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SHANGHAI: This picture taken on June 1, 2017 shows Li Tao (L) and Duan Rongfeng (C) walking their dog
together with Li Tao’s mother, He Fenglan. —AFP

SHANGHAI: When Piao Chunmei’s son
told her he was gay, she reacted the
way many Chinese parents do, sleep-
less and crying for days due to the lin-
gering shame of same sex relation-
ships in China.  But she eventually
accepted her son and is now part of an
expanding network of gays and their
parents who help other families cope
with the stress of  coming out in a
country which until 2001 classified
homosexuality as a mental illness. 

Deep-seated cultural expectations
for each generation to produce a male
heir-heightened by China’s “one-child
policy”,  which expanded to two in
2015 — added to the pressure to con-
form. But a new generation is more
willing to take a stand on their sexual-
ity, despite what their relatives may
think. Piao and her fellow volunteers
bridge the generation gap. “We don’t
want to shut them in the closet where
no one can see them,” said Piao, an
effervescent 54-year-old who works
for a Shanghai cosmetics equipment
company.

Taiwan’s top court recently ruled in
favour of  same-sex marr iage,
Shanghai’s low-key annual gay pride
festival is in its ninth year, and opinion
surveys increasingly indicate greater
public acceptance of China’s gays. On
May 20, “Lover’s Day” in China, a group
of mothers,  affi l iated with the US-
founded PFLAG (Parents, Families and
Friends of Lesbians and Gays), caused a
stir by appearing at a Shanghai park
where parents regularly display adver-
tisements seeking marriage matches
for their heterosexual children.

The gate-crashing parents did the

same for their gay children-before
police escorted them out. But coming-
out in family-oriented China remains
traumatic, often tearing households
apart or leading to suicides. The fears
are so intense that advocacy groups
estimate millions lead a double life-
hiding their identity by marrying het-
erosexuals. “Family is the most impor-
tant part (of coming out) in terms of
our emotions, but it’s the hardest area
to break through,”  said Duan
Rongfeng, a 40-year-old gay Shanghai
architect.

Bridging the gap 
Volunteers for PFLAG say they are

seeing more people  conf ident
enough to come out,  especially in
cosmopolitan cities such as Beijing,
Guangzhou and Shanghai, which are
have more relaxed attitudes than rural
areas. PFLAG organizes various dis-
creet events but earlier this month
arranged its biggest yet, a four-day
ship cruise from Shanghai to Japan,
which organizers said drew more than
1,000 people.

The group took to sea to avoid
interference from authorities, as LGBT
events are often abruptly shut down.
But Duan, also a volunteer, estimates
more than 100,000 parents and chil-
dren nationwide have been helped by
PFLAG’s loose network, which he said
is  expanding to smaller  cit ies and
China’s interior. Piao’s initial devastat-
ed reaction to her son’s announcement
reflects the lack of understanding com-
mon among Chinese parents.

She wondered whether she had
caused it by giving him too much can-

dy as a child or if he was corrupted at
university or by foreigners. She asked
him to seek a medical cure. But after
reading about gay suicides, she relent-
ed. “I was afraid he would disappear
before my eyes,” she said.

‘He can’t change’ 
Anguished parents reach out to

Piao daily by phone, social media, or in
person. To some, she is affectionately
cal led “Big Sister  Mei ,”  but others
accuse her of corrupting their kids. Her
unwavering message:  you can’t
change your child’s sexual identity. “I
would give my life away to make him
change,” she admits of her own son.
“But he can’t.”

Piao said most Shanghai parents
eventually come around and families
end up stronger, but success is less
assured outside major cities. Fearing
ostracism, Piao and her son relocated
several years ago from northeastern
China to Shanghai. The support net-
work helped He Fenglan, 55, pull out
of a year-long spiral of despair after
her son came out three years ago. “The
first thing I thought was, how could I
face relatives? How could I face socie-
ty? How could I face close friends? The
problem of ‘face’ is very important,”
said He, who was “repulsed” by homo-
sexuality.  But she added: “You see
more and more gays coming out, as
well as their parents. You feel you are
not alone in this world.” Today she
embraces her son’s identity and the
prospect of his relationships with a
uniquely Chinese twist. “Having two
sons is even better. My one son has
turned into two.” —AFP

‘Coming out’ is a family 

affair for Chinese gays 
New gen taking a stand on their sexuality

‘Mother Mushroom’ 

jailed for 10 years
HANOI: A prominent Vietnamese blogger known as ‘Mother
Mushroom’ was jailed for 10 years yesterday, her lawyer said, dur-
ing a brief trial rights groups decried as “outrageous”. Nguyen
Ngoc Nhu Quynh, whose pen name derives from her daughter’s
nickname “mushroom”, was arrested in October 2016 and later
charged with anti-state propaganda over critical Facebook posts
about politics and the environment.

Vietnam’s one-party state keeps a tight clamp on dissent and
routinely jails activists, bloggers and lawyers who speak out
against the communist regime. The 37-year-old blogger faced a
maximum of 12 years in prison, and her lawyer said the heavy
sentence she received at the closed-door trial was “harsh”. “I am
not happy with the result of the trial today,” Nguyen Kha Thanh
told AFP, adding that Quynh would likely appeal.

AFP was barred from attending the one-day trial in south-cen-
tral Khanh Hoa province yesterday, which was heavily guarded
by police, according to images on social media. Thanh said
Quynh was calm throughout the trial. In a pre-sentence state-
ment she admitted no guilt and instead used the opportunity to
send a message to her two kids and mother, the lawyer added.
“She apologized to her mother and the two kids for what effect
this has had on them, but she said they must be very proud of
her,” Thanh told AFP.

Woman of Courage award 
Quynh was charged under Article 88 of Vietnam’s criminal

code and held incommunicado with no access to lawyers until
June 20, according to Thanh. She has been a vocal critic of
Vietnam’s human rights record, civilian deaths in police custody
and the government’s handling of a toxic leak that killed tons of
fish last year. She was arrested in Nha Trang on October 10 as she
was visiting a fellow activist in prison.

In the verdict, the judge said Quynh had defamed the govern-
ment, harmed national unity, eroded popular trust of the govern-
ment and undermined national security.  She was also convicted
for publishing inaccurate information to humiliate the police and
erode public trust in them, based on her reports about police
brutality. Human Rights Watch earlier decried the trial as “outra-
geous” and demanded her release.  

“The scandal here is not what Mother Mushroom said, but
Hanoi’s stubborn refusal to repeal draconian, rights-abusing laws
that punish peaceful dissent and tarnish Vietnam’s international
reputation,” Phil Robertson, HRW deputy Asia director said in a
statement Wednesday. The United States, Britain and the
European Union have all called for Quynh’s release. —AFP

NATO OKs troop 

boost in Afghan 
BRUSSELS: NATO will increase troop numbers in Afghanistan to
help train local forces facing a resurgent Taliban but will not
return to a combat role, Secretary-General Jens Stoltenberg said
yesterday. The alliance ended its longest-ever military operation
in 2014 when it handed over post-9/11 frontline duties to the
Afghan military and took on an advice and training mission. But
NATO commanders have asked for more troops following recent
Taliban gains, stoking fears that NATO could get sucked back
into the conflict just as it faces a host of new threats including
Russia, terrorism and cyberattacks. “I can confirm we will
increase our presence in Afghanistan,” Stoltenberg said as he
arrived for a defense ministers meeting at the 29-nation
alliance’s headquarters in Brussels. An increase of up to 3,000
troops from the current figure of 13,500 soldiers is under consid-
eration, diplomatic sources said, though Stoltenberg did not
give a precise figure. He said 15 countries had already pledged
more contributions and he hoped for more.

“We have to understand this is about training, assistance,
advice... It is not to conduct combat operations but to help the
Afghans fight,” Stoltenberg said. The extra troops could help
bolster Afghan special forces, improve Kabul’s air force to pro-
vide ground support and evacuations, and step up officer train-
ing, he added.

About half of the soldiers in what is known as the Resolute
Support Mission in Afghanistan are currently from the US. US
Defense Secretary Jim Mattis is due to brief the allies later
Thursday but Stoltenberg said he did not expect him to give
specific troop numbers. “We will look into how we together
can... have enough troops to help the government and break
the stalemate and so lay the ground for a political solution,”
Stoltenberg said. —AFP


