMyan-
marHouse–launched in 2011 and 2012 but were not widely popular. To reach
domestic audiences in the years of limited connectivity, iMyanmarHouse would
share its online listings in print. Facebook changed the game, and advice posts with
only a few thousand views on the iMyanmarHouse website would reach almost two
million viewers on Facebook. Facebook’s technological affordances–its multi-media
capacities, gamified and mobile-friendly interface, hyper-social characteristics and
perpetual availability–contributed to the frenzied pace of land sales. While internet
access had provided new avenues for buying and selling land, it was Facebook’s
platform that remade Myanmar’s land markets.

Facebook’s importance was evident in the burgeoning number of public groups
devoted to buying and selling Myanmar property. A July 2021 search of the terms
ဝယ်ရောင်းမြေ (“buy sell land”) yielded hundreds of public groups, including 13 with
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over 5,000 members each. By September 2021, the same search yielded 28 groups
with over 10,000 members each. A snapshot of the 10 most popular public groups
reveals key trends (Table 1). First, these groups were large and growing fast. None
were founded before widespread internet access. They host a massive number of
posts per day, most of which contain images. Common themes in these posts
included meme-like advertisements, commentary on the market, lists of prices and
announcements of successful sales. While groups were concentrated around Myan-
mar’s largest city, Yangon, the single largest group focused on the former British
tea station Pyin Oo Lwin, with posts invoking a peaceful, scenic retreat and promis-
ing escape from the lowland heat. A typical post in this group advertised ready-to-
build plots in “Hill Village” just off the main road with photos of lush forests, a dia-
gram of the planned development, assurances of legal documentation and the bro-
ker’s name and number. Notably, only two of the most popular groups were
dedicated “buy and sell groups”–a corporate format that enables members to list or
discover items for sale–and Facebook Marketplace was similarly unpopular. Rather,
Myanmar buyers, sellers and brokers co-opted the familiar formats of the public
group and the user profile, building dedicated groups and opening separate
accounts for buying and selling property.

Reforms enabled Myanmar’s digital land market, one characterised by greater
scope and hyper-speed. As the broker quoted at the start of this article pointed
out, Facebook played a key role in amplifying speculation. This was, in large part,
due to the creative work of his peers, who harnessed the popular platform as a
public marketplace and encouraged user participation. To understand how online
activity remade land as a fungible asset while forging new forms of networked
guarantee, we turn to efforts to buy and sell agricultural land slated for develop-
ment as “New Yangon City”.

From Rice Paddies to Real Estate
In January 2021, a broker posted an advertisement for 30 acres of farmland avail-
able near the proposed New Yangon City. In addition to providing contact

Table 1: Myanmar’s top 10 digital land sales groups in September 2021 (* denotes offi-
cial FB buy and sell group; (Ygn) denotes Yangon and surroundings)

Location Date founded
# of total
members

# of new
members in
last week

Posts in
last month

Pyi Oo Lwin November 2017 106,314 +3,664 2,036
Takata (Ygn) July 2016 101,525 +1,133 8,038
North Dagon (Ygn) June 2016 97,513 +1,695 8,443
Yangon (Ygn)* December 2016 55,911 +612 10,000
North and East Dagon (Ygn) November 2018 49,609 +169 23
All Myanmar* August 2015 42,958 +236 7,229
South Dagon (Ygn) November 2019 38,253 +1,248 3,854
Hmawbi (Ygn) November 2020 36,959 +2,093 2,790
North Dagon (Ygn) March 2020 35,579 +1,079 4,197
Mandalay March 2016 35,116 +1,078 4,117
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information and ownership documentation, the broker noted that the land was
legally categorised as garden land and possessed soil “stiff enough to be good for
digging”. A series of attached photos showed red clay that lay below the land’s
upturned surface (Figure 2). Shared across real-estate-focused Facebook pages, a
series of comments amassed below the post, asking about the land’s potential: “Is
the seller only looking for businessmen, or will there be 40-by-60-foot plots left?”
Others questioned why the post’s author had gone to the effort of photograph-
ing the earth, asserting, “the soil may be good for digging, but no one will ever
farm there”. Collectively, dozens of comments expressed ambivalence about just
what this land would be “good for”. The broker provided the most capacious
answer. Seeking to settle the matter once and for all, he wrote: “You can do with
it what you want, but, no matter what you do, you will profit when you sell”.

The broker’s retort highlights that potential gains from agriculture were now
seen as secondary to profit derived from land’s expected appreciation and resale.
This had not always been the case. For brokers with decades-long ties to peri-
urban Yangon’s farming communities where Wittekind researched, land’s new sta-
tus as a site of investment for middle-class buyers was at odds with decades of
selling practices that emphasised a given plot’s agricultural potential to resident
farmers–its fertile soil or proximity to water. Telling Wittekind of the changes in
the brokerage industry that coincided with the region’s land rush–which saw an
influx of investors following the announcement of the seven major urban expan-
sion projects–one broker, an elderly woman who had long sold houses, cars and
land, recalled her shock at investors’ clear disinterest in the land itself: “Most of
them would come across the river from Yangon to negotiate with sellers [in the
office], and they wouldn’t even care to take a look at the land they purchased!” A
peri-urban transformation was underway, one wherein land once prized for its
potential agricultural output had become real estate, with value determined pri-
marily by its peri-urban location. This shift would be solidified on Facebook where
circulating images, photographs and videos framed land’s value in new ways.

Figure 2: An advertisement from Buying and Selling New Yangon with attached
photographs showing the plot’s soil quality
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In Southwest Yangon, this transformation required land be “assembled” as a
resource for investment, to use Tania Li’s (2014) term–a process which introduced
new ideas about land’s material properties, its potential value and the social rela-
tions within which it was embedded. Noteworthy is that this “assembly” occurred
amidst a turbulent period of speculative urbanism in Myanmar, seen in numerous
state-backed schemes that prioritised urbanisation as a “business model”
(Datta 2015; Lynch 2019; Shatkin 2017), particularly in seven built-from-scratch
“new cities” proposed for Yangon’s outskirts–akin to satellite cities pursued in
neighbouring Southeast Asian nations and in China and India (Marcinkoski 2016;
Moser and Côt�e-Roy 2021; Watson 2014). Yet, even if Myanmar can also be clas-
sified as a “land broker state” (Kundu 2016; Levien 2018) opening up peri-urban
land for private investment, it remains a fledgling one, faltering at the threshold
that divides its successive “new city” plans from their materialisation (Carse and
Kneas 2019; Wittekind 2022). Yet investors, from near and far, remained confi-
dent that land in Yangon’s Southwest would deliver exceptional returns once the
city took shape. In the context of national reliance on small-scale agriculture, this
represented a radical shift. While Yangon’s newfound investing class, like small-
holders, sought stability through land, it was not what Li (2014: 591) calls land’s
“life-giving affordances” that held this promise but rather anticipation of future
profit from resale.

Facebook groups like BSNY played an integral role in this redefinition of land
from a site of agrarian production towards a source of future cash. Posts encour-
aged potential buyers to think of available plots as long-term investments, featur-
ing tags like “invest for the future of your family” or “make your dreams come
true by investing in New Yangon City, which will be the most developed [area] in
the future”. They also strove to place peri-urban land within a similar frame to
that used when purchasing an apartment–the latter being more familiar to the
group’s active city-dwelling membership. Comments and advertisements fre-
quently compared undervalued New City area land with real estate in the “old
city”, where property was widely seen to be excessively expensive and beyond
the reach of all but the most well-off buyers. “Consider whether or not [New City
land] is worth the price”, urged one post by a popular broker; “At this moment,
the market rate for a 40-by-60 plot of land is between 350 and 400 lakhs. Com-
pare that with the current price for apartments ... This is the time for those with
common sense to be investing”. More radically, posts frequently compared the
future returns of peri-urban plots with those of diverse repositories of exchange
value beyond downtown apartments. For example, a post by the BSNY group’s
administrator sought to provide basic advice for “those who are wondering
whether to sell or buy” by explaining growing interest in investments in New City
land amongst “those who think that the price of land is more likely to increase
than the price of apartments, those who prefer to buy land over apartments, and
those who are unable to do business in gold, dollars, or cars”.

The commonsensical nature of the decision to invest was tied not just to the
equivalence of New City land when compared with other investments but also its
superior returns, which were consistently cast as certain, considering nearby
megaprojects. A post from 9 January 2021, for example, asks group members for
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advice about selling farmland, with photos of proposed development projects
attached. In response, one commenter encouraged the author to sell and reinvest
in Dala township, to Yangon’s south: “Buy a lot in Dala. If you don’t have any-
thing [there] yet, buy more. It’s like the saying that goes ‘buy land and you can’t
fail’”. As brokers, real estate agents and larger real estate companies turned to
Facebook to attract buyers to the area, they collectively produced a dossier of
material that linked profitability of individual plots to the region’s soon-to-be-
developed status. Land advertisements featuring measurements and brokers’ num-
bers intermingled with the latest news of proposed industrial zones, expanding
road networks and even the status of regional Belt and Road projects. Images
associated with large-scale development projects–project plans, projections, mod-
els and maps–have appeared in the group’s timeline as well as in land advertise-
ments themselves, with individual plots situated in relation to specific projects. A
December 2020 post, for example, advertised available plots near the
#NewCityProject, listing the basic details of size, location and the type of owner-
ship documentation available, supplemented by a satellite image of the advertised
plots’ location and one showing their distance from a proposed deep sea port
and the coming New City (Figure 3).

This example demonstrates a unique feature of land advertisements circulated
through BSNY, insofar as the technological affordances of the platform allowed
users to assemble agricultural land for investment, while redefining the most
important qualities of land as an economic good. These affordances include not
just Facebook’s multi-media capacity but also its mobile-phone-friendly interface,
hyper-social elements (like hashtags, which link diverse conversations together)
and its 24/7 availability as an avenue for inquiries and investment. While pro-
posed development projects beyond a plot’s boundaries were scrutinised in

Figure 3: An advertisement posted on Buying and Selling New Yangon for three large
plots of land south of Yangon, alongside screenshots from PowerPoint slides
advertising a proposed special economic zone and deep sea port
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anticipation of future value, fertile soil was rarely considered relevant, at least
when it came to the businessmen who, as one commenter asserted, “will never
farm there”. Land, Facebook advertisements make clear, should be considered a
fungible asset comparable to apartments, cars or gold, an imperative that
reflected a broader shift to land as a site of speculative investment–and not just
for elite investors.

From Personal Guarantee to Networked Public
When Ko Ni began advertising land on the BSNY Facebook page, he posted his
listings with photographs of the official New Yangon survey maps. The original
paper maps had first circulated in a decidedly offline fashion, displayed for
landowners’ review during a months-long compensation process. It was at these
meetings that Ko Ni had snapped his photos, leaning on his close relationships
with, and sometimes over the shoulders of, local farmers as a project planner con-
firmed the size and location of their assigned land, a pencil pointing to the speci-
fic plot. This is also where Wittekind met Ko Ni, who was introduced as one of
the few brokers who “truly knew” the area, having negotiated countless sales of
New City land.

Ko Ni described these compensation meetings in the caption posted with the
photographs (Figure 4), explaining, “These pencil-pointing map images weren’t
easy to come by. These are the photos that I thought it a good idea to take, and
it took me the whole day to get them, going without eating while the original
landowners had [their new plots] pointed out to them”. The post generated great
enthusiasm, both because of Ko Ni’s emphatic message and because the maps
were not publicly available; missing from official reports and plans, these survey
maps had been shown only to landowners. Accessing them required both physi-
cal presence at the compensation meetings, held far from downtown Yangon, as
well as close relationships with local landowners. In this sense, Ko Ni’s message
was an offer of help embedded in a declaration of professional prominence. The
photos announced his status as a broker with intimate knowledge of the project’s
processes and close relationships with original landowners, who were often diffi-
cult for prospective buyers to contact. More often than not, small-scale brokers
operating on Facebook, without connections to major investment or real estate
companies, were local residents. Many had sold their own farmland amid the first
New City land rush and, having successfully accomplished their own transactions,
began helping friends and neighbours, translating their first-hand experience into
a new career. This was the case with Ko Ni, who had sold his first plot of New
City land in 2014. Now, through his photographs–branded with his own real
estate company name–it was clear that he had become as a key figure in the
BSNY group and wider market; to review the full, unedited versions of the pho-
tographs he’d amassed, interested parties would need to re-route their transac-
tions through him as a trusted intermediary.

Facebook groups like BSNY offered brokers the chance to connect with new
buyers and sellers, often by mobilising the same networks, forms of expertise and
intimate knowledge relied on offline. However, cultivating clients through online
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outreach required a broker’s individual skills and capacities be recognisable amidst
a deluge of notices. Establishing an identifiable style was therefore a priority,
whether through a consistent colour or branded overlay for posted images.

Figure 4: Ko Ni’s post on Buying and Selling New Yangon from early December 2020
circulates digital copies of his hard-won “pencil-pointing maps”, in doing so
asserting his brokerage expertise
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Brokers routinely used hashtags to help their posts stand out, categorising their
content to reflect plot locations (#TwanteTownship), services (#PlotsforTrade) or
thematic areas of expertise (#WantToInvestInSpecialEconomicZones). Listing their
phone numbers or occasionally posting photographs of their business cards, bro-
kers sought to create new relationships with those who might be interested in
buying or selling in the future.

Gaining new clients–on- or off-line–required more than mere branding. The size
and scope of brokers’ social networks, their negotiation skills and a proven history
of prior sales all establish expertise (Levien 2015; Sud 2014). Infamous cases of
brokers running away with cash, misquoting prices or forging ownership docu-
ments raised the stakes of choosing a broker, particularly given that sales of in-
demand New City land could reach into the tens, if not hundreds, of thousands
of US dollars. While individual brokers remained essential to property transactions,
trust took on new dimensions as land markets went online.

Posts announcing successful sales were therefore important as public perfor-
mances of the broker’s guarantee; Facebook’s platform provided an opportunity
to replicate, disseminate and circulate private information, making it widely avail-
able for review and comment. Ko Ni would list countless plots on the BSNY group
page, paired with branded photographs of survey maps, land ownership docu-
ment scans and his contact information. Each time a sale was completed, he
replied to his original post announcing the plot was “sold out”, often attaching
an image of himself seated alongside stacks of cash. Like the survey maps, photos
of successful sales verified Ko Ni as an effective broker who “truly knew” local
landowners and who satisfied his clients–sellers and buyers alike. They occupied a
shared genre, all striving to establish a history of successful negotiations ending in
completed sales. Some posts showed sales in sleek conference rooms in down-
town Yangon, while others documented negotiations with sellers in far-flung vil-
lages. In one illustrative post, a broker in business attire sat on the floor of a
wooden home across from a family of farmers. Between them lay piles cash held
together by rubber bands, while a caption asserts, “They are satisfied, too”.

The networked public brought together by the BSNY Facebook group provided
another kind of “guarantee” for those contemplating a sale. The capacity to
inspire confidence no longer only was the purview of the broker but could often
be augmented–if not replaced–by the concurrence of the group. On one occa-
sion, a member posted a promotional image showing projects proposed for the
Yangon region before asking if anyone had a more detailed map: “I want to know
if I should sell my farmland or not”. Rather than rely on the advice of a single bro-
ker, the poster queried the group for market predictions and investment strate-
gies. Similarly, posts requesting confirmation of the current market price for
various categories of land–in certain locations, of certain sizes or along main
roads–were common. Brokers often responded with images of handwritten price
lists or hyperlinks to recent sales. In this way, trust in the quote of a single broker
might be buttressed by the current rate as generally agreed-upon by the group.

Online interactions did not displace the broker, whose local connections, regu-
latory expertise and up-to-date market insights remained essential to completing
sales in the absence of state protections. But Facebook groups decentred trust
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from offline, interpersonal relationships to wider and wider online communities.
These networked publics provided an enthusiastic audience for broker’s performa-
tive selling practices, eager to accept, and elevate, their certainty about the valid-
ity of investments in land. Such interactions generated confidence among buyers
and sellers, even as, ironically, the apparent increase in transparency did not result
in a steady market but rather stoked speculation. Brokers used Facebook not only
to assemble land as a lucrative investment but also to establish credentials and
connect with new categories of clients–online acts that collectively functioned to
posit, and propel, market trends.

Conclusion
Facebook groups enacted a new type of land market–one populated with a larger
number and diversity of users who were enmeshed in wider networks of specula-
tion. Myanmar’s digital land transactions began during a conjuncture marked by
neoliberal reforms centred on good land governance, economic growth and inter-
net access; they expanded in the context of New City plans that spurred invest-
ment in development-adjacent land. By broadcasting land as alienable, valuable
and saleable and connecting new types of networked publics, brokers’ posts
framed land as a commodity whose speculative value was “certain” and
exchange, urgent, even as prices reached unprecedented levels. This market was
not new in function–land had long been bought and sold in Myanmar via per-
sonal relationships and for the purpose of agricultural livelihoods, regardless of
such transactions’ legality or formality. It was, however, new in scope, accessible
to larger groups engaged in public negotiations. It was also new in speed–a hur-
ried frenzy made explicit in brokers’ insistence that potential buyers and sellers
not “miss out!” and “reach out now!” The effect was to solidify land’s status as a
speculative commodity while forging new forms of publicly validated guarantee.
Once established within Facebook groups, market momentum was self-
perpetuating, with posts not merely positing market trends but propelling them
forward.

Notably, this shift took place without intervention from either Meta, the corpo-
ration, or the Myanmar state. Our analysis highlights how brokers creatively re-
appropriated digital tools, riffing off analogue conventions to reimagine the plat-
form beyond designers’ intentions. Brokers harnessed the technological affor-
dances of Facebook–its multi-media, interactive, visual and mobile-friendly
capacities–to make local land markets. Yet, this labour inadvertently bolstered user
engagement and distant corporate profits. Similarly, digital land sales short-cut
the state, but not in the ways that Silicon Valley, or its critics, envision. While plat-
forms like Airbnb are advertised as reducing market inefficiencies–and cutting out
middlemen–they operate under active regulation, which strives (if not always suc-
ceeds) to tamp down on the most extreme forms of fraud. While digital platforms
challenge the ability of Western states to govern, they rely on state services–from
property titles to taxation capacity–to function. Our case is similar, describing real
estate transactions transformed by digital media. Still, it differs in that digital solu-
tions to advertising, verifying and even motivating sales were developed locally in
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the shadow of a predatory state. In this context, Facebook land sales groups para-
doxically reinforced the importance of brokers, even as they spurred unchecked
speculation that brought new rewards and risks.

By 2021, these risks were a reoccurring theme in a steady stream of Facebook
posts reflecting on the changes underfoot. Seeing the sheer number of advertise-
ments alongside a seemingly endless rise in the price per square foot, brokers–de-
spite having much to gain–nevertheless expressed hesitation about the spike in
interest that delivered land prices double and sometimes triple those seen a year
before. Even Ko Ni, who had taken the BSNY group by storm with his sought-after
surveying maps, acknowledged his unease at the increasingly high stakes of
exchanging New City land at exorbitant prices, writing: “These days, the plots for
sale have lessened, and the selling price has become unfairly high. I want to keep
posting, but I’m afraid I’ll be kicked out if I make a mistake”. Another real estate
agent we interviewed noted: “At the very beginning, there was a lot of land and a
lot of people wanted to sell and cash out, and at that time, the price was cheap.
And then, they started doing this on Facebook, and the price went up super high”.
With a sigh, he concluded: “I won’t participate in those Facebook groups. I try to
stay away”. After projecting great confidence to accelerate sales, the area’s most
active brokers suddenly wished the market would slow back down.

Such assessments suggest that, while local broker elites experienced short-term
gains from Facebook-driven price spikes, the volatility of unregulated transactions
brought dangers for anyone engaged in these markets. First and foremost, digital
markets accelerated land sales by the rural poor, for whom employment outside
agriculture is limited, particularly in the wake of the economic collapse that fol-
lowed Myanmar’s 2021 military coup. Local farmers estimated that the percent-
age of New Yangon project area land still in the hands of residents had dropped
to less than 15 percent in 2021, with the other 85 percent bought up by inves-
tors from Yangon and beyond. Yet buyers also bore intensified risk; digital land
markets invited speculation, and even scams, benefiting wealthy and well-
connected individuals at the expense of inexperienced investors, newly involved
in real estate via Facebook. Over time, “keeping up” required the ability to
weather possible peril–a prospect that has been possible only for a small, military-
connected upper class historically, and has become far more challenging since
Myanmar’s military coup. How the current conjuncture could be shifted to
ensure–rather than undercut–the stable futures being sought by Myanmar’s
majority is a critical political question for platforms and their global users. Given
national histories of dispossession, we suspect digital markets put the farmers,
first-time investors and petty brokers who make up most of Myanmar’s popula-
tion at substantial risk. Our future work examines who benefits, who loses and
how much after land markets go online.

More broadly, thinking about platform capitalism through Facebook land sales
in the Global South raises new questions for radical politics. Scholarship on Prop-
Tech in the Global North often proposes anti-capitalist organising in response to
digitally mediated predation. Yet such a solution is insufficient in our case; appeals
for state regulation mean little in contemporary Myanmar, following a coup that
has elevated an authoritarian regime with little concern for the well-being of the
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population it governs. Rather, in the coup’s aftermath, activists appealed to Meta
directly, asking for better and more active content moderation, including by de-
platforming Myanmar’s junta and their allies. This underscores that, in Myanmar,
profit-driven but rights-respecting corporate governance poses a locally attractive
alternative to violent authoritarianism. It equally highlights the expansive, transna-
tional power of social media companies, who do not simply profit off user data
but also facilitate the making of distant markets in real property. Rather than sim-
ply importing platform politics, Myanmar’s digital land markets rewrite platform
capitalism’s risks and rewards within a longer postcolonial history. These tensions
point towards the need to nest critiques of capitalism within knowledge of
authoritarian contexts and to forge emancipatory politics that confront both glo-
bal corporate power and local injustice.
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Endnotes
1 Lakh is a unit in the Indian numbering system equal to 100,000; 200 lakh was 20 million
Myanmar kyat or approximately US$14,300 at the contemporary exchange rate.
2 Names of individuals and entitles analysed in this article have been changed to ensure
the anonymity of research participants.
3 Meta is the corporation that owns the Facebook platform.
4 These include the Farmland Law (No. 11/2012) and the Vacant, Fallow and Virgin Lands
Management Law (No. 10/2012), which helped to encourage further commodification of
land.
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