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Zöllner, Hans-Bernd (2012), The Beast and the Beauty: The History of 
the Conflict between the Military and Aung San Suu Kyi in Myanmar, 
1988–2011, Set in a Global Context
Berlin: regiospectra Verlag, ISBN: 978-3-9401-3244-4, 592 pages 

The publication of The Beast and the Beauty: The History of the Conflict between the 
Military and Aung San Suu Kyi in Myanmar, 1988–2011, Set in a Global Context 
by Hans-Bernd Zöllner represents a rare case of scholarly research being 
truly up-to-date in its assessment of contemporary Myanmar history. This 
well-timed study evaluates a long-standing theme in Myanmar’s past, one 
that has nonetheless shaped the current period of transition: the conflict that 
burgeoned in 1988 between the military and its most well-known opponent, 
Aung San Suu Kyi. As the world looks to Myanmar and struggles to fully 
comprehend the dynamics and settings of the recent changes and the pro-
tagonists involved, the book provides a chronology of the events that de-
fined the conflict, and discusses the rhetoric, discourses and (mis)concept-
tions that have surrounded it.  

In May 2008, a national referendum on a new constitution was held in 
Myanmar. Following the adoption of this new constitution, the government 
announced multi-party elections for 2010. Although the elections were nei-
ther free nor fair according to any Western understanding of democratically 
held elections, they nonetheless marked the end of one of the most repres-
sive authoritarian regimes in the world and ushered in a new era in Myanmar. 
In line with the goals of the “Roadmap to Discipline-flourishing Democracy” 
outlined in 2003, the military junta was dissolved and power was transferred 
to the newly convened parliament (Hluttaw) in March 2011. However, as the 
majority of seats were won by the military-backed Union Solidarity and 
Development Party (USDP), the new parliament and its elected president, 
Thein Sein, also a former military general, exhibits features more akin to a 
military rather than a civilian government. 

Yet the new government has introduced various changes and initiated a 
series of progressive reforms, including releasing and granting amnesty to 
many political prisoners, the most prominent example being the freeing of 
Nobel Peace Prize winner Aung San Suu Kyi on 13 November 2010 from 
her most recent period of house arrest. In 2012, she was furthermore voted 
into parliament, and as the leader of the opposition she came once more to 
symbolize hope, progress and national reconciliation. Myanmar has begun to 
step out of its self-imposed isolation, a course that has been acknowledged 
by Western nations and international institutions – such as the European 
Union – which have begun to lift or suspend sanctions on the nation.  

This development in recent Myanmarese history represents a new chap-
ter in the long-lasting conflict and power struggles between the military and 
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Aung San Suu Kyi. In order to understand its significance and implications, 
Hans-Bernd Zöllner places the single events into a larger historical frame. 
He starts his investigation in 1988, when widespread protest and student 
demonstrations over economic mismanagement and political oppression led 
General Ne Win to resign. Zöllner provides a detailed account of those 
events and elaborates the various perspectives and the sometimes con-
trasting assessments of this pivotal time in Myanmar’s history. As he points 
out, the military was the “only stable organization in Burma”, so the emerg-
ing power vacuum was predictably filled by the military, which seized power 
and formed the State Law and Order Restoration Council (SLORC) in late 
1988. In Chapter 1, Zöllner examines the military as the dominant actor in 
Burmese/Myanmarese history by chronicling its development and its inter-
actions with, and deep interrelatedness to, the civilian sphere from colonial 
times to 1988; in subsequent chapters, the book covers events up to the 
junta’s handover of power in 2010.  

At the same time, Zöllner explores the life and work of Aung San Suu 
Kyi. After spending several years abroad, she returned to Burma in 1988 to 
care for her mother. However, being the daughter of Aung San, the highly 
respected leader of Burma’s independence struggle, she soon entered the 
political arena. Zöllner describes her new political career, which began with 
her first public speech, held beneath the Shwedagon Pagoda, a highly sym-
bolic place. As Suu Kyi called for “a second struggle for national independ-
ence”, she followed in the footsteps of her father, who was instrumental in 
achieving Burma’s independence from British colonial rule and is widely 
regarded as the “father of the nation”. Zöllner explicitly demonstrates how 
Suu Kyi rose to prominence and became the rightful leader of the opposi-
tion. Her transformation into a political figure was a watershed moment; the 
national political turmoil morphed into a personalized and, at times, highly 
emotional conflict between the two, rather unequal, opponents. The military 
as a long-standing, powerful organization (Tatmadaw) was represented by 
General Saw Maung, who was responsible for the bloodshed during the 
8888 uprising and was succeeded by Senior General Than Shwe in 1992. 
Both faced a diametrically opposed figure: Aung San Suu Kyi. She was part 
of the academic life in Oxford and thus represents modernity and Western 
perceptions of democracy and freedom. Hence, the fairy-tale image of the 
book’s title was evoked to circumscribe the relationship between the gener-
als and Suu Kyi. 

Taking an innovative approach drawn from political iconography, 
Zöllner reconstructs Suu Kyi’s pictorial representation and the collective 
vision of her as the “Beauty”. Her dramatic transformation from housewife 
to academic to political icon, someone who spent in total 15 years under 
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house arrest, fortified her portrayal as the “Beauty”. Her popularity inside 
and outside of Myanmar survived her various sentences and detentions and 
even accelerated with the numerous awards she received for her dedication 
to human rights. Hence, by contrasting her “beauty” with the tyrannical 
regime, an iconography was created, one that culminated in the epitome of 
the fearless – at times, lonesome – heroine who sacrificed her personal life 
to her nonviolent commitment to national reconciliation in Burma. Alt-
hough pictures and photographs have changed over time, motifs and sym-
bols refer to her as an otherworldly, beautiful saint who “represents univer-
sal values of humanity”, and such representations have helped to establish a 
fixed iconography, as Zöllner demonstrates. This stereotypical image lingers 
deep, but not only in the coverage of the subject by the media: Zöllner lists a 
whole series of novels and films, the most recent film being The Lady by Luc 
Besson, which have helped to sustain a powerful perception – indeed, one 
taken as truth – of Suu Kyi among the global public over the years.  

Remarkably, Zöllner refrains from participating in this limiting dis-
course and instead deconstructs its various components. He does not pre-
sent the enduring conflict in a linear fashion, but instead employs a multi-
perspective approach. Consequently, he outlines the historical facts and 
analyses the relevant public and academic discourse, including the interna-
tional community’s reactions to the conflict and their failure to mediate it. 
Furthermore, he investigates the role of the media as an influential actor in 
the coverage and interpretation of news inside and outside of Myanmar. In 
so doing, he provides a well-rounded study of the complex and deeply inter-
connected nature of the relationship between the military and Aung San Suu 
Kyi. He analyses a variety of sources and documents and provides numerous 
references, which turns the book almost into a textbook of contemporary 
Myanmarese history. By expanding the scope from a purely “local” or na-
tional perspective to the international/global sphere, the book broadens our 
understanding of politics in Myanmar by shedding light on Burmese/Myan-
marese foreign relations and how they have shaped and moulded interna-
tional responses, which have ranged from a total rejection of the military 
complete with reinforced sanctions to admiration for Suu Kyi and full sup-
port for the democratic forces. The book thus offers reasonable explana-
tions of a multifaceted issue while refraining from purporting to present an 
essentialist “truth”. 

Zöllner applies theoretical concepts and schemes from political theory, 
iconography and communication theory to his analyses. As he broadens the 
subject, it seems at times that he increases the already high degree of com-
plexity. But, more important, this interdisciplinary endeavour stimulates a 
much-needed discussion on contextualizing the political conflict, a sensitive 
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issue that is too often described and viewed in an overly simplistic fairy-tale 
manner juxtaposing “good” and “evil” forces. Hence, Hans-Bernd Zöllner 
offers new assessments of the conflict and paves the way for a more nu-
anced analysis of the two contestants, which is timely, as the pictorial and 
media representation surrounding the current government is likely to change. 
Since General Than Shwe resigned and Suu Kyi has become part of the 
governing body and needs to hold her ground in the realm of daily politics, 
the classic contrast of “morally sound” versus “evil” is no longer applicable, 
as Zöllner rightfully points out. As the “Beast” has left the scene, the story 
of “Beauty and the Beast” – and particularly the figure of the “Beauty” – 
needs to be reconsidered. 

In this context, a further investigation of Suu Kyi’s new role as an ac-
tive politician, which constitutes a new facet in her iconography, would open 
a new and challenging vantage point for research. For one thing, gender 
issues in the Burmese/Myanmarese context have been overlooked and un-
der-researched. A closer examination of how gender relations structure 
contemporary politics in Myanmar and whether Suu Kyi will be capable of 
translating her high “moral capital” into actual power in a highly male-
dominated arena would provide a deeper understanding of present-day poli-
tics in Myanmar and the role of women therein.  
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