Caution is the word

In meeting the supply crunch, steps should
be taken to make sure the moves don’t end
up with long-term adverse consequences.
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A fiery NM
gets her
baptism
of fire

She is the woman at the centre of a stormy debate over
for her stance against repealing Section 377A. Who is she? Why does she feel so strongly about this issue? Li Xueying finds out

HE was a "very, very arrogant”
atheist, who sgaradr;n Al n Bi-
ble Enowledge for her O levels,
and rulgged apart the beliefs of her
Christian friends when debating reli-
gion with them.
Then, at the age of 19, she convert-
ed to Christiani

to ;

Professor Thio Li-ann smiles wryly
as she casts her mind back to that day
in October 1987,

Having just entered Oxford to
study ju idence, she attended a
Christian Union talk at a friend's invi-
tation

Wanting to leave halfway, she was
"shurﬁiﬁ 4 voice.
“l basically had a sense that God

was talking to me,” she recounts.

“1 had stood up to walk out and I
heard someone say, “Stop”. And no
one was around me, Everybody was
busy doing their own thing. I was one
of only one or two Chinese girls in this
whole room of ang mohs.

* then I just had the sense that
1 had encountered God, that he knew
my name and | was shocked.”

Since then, Prof Thio’s faith has un-
derscored her values and beliefs.

And certainly, a certain messianic
zeal is discernible in her mission to u;
hold Section 3774 of the Penal Ci
in the recent parliamentary debate
over whether gay sex should be de-
criminalised.

Homosexuality is immoral, she as-
serted. “R 377A is the first

She has been called a homophobe,
a bigot, and not least of all, a funda-
mentalist.

Others viewed her tirade as a “hate

eech”

spi 3
S0 is she a right-wing Christian,
you ask her straight out,

"I am a Christian,” says Prof Thio
who attends an evangelical church in
the eastern part of Sinﬁpme. She de-
clines to give its name but says it is an
chmcﬁdon "“"ha

“I don't know what right wing is.
This is funny because I was always con-
s-_idsrgd a political leftie and now I'm a

“There’s a proverb I like, It sa{::
;, x ine the contents and not the la-
el

In Nae y lost”

SITTING down with her for an inter-
view that stretches beyond an hour,
you soon realise that whether you
ee with her views or not, the
g! -year-old, who is single, is persona-
B,
She is likeable. She is funny. She
arms herself with self-deprecating wit.
During the photo ghmt’tﬁewthﬁ_
gest jokingly that she strikes ink-

er's Yose.

“I'll look like a pretentious snot!”
she responds in mock horror. “I've
been called so many names, I'm not go-
ing to give them more fuell”

And while she is clearly very
knowledgeable - she was “very heavi-
ly into philosophy” and Friedrich Ni-
etzsche, Herbert Marcuse and John
Stuart Mill were part of her reading di-
et — she also tries very hard to come
acToss as your everyday gal.

For instance, she esses to how
in her college years, she “had a big,

step of a radieal, political d:
which will subvert social morality, the
common good and undermine our lib-
erties!” she said in a in Parlia-
ment last Monday that was widely dis-
seminated and dissected, both in the
mainstream media an:g] ggllinterﬁet

Whilasunnorters or "
and “passionate”, she also am'a:t:?a
storm of ive comments from de-
tractors — gay and straight.

for very hand men

with brown hair”,
“It was the whole stupid Mel Gib-
son phase in my life, which all my
friends know because they couldn’t

Musing on the events of the past
month, she agrees she has “lost her in-

nocence”,

% Om whether Prof Thio “counsels” her
gay friends. She has two, both Americans

“To the extent they’ll listen to you. But
sometimes you shout too much at someone, they
get deaf. Sometimes you just love them by just
accepting them. But they know your view. The
whole point is if T had alcoholic friends, I'd

love them in spite of their...but I wouldn’t be such
2 lousy friend as to say ‘alcoholism is okay".”

» On the reactions of the other MPs afte
she delivered her parli 4 k

“There was an overwhelming sense of relief that T
had said what I had said. So maybe one of the
functions of the NMP is because we are not so
much weighted by considerations of political
niceties because we have no constituency. Our
constituency is to our conscience and our truth
and our own reputations in putting forth what we
hope will be considered credible »

# Om whether she and her mother
Influence each other, Dr Thio Su Mien, a
former law dean, has written several
letters to news; 1s taking a hardline
stance against homosexuality

“Do you know my mother? Yes, we do share the
same views on this, not surprisingly, but my
mother is an independent actor as far a5 I'm
concerned. Of course we discuss it over dinner
‘Hey, have you read this article? Don't you think
it’s stupid?' But, you know, there are a lot more
interesting things in life to discuss than that.”

% Omn why she thinks religion should bave
a part to play in public policymaking

“Every public policy issue has a moral basis and
religion does influence the morality of many
people. People could argue atheism influences
morality as well, so we're going to go back to the
whole issue of which morality. I'm tired of
arguing “Thou shalt not legislate morality’. That is
4 red herring. As all laws are based on morality
of some sort, the question really is: What
morality should we legislate?”

T STPHOTG: ASHLEIGH SR

gay men and their sex lives, Nominated MP Thio Li-ann has made headlines

“This is my baptism of fire,” she
says. '_'Eiight ;;g:ths ago, 1 was hataugap-
Py, quigt aca C, WIl my little ar-
I.Ed'ngu that no ome everblf:gnw); (about)
except the poor 200 students who
must sit for my exams. And maybe
three academics abroad.”

But with the hate mail she received
sjf:f,h;reswﬁm 37?%55;!35:&1 - at ils
hul she was getli to 30 a day -
she clearly feefs v?cn‘t;mlsed v

“I am Ei1.u;1. cautinninﬁ self-restraint
for myself. But I don’t necessarily
mean that you can go all your way out
to provoke me because as a human be-
e ‘ihav:'rlnf- L hard

) 'm trying very, ve to
be gracious but I'm grgmg gtel‘l you
it's not easy.”

But she fired the first salvo with
her speech,dvau point out,

l\io,she ﬂ;.;l.nms

“I think that's a completely wron,
ponce%ion. The other supie pushed I‘Jlg
issue.

. If they had not so 1
petitioned, so aggressivc]y Ebatbd 1{
in the press and in ce, most
people wouldn't have "

In fact, she “would have preferred
to stay out of it”, she claims.

“But because of all the spurious ar-
Ennmts that were being put out over

¢ airwaves, in the newspapers, how
could I'sit by and just let a whole lot of
what I consider untruths and propagan-
da float?"

While her explicit description of
anal sex - like “shoving a straw up
your nose to drink” - has elicited dis-
approval, she dj;]_ni.sly);,es such senti-

“You about it. Why do you
have an offence of gross indecency?

“Because it creates a sense of mor-
al nﬂmhrium or repugnance. It's
shocking and we can't put it into
words but the truth of the matter is we
do instinctively feel certain things are
repulsive. I could easily say, do you
pour butter into a car. So straw up the
nose.

Meanwhile, she is frustrated her
“reasoned” a ents have been ob-
scured by the “colourful” bits. She is
also uneasy by what she perceives as
attempts to paint her as a distraught,
emotional speaker.

“I was passionate but I speak that
way,” she says. “You may disagree
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with the premises but T would say look
at my arguments, tell me that they are
irrational, tell me that they're not le-
gally sound and you want fo contest it
on a legal basis rather than saying, oh,
you're so rude.

“1 find it ironfcal that homosexual
activists say it's a Victorian and archa-
ic law and then when someone talks
about straws, they become so coy and

ictorian themselves.

There's ;

THROUGHOUT the interview, Prof
Thio does not use the word “gay”,
plumping instead for “homosexual®.

The latter, when used as a noun,
has pejorative overtones as it is a
throwback to the era when homoseu-
ality was seen as a mental illness,

Her choice of words is deliberate.

“I take the position that there is a
degree of choice. Someone said you
might have a genetic predisposition
but we all know we don't act on our
impulses,” she says.

“You could have the hiao gene,
right? It doesn’t mean you sleep with
EVEry man you come across. There is
some degree of control, some degree
of choice. And yes, the social environ-
ment will condition it.

*“So my fear is if you've an increas-
ingly permissive society, which we are
seeing, then people just continue
with sexual experimentation and it’s
going to harm people.”

B time waging war on
homosexuality and not on another
“sexual morality” issue that affects far
more people, say, prostitution?

While saying that she is not a
“one-issue person”, Prof Thio adds:
eimm it's been so weakly rebut-
t

“I really have done a lot of re-
search and rea‘lilgrgn think that the ho-
mosexual agen very dangerous.

“The agenda will not stop at repeal-
m%a’ﬁn. It will go on because first
and foremost, the online petition said
50 = we don't just want to be tolerat-
ed, we want to be endorsed,

“When mcms the line from tol-
crance - which means I disagree with
?'ou, keep your distance but live and

et live - to endorsement and celebra.
tion, it becomes coercion, it becomes
tyrannical,” .

In other countries for instance,
there are “homosexuality traini
workshops”, and same-sex unions, she .
Says. "Peopie are being forced to rent
out apartments to homosexuals wheth.
er or not you are a conservative Mus-
lim or Christian or Jew and you don't
wanﬂt:gm'}sth tshe st ho

5a at she is “not again: -

mos! eople”. In fact, she has two

y friends, both American. One has

left” the community, and the other

“never came out and struggles with
it", she says.

Spark of defianc

IT IS almost a certainty that Prof Thio
will henceforth be largely defined by
the public as the “anti-gay NMP".

is despite that as an academic
andasa pﬂamenmnan, she has con-
tributed incisive articles and com-
ments on a wide range of subjects —
from constitutional law 1o civil liber-
ties and human rights, from the elect-
ed presidency to ministerial pay.

ile perturbed by this, a spark of

defiance remains.

She says: "My students know what
I'm like as a person. They know the
risks I took, stood up in & past and
being critical of Government...I've al-
ways spoken my mind. Why do you
expect me to shul up now and be ‘ex-
cessively polil

“If people want to define me in
some way, that's fine, because af the
end of the day, this public thing will
end soon enough. You want to remem-
ber me that way, it's fine, but at the
end of the day, it's people who love
you that matter, people who know

you,
“*So people who have a certain per-
ception of me, well - God bless them,”

xueying@sph.com.sg



