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AUNG SAN SUU KYI 

JOB: Sta te Co unsello r of Myanmar 
REPUTATION: Human rights champion 
tu rned grnocide apologist 

How co uld it h appe n ' For decades Suu 
Kyi led a mostly n onv iol ent struggle 
aga inst a vic ious military dictatorship 
in Myanmar. She endured 15 long years 
of house arrest . violent attack s and the 
ruthless suppress ion of h e r party, the 
National League for Democracy (NLD). 
Suu Kyi and the NLD won a landslide in 
1988 (overturned by the milita r y) and 
again in 2015. when the military was 
forced into a semi-free election. She 
was awarded the Nobel Prize in 1991 for 
her commitment to nonv iolent resist
ance. She withstood long-term separa
tion from her husband and children in 
the UK - she could not travel outside 
Myanmar knowing t hat the 
m ilitary would never agree 
to her return. When she did 
achieve political victory in 
2015 , she held office u nder 
a constitu tion that allowed 
the mi lita r y to appoint 25 
per cent of the members 
of parliament (including 
key cabinet posts), effec 
tively blocking any cons ti
tutional change. Despite 
th is, Myanmar today is 
conside red a unitary par
liame ntary rep ubli c with 
the ever-popu lar Suu Kyi as 
Sta te Counsello r, but u sua lly 
referred to by the p eopl e as 
Amay Suu (Mot he r Su u) o r 
simply ' th e Lady '. 

Was thi s a d ea l w ith 
the devil or a necessa ry 
compromise to wean power 
away from a military 

~ habituated to running 

i the show since 1962? The 
2 Proof of the pudding is, 
u 
~ as they say, in the eating, 

~ and for most human rights 
~ ad vocates this pudding is 

JU1_y AUGU ST 2020 

proving pretty unpalatable. Wheth e r 
it 's journalistic freedom or the right of 
activ ists to assembl e, democratic change 
is still decidedly limited. Censorship 
an d repression a re commonpl ace, par
ticularly when it co m es to controve r
sia l topics such as th e brutal treatment 
of th e I.I million Rohingya Muslim 
minority. They h ave bee n denied citi
ze nship a nd a re widely seen as illega l 
'Benga li s' even though they h ave lived 
in Myanmar for ge n e rations. The 
Rohingya h ave bee n subj ec t to what the 
military terms 'clea ra nce operations ' -
actuall y a campaign o f village burning, 
rap e a nd ex tra-judicial killing. Since 
2016 the vas t m ajority h ave b een driven 
into neighbouring Bangladesh. Suu Kyi 
h as con sistently denied the atrocities, 
even appearing before the International 
Criminal Court in the Hague in 2019 to 
defend the military against charges of 
genocide and ethnic cleansing. While 
she resists referring to the widely scape
goated minority as Bengalis, neither 
will she use their preferred name 
- Rohingya. 

Suu Kyi's alliance with the military 
needs to be seen as more than simple 
opportunism. Often when responding 
to the icon status bestowed on her by 

Weste rn m edi a Suu Kyi in sisted she wa.\ 
primarily a politi c ia n. More ominously 
she declared he rself someo ne who 
'does not hold to nonviolence fo r m o ra l 
reasons, but for political and pract ica l 
reasons '. Myanmar has 135 officia l et hnic 
minorities, many of whom chafe und er 
the authoritarian imposition of milita r y 
rule run out of the remote capital 
Naypyidaw. Suu Kyi , a long with most of 
the military hierarchy, is a member of 
the dominant Ba rnar or Burman people. 

She herself comes from a military 
background. Her independence -hero 
father Aung San established what has 
today becom e the modern Mya nma r 
a rmy b efore being assass inated by 
rivals back in 1947. On her fateful return 
from the UK in 1988, when she beca m e 
a leader of the democratic opposition, 
she was reported ly encouraged by di s
sident figures from Myanm a r 's fractiou s 
military. Suu Kyi's identity as part of 
the Barnar Buddhist elite h as helped her 
navigate tricky political shoals . Her att i
tude towards Myanmar's sovereignty and 
how it is exercised has become increas 
ingly defensive and uncritical as she h as 
moved from dissident outside r to nation
alistic insider. She may yet regret having 
once famously proclaimed: 'Fear oflosing 

power corrupts those who 
wield it.' • 

LOW CUNNING: In 2019, 
she met with Viktor Orban, the 
autocratic leader of Hungary, 
publicly allying with him on the 
challenge of managing Muslim 
immigration. 

SENSE OF HUMOUR: She 
has needed a good one and 
perhaps appreciated the joke 
making the rounds after her 
2015 electoral triumph. :-4.fter 
decades of trying to get into the 
driver's seat, State Counsellor 
Aung San Suu Kyi has discov 
ered that the steering wheel is 
not connected, the accelerator 
does not work and the passen
gers all want to go in different 
directions.' 

Sources: The Atlantic; BBC; The 
New York Times; The Interpreter; 
The Guardian; Nikkei Asian Review; 
The Progressive; Now This World . 
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