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Chapter One

A Religious Sect Defies the State

On April ≤∑, ∞ΩΩΩ, a political earthquake shattered the tight control
imposed by the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) over the vast
lands of China. On that spring day, ∞≠,≠≠≠ to ∞∏,≠≠≠ ordinary
citizens peacefully assembled in the heart of Beijing outside the
party’s headquarters at Zhongnanhai, the high-walled compound
next to the Forbidden City where China’s top leaders live and work.
The crowd was well behaved and respectable looking, composed of
women and men, young and old, including retirees in their seven-
ties and eighties. From dawn until late into the night, they sat in
silent protest, eight deep on the sidewalk, each clutching a small
blue book. In their quiet way, the protesters managed to mount the
largest demonstration in the People’s Republic of China (PRC)
since the ∞Ω∫Ω pro-democracy movement.

The demonstrators on April ≤∑ were followers of a spiritual
sect named Falun Gong (Law Wheel Cultivation), also known as
Falun Dafa (Great Law of the Wheel). The book they held was one
of two sect publications, either Zhuan Falun (Rotating the Law

Wheel ) or Falun Dafa (Great Law of the Wheel ). The protesters
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had come from across China to ask that their government accord
legal recognition to their sect, lift its ban on sect publications, and
release their colleagues who had been arrested the previous day for
demonstrating in Tianjin, a city about ninety miles southeast of
Beijing.∞ Thus it was that the world was introduced to a new re-
ligious movement that claimed a worldwide membership number-
ing in the millions.

That thousands of its citizens managed to elude its supervision
to coordinate and assemble en masse in as politically sensitive a
locale as the leadership compound both surprised and unnerved
the Chinese government. More than that, the demonstrators in-
cluded intellectuals, government o≈cials, and even members of the
Communist Party.

When Chinese Premier Zhu Rongji met with protest leaders
that day, he was reportedly stunned to find among them fellow party
o≈cials, including a retired Railways Ministry o≈cer.≤ More trou-
bling still for the authorities was the size of the sect, o≈cially esti-
mated at ≥≠ million adherents. The sect, for its part, claimed twice
that number, which, if true, would make Falun Gong the largest
voluntary association in China, with a membership rivaling that of
the Communist Party. More than that, including its adherents in
China, the sect claimed a total worldwide following of ∞≠≠ million
in such countries as Taiwan, Singapore, the United States, Canada,
Europe, and Australia.≥ As the sect’s founder put it, ‘‘I think the
government’s biggest concern is that the number of Falun Gong
practitioners outnumbers the membership of the Chinese Commu-
nist Party. Even worse, Chinese Communist Party members are
open practitioners of Falun Gong.’’ Indeed, until it was banned, it
was reported that Falun Gong devotees ‘‘could be found in almost
every park and on almost every street corner’’ in the People’s
Republic.∂
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Falun Gong’s Beginnings

Falun Gong was founded in ∞ΩΩ≤ by Li Hongzhi, a former minor
provincial government o≈cial described by Western journalists
who have interviewed him as baby-faced and peaceable.∑ Born in
northeastern China in ∞Ω∑≤, Li began practicing qigong (literally,
energy cultivation) when he served on the park police of Jilin prov-
ince in the ∞Ω∫≠s. That decade saw in China an explosion of popu-
lar interest in qigong, an ancient system of breathing exercises be-
lieved to channel the body’s vital energy to enhance health, prolong
life, and enrich spiritual awareness and insight.∏ When the CCP
came to power in ∞Ω∂Ω, it suppressed all autonomous voluntary
associations, including traditional groups such as qigong. In the late
∞Ωπ≠s, however, the party relaxed its control over society and lifted
the ban on voluntary organizations. Social groups, including those
on qigong, began to sprout across the country. By ∞ΩΩ∫, qigong
a≈liations numbered more than ≤,∂≠≠.π

The renaissance of voluntary groups and associations, how-
ever, was conditional in that they require the permission of the state
for their formation and operation. After the bloody suppression of
the ∞Ω∫Ω pro-democracy movement, the Communist Party tight-
ened its grip on all social groups. Through the Department of Civil
A√airs (DCA), a centralized system of compulsory registration and
control of voluntary associations was instituted to thwart the cre-
ation of autonomous groups by excluding those the authorities
deemed undesirable. Once approved, a group’s registration must
be reviewed every year. In October ∞ΩΩ∫, new regulations were
introduced to further constrict the registration process.∫

China’s political leaders initially supported qigong because
they saw in it a solution to the country’s health-care provision
problem. Citing an internal government memo, a DCA o≈cial de-
scribed Premier Zhu as being very happy about the popularity of
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qigong because such groups ‘‘can save each person ∞,≠≠≠ yuan in
annual medical fees.’’ Furthermore, ‘‘If ∞≠≠ million people are prac-
ticing it, that’s ∞≠≠ billion yuan saved per year in medical fees’’—
money that the country could use for other purposes.Ω

Moreover, some leaders personally took up qigong practice. It
was reported that in ∞ΩΩ≤, none other than President and CCP
chief Jiang Zemin invited a member of Zhong Gong (China Cultiva-
tion)—a qigong group that claimed a membership of ≥∫ million—to
treat him for arthritis and neck pains. Given that, it is all the more
ironic that on February ∞, ≤≠≠≠, the Chinese government banned
Zhong Gong as an ‘‘evil sect,’’ driving its founder, Zhang Hongbao,
to seek political refuge in Guam.∞≠

By ∞ΩΩ≤, after he was transferred to work as a clerk in Jilin’s
grain bureau, Li Hongzhi had devised his own variant of qigong,
which he combined with elements from China’s traditional creeds
of Buddhism and Daoism to create a new religious movement—the
syncretic sect of Falun Gong. He succeeded in obtaining o≈cial
permission and registered his creation with the Qigong Research
Association of China (QRAC), a governmental body that supervises
all such practices. Li quickly attracted followers who revered him as
master and whom he called disciples. By the mid-∞ΩΩ≠s, the sect
had acquired tens of millions of adherents, its rapid growth facili-
tated by its minimal admission criteria, eschewal of membership
fees, simple method of practice, and its founder’s promise of health
and salvation. As Li explained: ‘‘There are people practicing Falun
Gong in practically every department and every province, from the
highest state government to an average citizen, because it’s not that
the practitioners are intentionally conducting propaganda to ask
you to come to learn Falun Dafa. . . . It is simply that someone gets
ill and wants to do physical exercise. He feels that it is good, then
naturally he comes to learn it. It’s just like that. There isn’t any
formality.’’∞∞
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Reportedly, the middle-aged and those from the middle class
comprised the sect’s main following, although its ranks also in-
cluded students and the elderly, as well as peasants. They came
from all walks of life: teachers, physicians, soldiers, CCP cadres,
diplomats posted in foreign countries, and other government o≈-
cials. More than that, it was reported that among the followers of
Master Li were the spouses and family members of some of China’s
top o≈cials, including President Jiang, Premier Zhu, and o≈cials of
the State Council, the executive branch of the government.∞≤

Li’s title as the master and founder of the sect may give a
deceptive impression of the degree of formal control he has. Re-
portedly, Falun Gong eschews any kind of rigorous leadership
structure and is, at best, very loosely organized. Whatever organiza-
tion there is seems to be in cyberspace. The sect is adept at modern
communications technology; it maintains dozens of Web sites that
make available Li’s writings and provide a mode of communication
for practitioners. Members also maintain contact with each other by
cell phone, electronic mail, and the Internet.∞≥

Before the government banned the sect in July ∞ΩΩΩ, Falun
Gong enthusiasts would spontaneously gather in groups to practice
their exercises in China’s cities. In Beijing, as an example, there
were more than ≤,≠≠≠ practice stations, each composed of tens to
several hundreds of practitioners. As described by U.S. News and

World Report, in one station in western Beijing, thousands of practi-
tioners would line up in neat rows at π a.m. every Sunday to prac-
tice their qigong exercises. Harkening to the tape-recorded voice
of Master Li echoing through loudspeakers, the assembled raised
their arms together in perfect unison and, with their eyes closed,
their hands swept slowly in a circle and came to rest in a prayer
position.∞∂

Falun Gong adherents also met in exchange sessions that were
reminiscent of Christian fundamentalist revival meetings in the
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United States. In one such session in an auditorium in Beijing, for
three and a half hours, one devotee after another climbed onto the
stage to testify before the nearly ≤,≠≠≠ assembled believers on their
miraculous recovery from ailments. Forty-year-old Li Jining, as an
example, moved the audience to tears as he recounted how he had
been a successful composer until he came down with a cancerlike
illness that confined him to a body cast. Contemplating suicide, he
picked up Li’s book, Rotating the Law Wheel, and instantly felt
‘‘like someone had put a plastic shield around me.’’ Within months,
he was cured. Another believer, twenty-six-year-old Wang Wei-
dong, had long been a drug addict until he happened to open
Rotating the Law Wheel. When he opened the book to the first
page, he saw Master Li’s face staring severely at him and he broke
into a cold sweat. After reading the book over and over for four days
without sleep, Wang was purged of his addiction and began a new
life.∞∑

The Gathering Storm

In ∞ΩΩ∏, Rotating the Law Wheel reportedly sold nearly a million
copies, which both alerted and alarmed the authorities to the im-
mense popularity of qigong groups in general and of Falun Gong in
particular. Fearing that such groups might morph into political
organizations, the authorities saw in their popularity the potential
for rebellion. On July ≤∂ of that year, in the name of combating the
spread of superstitious and unscientific ideas, the government’s
Press and Publications Administration banned the sale of China

Falun Gong and four other sect publications. At the same time,
several disgruntled Falun Gong followers were encouraged to ac-
cuse their master of bilking the public. In response, Li withdrew his
group from the QRAC.∞∏

That October, Beijing hardened its policy toward all qigong
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groups: Those registered with the state would be more intensely
monitored and supervised, whereas unsanctioned groups would be
hunted down and suppressed. Any large-scale practicing of qigong
in public places must have the authorities’ prior permission; viola-
tors would be punished. Furthermore, all activities that ‘‘disrupt the
economic order’’ and ‘‘destroy social stability’’ were prohibited.

In November ∞ΩΩ∏, the o≈cial Qigong Science Institute re-
moved Li from its membership. Sensing that he and his sect had
fallen into disfavor—and reportedly at the urging of authorities—Li
emigrated to the United States in early ∞ΩΩ∫, where he has since
acquired permanent residence. Using Queens, New York, as a base,
he travels around the world to teach his exercise techniques and
impart his moral-religious beliefs. His itinerary is a tightly held
secret. Even his closest disciples maintain that they seldom know
where he is and usually get no more than two days’ notice of an
appearance.∞π

Meanwhile, in Beijing in May ∞ΩΩ∫, an interviewee on a televi-
sion program referred to Falun Gong as a ‘‘cult’’ (xiejiao, literally,
evil sect or religion). Alarmed by that designation, more than ∞,≠≠≠
Falun Gong devotees surrounded the television station in protest,
eventually forcing the station to telecast a more favorable program.
The next month, on June ∑, the government banned the distribu-
tion of two other Falun Gong books.∞∫ Later that year, about a
hundred party, government, and military retirees who were sect
adherents petitioned Jiang Zemin to legalize the sect, but to no avail.

On April ∞∞, ∞ΩΩΩ, the government ratcheted up its campaign
against qigong groups when a Chinese Science Academy physicist
named He Zuoxiu wrote an article for an obscure magazine (Science

and Technology for Youth) cautioning young people against qigong.
Singling out Falun Gong for special criticism, the physicist called it
a superstitious cult and a health hazard because adherents might
forgo conventional treatment for serious illnesses. Falun Gong
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followers wrote a letter of protest to the editor, demanding the
author’s written apology for distorting the truth and damaging the
sect’s reputation. When the magazine refused to accede to their
demand, some ten sect devotees, on April ∞Ω, launched a protest
before its editorial o≈ce at the Tianjin College of Education. In the
course of the next three days, the number of protesters swelled to
∏,≠≠≠.∞Ω When the city’s public security police forcibly removed
one of them on April ≤≥, the protesters took their grievances before
the municipal government the next day but reportedly were beaten
by the police. Ten of them were arrested. That became the catalyst
for the massive demonstration on April ≤∑ in Beijing.

Li Hongzhi had insisted that all he wanted was ‘‘to teach people
to be good’’ and ‘‘not to be involved in politics.’’≤≠ Despite his sect’s
self-avowed apolitical nature, the simple fact of the matter is that by
converging in thousands before the Communist Party compound
on April ≤∑, ∞ΩΩΩ, Falun Gong e√ectively became politicized be-
cause all demonstrations are forbidden in China unless they have
state permits. That act of defiance precipitated the government’s
subsequent crackdown, the intensity and brutality of which have
astounded and ba∆ed the world.

The Crackdown

For three months after the April ≤∑ demonstration, China’s security
services infiltrated the sect with government agents who clan-
destinely videotaped the exercise sessions. Jiang Zemin was report-
edly obsessed with the sect and personally ordered the investiga-
tion. On the day of the demonstration, he asked to be driven around
Zhongnanhai in his limousine and stared at the throng through the
tinted windows. That night, clearly alarmed by the demonstration,
he wrote the CCP Politburo to assure his colleagues that he believed
‘‘Marxism can triumph over Falun Gong.’’≤∞
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The crackdown began with a ban on and confiscation of Falun
Gong’s cassette tapes, videotapes, and publications. On June ∞≠,
∞ΩΩΩ, a special task force was created to oversee the campaign.
Named for the day of its creation, O≈ce ∏–∞≠ issued detailed
instructions to deal with the sect: active practitioners were to be sent
to prison or labor camps; those who refused to renounce their
beliefs were to be isolated and watched over by their families or
employers. Local government o≈cials were given carte blanche au-
thority to implement the central government’s directives. No ques-
tions would be asked about how this was achieved; success was all
that mattered. If they failed to stem the flow of protesters to Beijing,
however, local o≈cials would be held personally responsible. In
e√ect, they had every incentive to suppress Falun Gong in an unre-
strained manner, a situation that could lead to great abuses of
power.≤≤

On July ∞Ω, ∞ΩΩΩ, the police seized literature and busts of Li
Hongzhi and arrested π≠ alleged sect leaders. Two days later, some
≥≠,≠≠≠ Falun Gong devotees staged nonviolent protests in thirty
cities across China. According to eyewitnesses and human rights
groups, more than a thousand of them were rounded up by the
police. In Beijing, for example, demonstrators were forced onto
buses and detained in stadiums. One eighty-year-old follower de-
scribed an incident in Dalian city in which about a hundred practi-
tioners were assaulted violently by the police. ‘‘This is the first time
for me to see policemen beat people like this,’’ he said. ‘‘All practi-
tioners followed Master Li’s teaching of endurance and su√ered
silently. We tried to be good people. You shouldn’t beat us.’’≤≥

The following day, July ≤≤, the Chinese government identified
the April ≤∑ demonstration at Zhongnanhai as the most serious
incident since the pro-democracy protests in Tiananmen Square a
decade earlier. Despite the fact that the Falun Gong protesters
neither carried posters nor chanted political slogans of revolution,
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they were declared an ‘‘evil sect’’ and banned as a threat to social
stability and to ‘‘the vanguard role and purity’’ of the Communist
Party. Even the private practice of Falun Gong was prohibited. The
sect was accused of ‘‘conducting illegal activities, spreading super-
stitious, evil thinking,’’ and stirring up trouble, its followers de-
nounced on state television as fanatics driven to kill themselves and
their family members. Communist Party members were ordered not
to join the sect; those who did would be summarily expelled from
the party.≤∂

All over China, in scenes reminiscent of the feverish Great
Proletarian Cultural Revolution (∞Ω∏∏–∏Ω), police rounded up
thousands of Falun Gong practitioners, some of them top party
o≈cials. They were brought to sports stadiums where they were
interrogated, sometimes for hours, and forced to sign letters dis-
avowing the sect. Local authorities from Beijing to Inner Mongolia
ransacked the homes of suspected sect leaders, pulping or crushing
with steam rollers more than ≤ million books and instructional
tapes. The homes of thousands of sect adherents who had been
arrested and rearrested were put under police surveillance. As if
that were not enough, economic sanctions were imposed on the
family members of recalcitrant followers. They were threatened
with dismissal from their jobs at state-run enterprises and govern-
ment institutions, having their salaries and retirement pay withheld,
and their promotions, health care, and education benefits denied.
An arrest warrant was issued for Li Hongzhi, who was charged with
enriching himself with heretical publications, disturbing public
order by organizing mass demonstrations, and being an agent of the
U.S. Central Intelligence Agency. A $∏,≠≠≠ reward (∑≠,≠≠≠ yuan)—
a sum greater than six years’ salary for the average Chinese urban
worker—was o√ered for information leading to his arrest. Since the
United States has no extradition treaty with China, Beijing re-
quested assistance from Interpol, the international police agency
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based in Lyon, France. Interpol, however, turned down the request,
saying that its constitution forbade it from undertaking ‘‘any inter-
vention or activities of a political or religious nature.’’≤∑

Government propaganda saturated the Chinese media with
horror stories about Falun Gong practitioners, such as the teenager
who allegedly killed his parents with a foot-long knife because he
thought they were demons. Newspaper writers searched for new
ways to vilify the group and its founder, calling Li’s teachings ‘‘spir-
itual opium’’ and ‘‘an evil force’’ that must be ‘‘exorcized.’’ It was
claimed that Li had led more than ∞,∂≠≠ followers to madness.
More than that, Beijing also accused the sect of purloining fifty-nine
classified government documents and of being bent on destroying
the social stability of China.≤∏

An editorial in the o≈cial People’s Daily called for ‘‘a serious
ideological and political struggle’’ to combat this ‘‘evil cult.’’ Falun
Gong Web sites were blocked from Chinese Internet servers. Sev-
eral sites reported being hacked into; one hacking attempt against a
site in Maryland was traced to a police o≈ce in Beijing. Reportedly,
∞,≤≠≠ government o≈cials who were followers were arrested; hun-
dreds of soldiers and CCP members who were practitioners were
dispatched to reeducation seminars to ‘‘study theories, refute fal-
lacies, distinguish between right and wrong, and foster healthy
trends.’’≤π

By August ∞ΩΩΩ, Time magazine reported that the Chinese gov-
ernment’s crackdown had succeeded in intimidating Falun Gong
adherents from exercising in public parks. Many followers tempo-
rarily left their homes; those who stayed waited for a knock on the
door. Others were less fortunate. For example, the mother of Sophie
Xiao, a Falun Gong spokeswoman and investment analyst living in
Hong Kong, was repeatedly interrogated about the sect’s organiza-
tional structure. After being detained and interrogated for forty-four
hours, she finally recanted. Another follower, Huang Jinchun, a



∞≤ A Religious Sect Defies the State

thirty-five-year-old judge for the Intermediate People’s Court in
Beihai, was detained for fifteen days for ‘‘damaging social order.’’ A
few weeks later, still refusing to renounce his beliefs, Huang was
dismissed from his job and taken to a mental hospital where he was
physically abused and forced to undergo psychiatric treatment.≤∫

On October ≥≠, ∞ΩΩΩ, more than four months after the crack-
down began, Beijing sought legal legitimation for its campaign
against the sect. The Standing Committee of China’s parliament,
the National People’s Congress (NPC), met in a special session
inside the Great Hall of the People to pass an anti-cult law restrict-
ing such religious cults as the already banned Falun Gong. The new
law required that the courts, prosecutors, and police subdue any
cult activity with severe penalties, including the death penalty, for
cult leaders. The day after the anti-cult law was passed, the courts
brought formal charges against four suspected leaders of the sect—
one of them a former policeman—for organizing a cult and violating
the national secrecy laws. On December ≤∏, ∞ΩΩΩ, they were sen-
tenced to eighteen years in prison after a one-day trial.≤Ω

The passage of the anti-cult law was supplemented by a revi-
sion of China’s criminal code in November ∞ΩΩΩ, to formally desig-
nate Falun Gong a ‘‘devil cult’’ and, in so doing, render its adher-
ents liable to prosecution for murder, fraud, endangering national
security, and other crimes. The revision also enabled convicted
Falun Gong followers to be sentenced to longer prison terms than
those previously mandated by the criminal code for cultists. On
November ∑ and ∏, ∞ΩΩΩ, China’s o≈cial Legal Daily reported that
Falun Gong adherents were being rounded up in Qingdao, Shan-
dong, Xinjiang, Ningxia, and Liaoning provinces for ‘‘organizing
illegal gatherings,’’ ‘‘spreading antigovernment propaganda and il-
legal publications and books,’’ and carrying out ‘‘illegal link-up
activities.’’≥≠
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To prevent adherents from assembling in Beijing, the police
made recourse to ordinances governing lodging in the capital. In
one month alone, hundreds of adherents who had come to Beijing
from the surrounding provinces were picked up in hotel sweeps and
detained; landlords and hoteliers who illegally rented out rooms to
adherents were punished with fines or forced out of business. The
authorities also carefully distinguished between organizers and
ordinary followers of the sect. In a November ∑, ∞ΩΩΩ, circular, the
People’s Supreme Court admonished the courts to make a sharp
distinction between criminal elements (sect leaders), who should be
treated harshly, and common practitioners who should be extri-
cated from the cult, educated, then reintegrated into society. On
November ∫, ∞ΩΩΩ, the State Council confirmed the arrest of at
least ∞∞∞ adherents for gathering illegally, ‘‘disturbing social order,’’
‘‘stealing state secrets,’’ and other charges. Many others not for-
mally arrested were administratively sentenced, without trial, by
the police to reeducation through labor camps for up to three
years.≥∞

In e√ect, through such implementations as the anti-cult law, the
Chinese government could now claim that its crackdown on Falun
Gong was in conformance with the rule of law. Despite Beijing’s
claim, the activities for which sect members were accused—those of
religious belief and practice; nonviolent assembly and protest; own-
ing and disseminating books, tapes, and pamphlets; and using the
Internet—are all clearly protected under international human rights
law. More than that, in some cases, believers were punished for
acts committed before the sect was banned. An example was Hu
Qingyun, a high court judge who was sentenced to seven years in
prison for helping a bookstore purchase Falun Gong books. But at
the time when he allegedly committed the crime, Falun Gong and
its publications had not been prohibited!≥≤
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The Sect’s Defiance

By April ≤≠≠≠, one year after the massive demonstration at Zhong-
nanhai, Beijing claimed it had succeeded in persuading some Ω∫
percent of Falun Gong’s following in China to abandon their alle-
giance. At the same time, the government acknowledged that some
diehards remained and that the struggle to destroy the sect would
be ‘‘long-term, complex and serious.’’≥≥

Those diehards persisted in defying the government’s ban by
undertaking bold acts of civil disobedience across China, especially
in Tiananmen Square. Almost daily, some of them would penetrate
the tight security around the square until the police arrived to carry
them away. On April ≤∑, ≤≠≠≠, the first anniversary of the Zhong-
nanhai demonstration, about one hundred adherents made their
way to Tiananmen Square in small groups. All were seized, most of
them roughly, by swarms of plainclothes policemen and were sub-
jected to reeducation. Those who responded well were treated
leniently; those who resisted or were found to be ringleaders were
put on trial, and eighty-four of them were sentenced to jail. On
October ∞, ≤≠≠≠, China’s National Day, hundreds of devotees pro-
tested in Tiananmen Square and unfurled a banner that read ‘‘Falun
Gong is not an evil cult.’’ They were pummeled by police, arrested,
and hustled into waiting vans. On December ∞≠, ≤≠≠≠, about two
dozen devotees appeared in the square chanting ‘‘Falun Gong is not
a crime’’ and unfurled banners displaying the sect’s moral tenets,
‘‘Truth, Compassion, Tolerance.’’ Police ripped down the banners
and herded the protesters into vans. On January ∞, ≤≠≠∞, dozens of
mostly female and middle-aged devotees gathered in the square to
meditate and flash yellow cloth banners, but they were dragged way
by hundreds of uniformed and plain-clothed police o≈cers.≥∂

At the same time as his disciples continued to defy the ban, Li
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Hongzhi made increasingly urgent appeals on the sect’s o≈cial Web
site (www.clearwisdom.net), which took on political and apocalyp-
tic overtones. In August ≤≠≠≠ he wrote that his disciples should ‘‘let
go of all worldly attachments (including the attachment to the hu-
man body),’’ and that they must ‘‘step forward’’ and ‘‘achieve con-
summation’’ by facing imprisonment or death. When hundreds of
them heeded his message and protested in Tiananmen Square on
October ∞, ≤≠≠≠, he responded, ‘‘I’m happy for those disciples
who have stepped forward. . . . Whether they are imprisoned or
lose their human lives for persevering in dafa (great law of the
wheel) cultivation, they achieve consummation.’’≥∑ More ominous
still, in a ≤≠≠∞ New Year’s Day message, he seemed to urge his
followers to escalate their struggle against the government. ‘‘The
present performance of the evil,’’ Li wrote, ‘‘shows that [the govern-
ment is] . . . utterly inhuman and completely without righteous
thoughts. So such evil’s persecution of the Fa [law] can no longer
be tolerated.’’ Given that, the faithful could rightfully ‘‘go beyond
the limits of forbearance’’ because tolerance ‘‘is not equivalent to
doing nothing. . . . If the evil has already reached the point where it
is unsavable and unkeepable, various measures at di√erent levels
can be used to stop it and eradicate it.’’ He also anticipated that his
disciples’ struggles were leading to a transcendent event he called
‘‘the Consummation,’’ in which only the believers would ‘‘leave’’
and those who remained (‘‘all bad people’’) would pay for their sins
with ‘‘horrible su√ering’’ and ‘‘will be destroyed by gods.’’≥∏

Frustrated by the sect’s continued defiance, the Chinese gov-
ernment intensified its war by adding the crime of treason to the list
of Falun Gong’s o√enses. On January Ω, ≤≠≠∞, People’s Daily called
the sect a ‘‘cheap tool . . . of anti-China forces in the West’’ who
were using the group to change China’s political system. Politburo
member Luo Gao asserted at a security conference in Beijing on
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January ≤≠ that Falun Gong had ‘‘degenerated into a tool used by
hostile foreign forces’’ aimed at ruining China’s reforms. Nothing
less than the survival of the Communist Party was at stake.≥π

The government also fortified its legal arsenal. The Standing
Committee of the NPC approved new rules defining illegal uses of
the Internet and singled out, as one of the most egregious o√enses,
employing the Internet ‘‘to organize evil religious cults’’ or ‘‘for
communications between cult members.’’ On March ≤, ≤≠≠∞, on
the basis of those new laws, thirty-seven Falun Gong followers were
sentenced to three to ten years’ imprisonment for ‘‘using a cult to
obstruct the law’’ by disseminating statements downloaded from
sect Web sites.≥∫

At the same time, the Communist Party government widened
its campaign against the sect into a nationwide movement. The
China Anti-Cult Association was formed to collect a million signa-
tures in support of the ban. National television for the first time
broadcast a videotape of Falun Gong followers protesting in Ti-
ananmen Square and with bystanders deploring the demonstrations
(the police’s violent handling of the protesters, however, was care-
fully edited out). For its part, Falun Gong defended the continued
protests. A sect representative in Hong Kong, Kan Hung-cheung,
explained that ‘‘If they didn’t repress us, there would be no need for
us to stand up and tell the truth. . . . As the suppressions were so
brutal and inhumane, we have to tell the world.’’≥Ω

On January ≤≥, ≤≠≠∞, in Tiananmen Square, on the eve of the
Lunar New Year—China’s most important holiday—alleged fol-
lowers of the sect undertook the most radical act of defiance yet. As
described by a CNN television crew who witnessed the horrifying
event (and whose videotape was immediately confiscated by the
police), at about ≤:≥≠ p.m., five people doused themselves with
gasoline and set themselves ablaze. One of them, a man who had
been sitting on the ground, erupted into a ball of fire; the other four,
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two mother-daughter pairs, staggered about with their arms raised
in meditative pose as orange flames leapt from their bodies. Police
rushed to douse the flames and erected a shield to block the view of
onlookers. One of the mother-daughter pairs, a thirty-six-year-old
woman died from the burns.

The authorities immediately imposed the heaviest security
clampdown on central Beijing in years. Checkpoints ringed Tianan-
men Square, where police inspected pedestrians’ identification pa-
pers, bags, pockets, and coat sleeves. In an e√ort to ferret out
suspected sect adherents, the police harangued passersby to de-
nounce the sect as ‘‘an evil cult’’ and its founder as ‘‘a bad egg.’’

Despite the heavy security, some of the faithful still managed to
slip into the square. One man holding a banner climbed atop a
mound of shoveled snow before police rushed at him from three
sides, knocking him over. An o≈cer pressed a knee into the protes-
ter’s body, pinning him to the ground until he was shoved into a
police van. Four other protesters were also taken away, including a
man holding a red banner and another who yelled Falun Gong
slogans as he was grabbed by three plainclothes o≈cers. On Febru-
ary ∞∏, ≤≠≠∞, another follower immolated himself on a residential
street in Beijing. Sadly, by the time the police arrived minutes later,
twenty-five-year-old Tan Yihui, a shoe shiner from Hunan prov-
ince, had perished in the flames.∂≠

China’s state media at first made no mention of the fiery sui-
cides. It was not until a week later that the government made the
details public, with Central Television showing graphic footage of
the self-immolations, followed by an interview with the heavily ban-
daged daughter of the woman who had died on January ≤≥. Twelve-
year-old Liu Siying said her mother fooled her into setting herself
on fire, believing that, in so doing, they would go to the ‘‘heavenly
golden’’ paradise that Li Hongzhi had described in Rotating the

Law Wheel.∂∞ Xinhua, China’s o≈cial news agency, said those who



∞∫ A Religious Sect Defies the State

immolated themselves had been ‘‘hoodwinked by the evil fallacies
of Li Hongzhi.’’ It also claimed that another dozen sect adherents
had committed mass suicide to attain ‘‘consummation’’ and that
dozens more had been prevented from doing so by the police. For
their part, Falun Gong spokespeople in New York and Hong Kong
were incredulous, insisting that the immolators could not be fol-
lowers because both Li and the sect had consistently opposed any
form of killing, including suicide, as a means of reaching salvation.∂≤

After the self-immolations, Beijing intensified its crackdown
with a nationwide mobilization drive similar to those during the
Maoist years. The campaign began with the arrest of five individuals
for planning the self-immolations. All were found guilty by a Beijing
court on August ∞π, ≤≠≠∞, for ‘‘organizing, masterminding, in-
stigating and assisting’’ the suicides and were sentenced to seven
years to life in jail.∂≥ O≈ce ∏–∞≠, charged with suppressing the sect,
issued orders to local governments and police to take all necessary
measures against cult followers. The burnt girl, with her face
charred and bandaged, was shown repeatedly on television crying
for her mother.∂∂ The media was filled with invectives against the
sect; an article by Xinhua carried by several newspapers had the
headline ‘‘Li Hongzhi, why don’t you burn yourself ?’’ School-
children were required to attend anti–Falun Gong classes; ∞≤ mil-
lion of them in a hundred large cities participated in a signature
campaign and signed a ‘‘civil convention’’ declaring that they ‘‘don’t
believe in cults, don’t spread their beliefs and spontaneously fight
against them.’’ Thousands of adults, from school teachers to steel
workers, also attended mass meetings and signed petitions de-
nouncing the sect. In recognition of their anti-cult work, citations
were given to ∞∞≠ organizations and ≤π∞ individuals; another
∞,∏≠≠, mainly members of the police and military, were awarded
with large paper roses pinned to their chests. A Western diplomat
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compared the unabated and methodical campaign of suppression to
a Russian pogrom.∂∑

In the face of international criticisms and expressions of con-
cern over violations of religious freedom and civil liberties, Beijing
redoubled its accusation of the sect’s foreign collusion. Two o≈cial
newspapers accused Western news agencies and reporters not only
of knowing in advance about the self-immolation, but of actively
assisting in the suicides. On February ∑, ≤≠≠∞, Beijing warned
foreign governments against interfering in China’s internal a√airs
‘‘by making use of the Falun Gong issue.’’ An article in the February
∏ issue of Legal Daily called sect members ‘‘running dogs of foreign
anti-Chinese forces,’’ while the Liberation Army Daily, the mouth-
piece of the Chinese military, in a front-page essay accused ‘‘West-
ern anti-Chinese forces’’ of sparing no e√ort ‘‘to engage in ideologi-
cal infiltration to achieve their goal of overturning our socialist
system and subverting our state.’’ The essay insisted that ‘‘what Li
Hongzhi and his Falun Gong are attempting is precisely what the
Western anti-Chinese forces scheme at.’’ Members of the foreign
press corps in Beijing came under increasing surveillance. Plain-
clothes security o≈cers followed selected reporters on foot, by car,
and by motorcycle; guards at commercial and residential complexes
harangued reporters about their comings and goings and con-
ducted repeated ‘‘smoke alarm checks’’ on their o≈ces.∂∏

Among the foreign anti-Chinese forces, the United States was
singled out for special condemnation. Shanghai’s Liberation Daily

accused Washington of supporting the sect ‘‘to distract China’s
attention from economic construction and destablize the country.’’
On March π, He Zuoxiu, the physicist whose magazine article
provoked Falun Gong’s massive demonstration at Zhongnanhai,
accused hard-core sect members of being paid professionals in the
service of the American government. Speaking before the science
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panel of the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference
(CPPCC), an advisory body to the parliament, the physicist claimed
that the U.S. Congress had given ‘‘several tens of millions of dollars
to Falun Gong for activity funds out of ulterior motives.’’∂π

Taiwan was also a target of Beijing’s invectives. On March ≤∑,
Beijing accused the authorities on Taiwan, specifically Vice Presi-
dent Annette Lu, of using the sect ‘‘for their own separatist pur-
poses’’ to promote Taiwanese independence. (Falun Gong claimed
to have about ∞≠≠,≠≠≠ followers in Taiwan, where it enjoyed a sharp
rise in membership after the group was banned on the mainland.)∂∫

On June ∞∞, ≤≠≠∞, Beijing implemented yet more new guide-
lines aimed at the sect. China’s top court issued a directive citing
specific laws that could be used by police, prosecutors, and judges
to punish Falun Gong followers. For example, defamation or libel
laws could be deployed against those who ‘‘attack President Jiang
Zemin in their propaganda material or spray-paint names of police
o≈cers’’ who allegedly tortured sect adherents. The directive also
stated that adherents who gather or provide information on Bei-
jing’s crackdown to overseas groups could be prosecuted under
Criminal Law ∞∞∞ for spying or stealing state secrets—egregious
o√enses that are punishable by long prison terms and for which the
accused would not have the right of defense.∂Ω

On June ∞≠, ≤≠≠∞, a new legal directive ‘‘on the punishment of
diehard Falun Gong cult members’’ was jointly issued by the Su-
preme People’s Court and Supreme People’s Procuratorate. The
directive went into e√ect the next day, targeting those who continued
to distribute pamphlets and information about the cult. Under the
revisions, cult members could be punished under subversion laws if
they produced or distributed materials about the banned sect. Falun
Gong adherents who organized, encouraged, or helped other fol-
lowers to commit suicide or injure themselves could also be pros-
ecuted for murder or ‘‘intentional wounding.’’ On August ≤≤, ≤≠≠∞,



A Religious Sect Defies the State ≤∞

a court in southern China exploited the new directive to sentence
Lan Yunchang to death for allegedly murdering a fellow villager with
an ax as a way to attain salvation. The sentence was the most severe
given to a Falun Gong adherent since the sect was outlawed two
years earlier.∑≠

Against the onslaught of Beijing’s campaign, Falun Gong de-
votees did not relent. In August ≤≠≠∞, for more than ten days, some
∞≥≠ adherents incarcerated in the Masanjia labor reform camp in
Liaoning province went on a hunger strike to protest being held
beyond their original terms. And although public protests had
dropped o√ since the self-immolations, on the second anniversary
of the April ≤∑ demonstration, ≥≤ of the faithful managed to stage
brief and scattered demonstrations in Tiananmen Square. They
were beaten and shoved into wagons by uniformed and plainclothes
police; Western tourists who had taken pictures of the demonstra-
tors were forced by the police to expose their film and record over
their video tapes.∑∞

Nor did the self-immolations cease. On July ∞, ≤≠≠∞, nineteen-
year-old Luo Guili set himself on fire on a city square in Nanning in
southern China; he died the following day of severe burns and heart
and lung failure. Xinhua did not announce his death until three
weeks later, at which time Beijing claimed that Luo ‘‘was trying to
burn o√ the evil hidden in his body so as to reach a higher level in
Falun Gong practice.’’∑≤

If Falun Gong had been apolitical in the beginning, it was so no
longer. Its adherents posted handbills on power poles in Shenyang
city and blanketed mailboxes in Beijing back streets with fliers
disputing the government’s account of the self-immolations and
criticizing the government for neglecting poverty and unemploy-
ment.∑≥ City residents were bombarded with videodiscs and auto-
mated phone calls that played recordings attacking the government.
Sect activists also took to hacking into television broadcasts. For
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example, in March ≤≠≠≤, seven followers were arrested for hacking
into the prime time cable television programming of two cities in
Jilin, replacing it with a pirate broadcast of Li Hongzhi that lasted
for about ten minutes. The next month, on the evening of April ≤∞,
activists broke into the cable television system of Harbin and suc-
ceeded in disrupting its normal programming for several minutes.
In June, activists managed to hack into a state satellite system to
briefly beam their message to millions. On September ≤≠, ≤≠≠≤, for
their hacking, fifteen activists received sentences of up to twenty
years in prison, comparable to the longest sentences meted out to
political dissidents in China.∑∂

The activists were encouraged by their master. On March ∂,
≤≠≠∞, in a defiant message on the sect’s Web site, entitled ‘‘Coer-
cion Cannot Change People’s Heart,’’ Li Hongzhi seemed to urge
his disciples not to bow to the authorities, warning that Beijing’s
sustained crackdown would fail to break the faith of ‘‘true cultiva-
tors’’ even if ‘‘many people have been beaten to death, beaten to
disability, or sent to mental hospitals.’’ Ten days later, in a statement
read by one of his disciples at a ceremony in the U.S. Congress to
honor religious organizations in China, which was organized by the
human rights group Freedom House, Li invoked the image of a
Manichaean battle being waged in China. According to him, the
government of the People’s Republic was a ‘‘wicked dictatorship’’
whose ‘‘evil nature’’ was being challenged by the ‘‘goodness’’ of
Falun Gong.∑∑

Falun Gong also became a test of Hong Kong’s promised au-
tonomy from mainland China. In contrast to its fate on the main-
land, the sect had remained legal in the former British colony be-
cause the latter retained a high degree of autonomy as a Special
Administrative Region after it was returned to China in ∞ΩΩπ. As a
consequence, the sect’s followers in Hong Kong had enjoyed free-
doms denied to their counterparts on the mainland. For example,
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on January ∞≥, ≤≠≠∞, some ∫≠≠ Falun Gong followers from around
the world marched on a Hong Kong government building behind
∞≤≠ women dressed in white—the traditional funeral color—to pro-
test the alleged torture-killings by the mainland police of ∞≤≠ of
their confreres. The next day, about ∞,≤≠≠ of them attended an all-
day conference at city hall to denounce Beijing’s ‘‘evil’’ and ‘‘brutal’’
persecution. They also claimed that ∞≤ sect members were denied
entry by Hong Kong immigration o≈cials, and that the authorities
granted them a permit for the conference only after they had agreed
not to show photographs of followers being tortured on the main-
land.∑∏ The following month, sect adherents in Hong Kong pub-
lished a booklet condemning Jiang Zemin as ‘‘the culprit respon-
sible for oppressing Falun Gong’’ and an ‘‘autocrat’’ who was
‘‘harming’’ China and its people.

In response, Beijing began to exert political pressure on the
Hong Kong government. On January ≥∞, ≤≠≠∞, Xu Simin, a mem-
ber of the Standing Committee of the CPPCC said that Falun Gong
was neither a qigong nor a religious entity, but was instead a politi-
cal organization. He criticized the Hong Kong government for
being too lenient with the sect and urged that its activities be out-
lawed, as they were in Macao. On February ∏, PRC foreign ministry
spokesman Sun Yuxi urged the Hong Kong government to curb the
activities of the sect to prevent Hong Kong from becoming ‘‘a base
for subverting the central government.’’ At the same time, pro-
Beijing politicians in Hong Kong began calling for the passage of
antisubversion laws that could be used against the sect.∑π

On February ∫, ≤≠≠∞, Hong Kong’s Chief Executive Tung
Chee-hwa seemed to bend under Beijing’s pressure. Recalling the
self-immolation in Tiananmen Square, he referred to Falun Gong as
a cult that had shown evil characteristics and must be closely
monitored. In response, Falun Gong spokeswoman Hui Yee-han
observed that Tung’s comments could only incite hatred against the



≤∂ A Religious Sect Defies the State

sect. Tung was also criticized by opposition leader Martin Lee of
Hong Kong’s Democratic Party for ‘‘exactly toeing the Beijing line.’’
‘‘We are worried,’’ Lee said. ‘‘If we carry on like this, and the central
government isn’t nice to the Catholics, or Protestants, or the Bud-
dhists, either, will Hong Kong call them cults, too?’’∑∫

On April ≤π, ≤≠≠∞, Agence France Presse reported that the
Hong Kong government was preparing legislation to outlaw Falun
Gong. Allegedly, Tung might use an anti-cult law that the French
government was expected to enact in June. Two months later, on
June ∞∂, Tung seemed to reverse himself when he announced, in a
question-and-answer session with legislators, that he had no imme-
diate plans to propose such legislation: ‘‘I don’t think that it is now
the time to enact legislation. We are not at that stage yet but we will
keep a close eye on their every move.’’ He did reiterate, however, his
prior characterization of Falun Gong as a cult, claiming that ‘‘it is
well organized, it has lots of resources and it is an organization that
has politics on its mind.’’∑Ω

The Killings

In the two years since the sect’s sudden assemblage before the Com-
munist Party’s headquarters, international human rights groups esti-
mated that some ∞≠,≠≠≠ Falun Gong followers had been sent to
prison, labor camps, or mental hospitals. Another ∑,≠≠≠ refused to
recant and were kept under surveillance; tens of thousands more
were briefly detained in makeshift holding centers where they were
harangued and sometimes beaten until they renounced their be-
liefs.∏≠ In an interview with Newsweek magazine, Li Hongzhi claimed
that ‘‘some people have had their bones broken, and some have had
their hair pulled out.’’ The holding centers are ‘‘transformation
centers’’ where local o≈cials enjoy a free hand in implementing the
central government’s directives. Pulitzer Prize-winner Ian Johnson
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of the Wall Street Journal maintained that ‘‘it was at these uno≈cial
prisons that the killings occurred.’’∏∞

By April ≤≠≠≤, nearly three years since the banning of the sect,
Falun Gong’s headquarters in New York claimed that more than
≥∑≠ of its faithful had died in custody or from o≈cial perse-
cution. Independent human rights groups, including the Hong
Kong-based Information Center for Human Rights and Democracy
(ICHRD), put the toll at over ∞∑∏. The sect also claimed that about
∞≠≠,≠≠≠ people had been arrested or jailed: Among them were at
least ∑≠≠ practitioners who were jailed, some ∞,≠≠≠ confined to
mental hospitals, and ≤≠,≠≠≠ sent to labor camps without trial. The
Chinese government, in contrast, repeatedly denied that any Falun
Gong members died in police custody, explaining the deaths as
suicides or natural deaths.∏≤

One of those who died was Zhao Xin, a thirty-two-year-old
assistant professor at the business college of Beijing’s Industry and
Commerce University who had practiced Falun Gong for two years.
For that, she was repeatedly arrested, the last time on June ∞Ω,
≤≠≠≠, when she and twenty other followers were practicing their
slow-motion exercises in a park. Zhao refused to tell police her
name or where she worked and began a hunger strike. On June ≤≤,
detention center guards sent her to a hospital with three fractured
neck vertebrae, minor head injuries, and breathing problems. After
surgery and three months of hospital treatment, she returned home
because her family could no longer a√ord the medical fees. She died
on December ∞∂.∏≥

Another victim was Chi Yulian, the mother of a ten-year-old
boy. On May ≤Ω, ≤≠≠∞, she was cooking in her kitchen when police
o≈cers stormed her home, handcu√ed her, and threw her onto her
bed. The o≈cers searched the house, and after they found sect-
related material, they dragged her barefoot to a waiting police car
and, from there, to a detention center. One week later, an o≈cial at
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the center informed her husband that she had had a heart attack and
died on the way to the hospital.∏∂

Other victims include the following:

E Fifty-year-old school teacher An Xiukun, who was de-
tained by police and choked to death in June ≤≠≠≠
when police forcibly fed her.

E Thirty-five-year-old Gong Baohua, arrested at a dem-
onstration in June ≤≠≠≠ in Beijing, had her nose broken
by the police, and later choked to death at a detention
center from being force-fed with a nasal feeding tube.

E Twenty-eight-year-old Li Mei, sentenced in June ≤≠≠≠
for two years to a labor camp in central Anhui province
for protesting against the government’s ban, was found
dead with gauze bandages wrapped around her neck,
her face covered with bruises and traces of blood from
her nose.

E Xuan Chengxi was killed in October ≤≠≠≠ by the police
of Weifan, a city in Shandong province with the dubious
distinction of having ∞∑ percent of Falun Gong deaths
although it has less than ∞ percent of China’s pop-
ulation. The police repeatedly asked Xuan for money,
but his family, being sect practitioners themselves, could
not pay the ransom because they had lost their jobs. In
retaliation, Xuan was beaten with rubber truncheons
and doused in cold water for several hours before he fell
into a coma and died.

E Thirty-year-old Chu Congrui, arrested at a protest
in Tiananmen Square on December ∞, ≤≠≠≠, was
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reported dead to her family sixteen days later, her face
clearly bruised.

E Wang Yijia was practicing Falun Gong exercises in his
home in Hengyang, Hunan, in January ≤≠≠∞ when po-
lice burst in to arrest him. Refusing to cooperate, Wang
ran to the balcony and fell to his death.

E Liu Rongxiu, arrested on December ∏, ≤≠≠≠, for pro-
testing in Tiananmen Square, died the following month
in a detention center in northern Hebei with bandages
around his head and dried blood caked around his
mouth.

E Thirty-year-old Liu Jiamin, died on January π, ≤≠≠∞,
from lung injuries after police rammed a tube down her
throat to break a hunger strike.

E Thirty-three-year-old Li Mei, died in May ≤≠≠∞ in a
‘‘transformation school’’ in Laiyang, Shandong, after
su√ering a broken spine and other injuries.

E Thirty-three-year-old Li Changjun, holder of a master’s
degree, was detained May ∞∏, ≤≠≠∞, after police caught
him downloading and printing Falun Gong material
from the Internet. He died a week later, his body cov-
ered with red bruises and scars, his neck and ears
beaten purple.

E Forty-seven-year-old Chen Qiulan, arrested in July ≤≠≠∞
for posting information about the sect on the Internet,
died of a heart attack a month later, on August ∞∂, at a
detention center in Daqing, Heilongjiang.

E Wu Liangjie, died on August ≤≠, ≤≠≠∞, after falling
from a window of a police o≈ce in Baicheng, Jilin.
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E Thirty-nine-year-old Wang Hong of Liaoning province
died on August ≥∞, ≤≠≠∞, after being repeatedly tor-
tured at a labor camp for refusing to renounce her belief
in Falun Gong.

E Thirty-three-year-old Chen Aizhong died of respira-
tory failure on September ≤≠, ≤≠≠∞, at a hospital in
Tangshan, Hebei, after suspected force-feeding.

E Thirty-two-year-old Yu Xiuling died on September ∞Ω,
≤≠≠∞, after a lengthy beating by the police and being
thrown alive from a fourth-story window. Her husband
was told that she had leapt to her death.∏∑

As if the above cases were not tragic enough, on July ≥, ≤≠≠∞, the
Hong Kong-based ICHRD said that on June ≤≠, sixteen Falun
Gong followers in a labor camp in Harbin attempted mass suicide
by hanging themselves with ropes fashioned from bedsheets. Ten of
them, all women, died. They were among thirty followers who had
gone on a hunger strike, for which they were punished by having
their sentences extended by up to six months. Beijing admitted that
eleven sect members in the reeducation center had undertaken mass
suicide and that three died from the attempt. Foreign ministry
spokeswoman Zhang Qiyue said, ‘‘This shows once again that
Falun Gong is a cult that harms human life.’’ For its part, Falun
Gong’s o≈ce in New York claimed that fifteen followers in that
camp were tortured to death.∏∏

None of the deaths were reported in the Chinese media; only
those directly a√ected by the crackdown knew of its scope and
ferocity. Besides resulting in deaths, Beijing’s suppression of Falun
Gong had driven people underground, ruined careers, and de-
stroyed families. Two sect adherents who worked in Weifang’s city
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government, for example, were forced to leave their homes to live
with relatives out of fear of arrest. Their daughter, also an adherent,
was kicked out of her university for refusing to renounce her faith
and now drifts from family to family. ‘‘This won’t go on much
longer, will it?’’ she asked a visitor. ‘‘The government has to relent
and legalize us. That’s all we’re asking.’’∏π

Females seem to be disproportionately represented among sect
followers targeted by the government. In part this is due to their
being the majority of Falun Gong adherents in China. But there is
evidence that Chinese police and o≈cials in work camps also sin-
gled out the women for torture. Female practitioners were report-
edly subjected to beatings, electric shocks, burnings with cigarette
butts or irons and were forced to stand naked in freezing tempera-
tures. At one labor camp in Liaoning province, it was alleged,
women were stripped naked and thrown into prison cells with
violent male criminals who were encouraged to rape and abuse
them. Instead of being punished or reprimanded, the o≈cers in that
camp were lauded and were promoted by being assigned to train
the sta√ of other camps. All of which prompted Radhika Cooma-
raswamy, the United Nation’s expert on violence against women, to
send a letter of concern to the Chinese government in January
≤≠≠∞.∏∫

The Struggle Continues

The Chinese government has vowed it will ‘‘fight the war to the
end’’ against Falun Gong. In part, Beijing’s ruthless and brutal
campaign to exterminate the sect is due to the latter’s persistent
popularity. Many followers still risk arrest and beatings to perform
the exercises, but they do them in their homes instead of public
parks.∏Ω
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A Beijing-based analyst maintained that although the Chinese
government has succeeded in breaking up the key organizers, it still
must deal with ‘‘an amorphous movement’’ for which ‘‘the rigid
structure of the Communist Party is ill equipped.’’ Under attack, the
sect has transformed itself into a nonhierarchical mass movement
whose structure mirrors that of the Internet, on which it depends.π≠

There are no longer any national Falun Gong posts in China, only
local volunteer ‘‘tutors’’ and ‘‘facilitators’’ who look to Master Li for
guidance. One such volunteer, Lloyd Zhao—a thirty-three-year-old
advanced computer technician—insisted that if he were caught,
other devotees would take his place. Until the government suc-
ceeded in reeducating or imprisoning every last true believer, he
vowed, the network would endure. A senior CCP o≈cial wryly
observed that the sect was hard to control because its ability to wage
guerrilla-style resistance was similar to the underground Commu-
nist Party in its years in the wilderness before it eventually suc-
ceeded in being the new ruler of China. Professor Lu Xiaobo of
Barnard College similarly described Beijing’s battle with the sect as
‘‘a giant fighting a ghost: you know it is there and haunting you, but
you don’t exactly know where to attack, or when it will attack
you.’’π∞

More than the sect’s elusive but e√ective organization, the Chi-
nese government is worried about Falun Gong’s presence in the
armed forces, notwithstanding the reeducation of police and sol-
diers to shun the sect. To illustrate, in February ≤≠≠∞, a Falun Gong
banner flew for nearly an hour at the headquarters of the People’s
Armed Police in Beijing; supporters also painted slogans inside the
tightly guarded air force headquarters in the capital. An internal
government estimate had ∂,≠≠≠ to ∑,≠≠≠ sect sympathizers in the
≤≠≠,≠≠≠-strong air force.π≤

More than its popularity and organization, the authorities in
Beijing are troubled by Falun Gong’s similarities to religious move-
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ments that had instigated countless uprisings in China’s history,
some of which toppled entire dynasties. In particular, the sect is
remarkably reminiscent of traditional Chinese millenarian move-
ments, sectarian religious societies that anticipate nothing less than
the end of days. That history will be the subject of the chapter to
follow.



≥≤

Chapter Two

Chinese Religions and Millenarian Movements

Imperial China is usually thought of as a highly secularized society
in which religion held little sway. Such a notion is probably due to
the dominance that Confucianism, conventionally understood to be
an agnostic philosophy, historically wielded over the Chinese state
and society. This view, however, cannot easily be reconciled with
the social facts.∞

To begin with, Confucianism was neither atheistic nor agnos-
tic. Instead, it inherited significant metaphysical elements from the
folk religion of Chinese antiquity—heaven, predetermination, divi-
nation, and the theory of yin-yang and the five elements. In addition
to these supernatural beliefs, Confucianism also mandated the re-
ligious practices of ancestor worship and ritualistic sacrifices to
heaven.

Nor was Chinese spiritual life composed of only the ancient
creed and Confucianism. Although the latter was the o≈cial faith of
Imperial China, its preeminene was continuously challenged by
Daoism and Buddhism. There were also the minor faiths of Islam



Religions and Millenarian Movements ≥≥

and Christianity, as well as astrology, chronomancy, and numerous
other forms of magic and animism.

In e√ect, instead of being worldly and secular, traditional China
was su√used with sacred practices and beliefs. Religion penetrated
every social institution and exerted a profound influence on the
people’s outlook on life and their daily activities. Today, the temples
and shrines that survived the destruction of Mao Zedong’s Cultural
Revolution still dot the landscape and stand as vivid testament to
the pietistic character of old China.≤

Folk Religion of Antiquity

The folk religion that bequeathed its beliefs and practices to Confu-
cianism was the indigenous faith of the Shang, Zhou, and Early Han
dynasties, spanning a period from the dawn of history to a.d. Ω.≥

This religion had its roots in Chinese antiquity, a prehistoric time of
myth and mysticism. Not unlike other primitive cults, China’s folk
religion was a pantheistic animism that conceived of nature and the
universe as alive, inhabited by gods and spirits.

According to a creation myth from the fourth to the second
century b.c., in the beginning there was nothing but a primeval
vapor in a shapeless dark expanse, a gaping mass. The e∆uvium
was the embodiment of the cosmic energy Taiji (the Great Ulti-
mate) that governed matter, time, and space. At the moment of
creation, the misty haze underwent a transformation and di√erenti-
ated into heaven and earth, male and female, hard and soft matter,
and other binary yin-yang phenomena. The interaction of yin and
yang produced the building blocks of the universe: the five elements
of water, fire, metal, wood, and earth. Their continuous interaction
and endless permutations constitute dao (the Way), the unity that is
the universe.∂
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The supreme governing force in the cosmos was Heaven (tian

or tiandi, the heavenly sovereign-deity). Heaven was more than a
governing power; it was a moral force that predetermined the fate of
human beings and meted out reward to the virtuous and punish-
ment to the wicked. It was believed that Heaven’s plans could be
gleaned by shamans through divination and the theory of yin-yang
and the five elements.∑

Yang, the male element, was identified with heaven; the female
element yin, with earth. The yang and the yin, by the power of their
cooperation, produced all that existed, including human beings,
who were shaped out of the same substance that comprised the
universe. Being formed of celestial material, human beings were
conceived to be intrinsically good, but their benign constitution
could be corrupted in the course of life by external influences.
Virtue, therefore, required that human beings be carefully guided
by instruction and education, and their passions and desires con-
strained by moral and mental discipline.∏

It was believed that human beings, being a compound of yang
and yin, had two corresponding souls. The first was shen, an imma-
terial soul of yang substance from the ethereal part of the universe,
which operated in the living human body as qi (breath). A second
soul was gui, a material soul formed of yin substance which origi-
nated from the terrestrial part of the cosmos. When a human being
died, her shen and qi returned to heaven, while her physical body
and material soul were restored to the earth.π

Being part of the animate cosmos, plants also were believed to
have souls. Depending on the amount of soul-substance (ling) con-
ferred on them by the universe, certain plants, such as ginseng, were
believed to possess great power. Those who consumed such plants
could absorb the latter’s soul-substance and, consequently, be
cured of disease and attain longevity, if not immortality.∫

More than plants, such objects as the bones of the dead and
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wood that had been reduced to stumps, logs, or boards—being part
and parcel of the animate universe—were also believed to be alive.
Like plants, seemingly inanimate matter also di√ered in accordance
with the amount of soul-substance. Cinnabar, gold, silver, jade,
mother-of-pearl, and pearls were believed to be particularly rich in
soul-substance and, when ingested, could cure diseases, prolong
life, and even revive the moribund.Ω

Confucianism

Elements of this prehistoric cult were retained by Confucianism and
Daoism, ‘‘twin streams of doctrine’’ that sprang from the same
ancient creed. In the case of Confucianism, its founder, Confucius
(∑∑∞?–∂πΩ? b.c.), subscribed to the archaic notion that human
beings were possessed of dual souls. According to him, upon death
the corporeal soul ‘‘goes downward’’ while the ethereal soul ‘‘is on
high.’’ Like the folk religion, Confucius believed in the original
goodness and perfectibility of human nature. He revered tradition
and did not claim to bring new ideas, but only to have conformed
with the providential order of the universe by preserving the thought
of the ancient sages.∞≠

The corpus of Confucianism was a prescriptive moral philoso-
phy on right living and virtuous government that placed a high value
on order and conformity, tradition and authority. There was an
order in the universe that was superior to, but not independent of,
human will; the obligation of human beings was to accord them-
selves to this universal order by regulating their personal conduct
and sentiments. As Confucius put it, ‘‘From the Son of Heaven to
the common people, in the same way, everyone must take as first
principle: regulate one’s conduct.’’∞∞

Self-regulation demanded that the individual undertake a labor
of moral cultivation to become a gentleman ( junzi). In that endeavor,
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the individual must strive to acquire and perfect certain virtues,
including those of propriety (li) and filial piety (xiao), and properly
observe the five human relations. By becoming a gentleman, an
individual would realize the universal order. More than that, if
everyone became righteous, a process of moral contagion would
spread through wider and wider circles to permeate every individ-
ual, family, country, and ultimately the world.∞≤

Self-regulation also demanded that human passions be con-
strained by propriety, rites, and ceremonies ( yi). The chief rule of
life was the golden mean: the practice of moderation to achieve and
maintain harmony; excess was regarded to be the gravest of faults.
The civilized man should reveal his emotions only through the con-
ventional rules for their expression. By quieting feelings and moder-
ating the expression of joy and grief, rites stripped sentiments of
their turbulence and violence. Human passions developed instead
in a measured, ordered, and rhythmic fashion. In this manner, the
soul would regain its balance for the greater benefit of the self and
others, thereby making possible communal life and civilization.∞≥

Filial piety was the preeminent principle of moral and religious
life. The parent was a stern but benevolent patriarch to whom the
child owed unquestioned obedience and devotion. Filial piety was
generalized into ancestor worship: it was a public obligation for
everyone to honor and pray to the souls of one’s forebears who
could intercede with Heaven on behalf of the living. Filial piety
became the template for all other relations with authority, especially
that between emperor and subject.∞∂ The emperor was to rule with
wisdom, charity, and virtue over his children—the people—whose
abject obeisance could be abrogated only if the emperor was found
to be corrupt or evil. Only then was rebellion justified, because
Heaven itself had withdrawn the right to rule from the incumbent
ruler.

Rules of propriety also informed the five human relations: those
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between parent and child, emperor and subject, husband and wife,
older and young siblings, and between friends. The first four dyads
were unequal authority relationships between a superior and an
inferior in which the former enjoyed status, prestige, and power,
while the latter’s role was to passively obey. A superior was any
authority figure, be she or he an emperor, parent, o≈cial, landlord,
teacher, employer, elder sibling, or any older person, as it was
presumed that age was invariably accompanied by wisdom. Only
the last human relation—that between friends—was an association
between equals where the individual enjoyed a measure of freedom
from the rules of propriety. It was this hierarchy of superior-inferior
relations that grounded society: each person had an assigned role,
the performance and fulfillment of which would assure social order
and harmony.

Therein laid the basis of what became China’s canonical faith;
its influence permeated the entire society. Confucius had lived in a
time of social and political turmoil—the Period of the Warring
States (ππ∞–≤≤∞ b.c.)—when the feudal system of the Zhou dy-
nasty was breaking down. The dynasty was founded in ∞∞≠≠ b.c.,
but it had begun to decline in ππ∞ b.c. and was increasingly be-
sieged by nomads from the north. As the power of the Zhou court
waned, the nobles in the various domains or states grew increas-
ingly restive. At the same time, new states arose on the dynasty’s
periphery and absorbed some of the Zhou appanages. As the feudal
lords became more independent, they battled each other for domi-
nance—a time of bloody conflict that endured for ∑∑≠ years, until
the warlord of Qin vanquished his rivals and united the feudal
estates into a centralized kingdom by ≤≤∞ b.c.

The teachings of Confucius became the ideological and reli-
gious foundation for the new Imperial China that emerged from the
chaos. The first emperor of Qin (Qin shihuangdi) abolished feudal-
ism and created in its stead a centralized, bureaucratic empire. In
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that new China, the emperor was a demigod on whom Heaven had
conferred the moral mandate to rule. As the Son of Heaven, the
emperor was more than an absolute monarch; he was also the
supreme religious leader who mediated between people and Heaven
by o√ering sacrifices to the celestial deity, and he was assisted in his
rule by a meritocratic, quasi-sacerdotal class of literati.∞∑

Given the turbulent times in which Confucius lived, it should
not be surprising that his thought placed a premium on social order
and stability. Whatever metaphysical elements Confucius retained
from the religion of antiquity seem selected for their functional
utility toward the creation and maintenance of a stable and orderly
society. The concept of Heaven’s mandate provided China’s ruler
with the necessary political legitimacy. The emphasis on moral
perfection meant that instead of relying on a system of laws and
regulations, the people would police themselves. The conception of
human relations as hierarchical and authoritarian also helped the
emperor maintain order and control. Socialized from childhood to
obey and submit to the unquestioned authority of parents, the
people behaved in like manner toward their political authorities.

For all its emphasis on order and stability, it is ironic that what
Confucianism could not provide was an orderly and institionalized
method to remove from positions of authority individuals who had
abused their power and were wicked instead of virtuous. The su-
preme ruler, the emperor, could be dislodged only by a massive
popular uprising that exacted a great toll in life and property. No
wonder, then, that the Chinese historically feared political unrest
(luan), and their fear in turn led them to yearn for the return of
order—even at the expense of personal liberty.

The Chinese believed that loss of Heaven’s mandate by an
incumbent emperor would be signified by a series of ominous signs
that included such climactic disturbances as earthquakes, floods,
and comets; degeneration of the hydraulic system of river dikes and
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irrigation canals, resulting in poor harvests; political corruption;
and increasing rural unrest. Given these traditional beliefs, when a
series of natural disasters occurred, the people understood them as
signs of Heaven’s displeasure with the reigning emperor. Con-
vinced of the dynasty’s loss of the mandate to rule, the masses
would rise up in rebellion ( geming, literally, to withdraw the man-
date). Indeed, it has been observed that no country has a richer or
more lengthy legacy of peasant revolts than China.∞∏

As Confucianism became institutionalized, its teachings be-
came routine and ritualistic. In the place of personal cultivation was
an increasingly formalist subjection to tradition and custom. The
tales of filial piety that had instructed and inspired took on a sti√
and exaggerated aspect. In the course of time, Confucianism de-
volved into an ideology of moral positivism based simply on social
conformity.∞π

Daoism

Like Confucianism, Daoism also inherited from China’s ancient
cult. Unlike Confucianism, however, Daoism was more heavily
steeped in mysticism—in the traditional secrets of spells and talis-
mans; of rules of divination and magical prayers; and of astral,
medical, and pharmaceutical science. One of those secrets was
qigong: the use of breathing exercises to prolong the retention of air,
a practice that was believed to increase potency and longevity.
These mystical practices of antiquity had been largely abandoned
by the Confucian literati as they became increasingly preoccupied
with ethics and morality.∞∫

Being more mystical, Daoism became the natural refuge for the
popular customs and traditions that o≈cial Confucianism had ban-
ished from society. The Daoist pantheon embraced a host of deities
in charge of points in the human life cycle and aspects of nature,
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including divinities of grottoes, springs, abysses, and peaks. The
gods and spirits were arranged in a hierarchy paralleling that of the
imperial bureaucracy. The latter ruled the secular world, while a
divine administration was in charge of the afterlife. After the seventh
century, cross-pollination from Buddhism led to the Daoist belief in
a posthumous retribution for human actions. A code was elaborated
that assigned precise values to sins and to compensatory virtuous
behavior.∞Ω

Daoism also di√ered in its approach to the vicissitudes of life.
Eschewing Confucianism’s preoccupation with human relations,
the Daoists recommended instead the detachment of the self, emo-
tionally if not physically, from human intercourse and society. All
values were artificial: one should prize neither oneself, nor honors,
nor friends, masters, and kin. Even life itself was unimportant, for
what was life but an illusion? In the words of the Daoist philosopher
Zhuangzi: ‘‘Am I a man dreaming that I am a butterfly, or am I rather
a butterfly dreaming that it is a man?’’

The aim of religious life was the Way (dao), the ecstasy that
came from melding oneself with the universe. To achieve that
union, an ascetic way of life was necessary, as well as a systematic
inertia (wuwei) whereby control was achieved, paradoxically, by
letting things go. Reason was suspect; true wisdom consisted in
emptying one’s heart and mind of every idea and sentiment. The
sage lived in retreat by avoiding all human attachments—those of
love, lust, fame, fortune, popularity, and success. Bending and
yielding before everything, like water, the sage allowed himself to
drift.≤≠

The literature of Daoism is immense. Most of the mystical
works of Daoism seemed to be the product of revelation and were
neither dated nor signed. The philosophical Daoist tracts were
identified with Laozi (Daode jing), Zhuangzi, and Liehzi who lived
in the fourth and third centuries b.c. After its beginning, Daoism
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rapidly spread through China and became a popular religion by
sectarian movements. The first Daoist communities were formed in
Shandong and Sichuan. By the middle of the eighth century, there
were more than ∞,∏≠≠ Daoist temples sta√ed by priests and nuns
across China. In a.d. ∞∞∞≥, a hierarchy of Daoist prelates was
established and recognized by the state.≤∞

Buddhism

The only one of Imperial China’s three major religions that was not
indigenous, Buddhism made its way from India into China under
the Han dynasty (≤≠∏ b.c.–a.d. ≤∑). After quite arduous begin-
nings, the imported faith took nearly five centuries to establish itself
firmly in China but became quite popular under the Tang and Song
dynasties.≤≤

Perhaps it was no accident that Daoism and Buddhism were
the main religious rivals of Confucianism. The latter emphasized
propriety and conformity and was chiefly concerned with the tem-
poral world of human relations, a preoccupation that could become
stifling for the individual. The appeal of Confucianism’s rivals,
therefore, was precisely their otherworldly orientation, their insis-
tence that life was ephemeral and that the pain and vexation that are
part and parcel of human existence could be transcended through
emotional and physical detachment.

In the case of Buddhism, the aim of religious life was enlighten-
ment through meditation. Outside the inner life, all was vain and im-
permanent—mere illusions and mirages. Human life was as evanes-
cent as morning dew or raindrops falling in water. Wisdom (bodhi)
was the result not of reason, but of an intuition of the heart, the
condition for which was a state of peace and repose. Once that
thought was comprehended, salvation was achieved; from then there
would be neither life nor death nor the endless chain of rebirth.≤≥
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Souls transmigrated at death and were reincarnated anew as a
human being, animal, demon, or god. The transmigration was gov-
erned by a moral law (karma) that was the result of the sum of good
and bad actions committed during previous existences. Rebirth in
an unpleasant form could be avoided by practicing charity ( para-

mita) and avoiding sin, such as killing, stealing, usury, adultery,
deceit, cursing, eating meat, smoking, and imbibing alcohol.≤∂

Even better than a good reincarnation was not to be reborn at
all, to be liberated from the karmic wheel. Those who achieved
enlightenment and were freed from the cycle of reincarnation and
rebirth became buddhas; those who had attained nirvana but chose
to return in human form to save humanity were bodhisattvas. In
e√ect, every human being could attain divinity. Together, buddhas
and bodhisattvas formed a numberless pantheon of gods in the
Buddhist theogony.

As the defenders of national traditions, the Confucian literati
kept careful watch over both Daoism and Buddhism. In particular,
the latter’s monastic institutions—whereby men and women re-
nounced society to become celibate monks and nuns—posed a
threat to the Confucian social order founded on filial piety and
ancestor worship. It was for that reason that Buddhism was periodi-
cally subjected to violent persecution, as in a.d. ∂∂∂, ∏≤∏, and ∫∂∑.
But despite these pogroms, Buddhism endured and was not signifi-
cantly weakened.≤∑

In this manner, orthodox Confucianism and its Buddhist and
Daoist religious rivals managed to coexist through the ages. The
e√ect of this religious cohabitation was to increase the people’s
indi√erence to dogma, along with the number of gods. In the place
of doctrinairism was a syncretic pragmatism: the Chinese people
accepted and made use of all religious formulas to the extent that
they showed themselves to be e√ective, convinced that each religion
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and god might be good for some purpose, at a given moment, in a
special case, or for a particular individual.≤∏

Religion and State in Traditional China

In spite of the existence of other faiths, Confucianism claimed for
itself a predominant role as the reigning orthodoxy because it was
more than a religion; it was Imperial China’s state ideology. In this
regard, there is a marked di√erence between China and the experi-
ence of Western Europe. Although the Catholic Church wielded
considerable power over the European monarchies, church and
state were never completely united. As a result, both church and
state had to continuously contend with each other, resulting in the
circumscribing, rather than the maximization, of their respective
power.

From its beginning, the Catholic Church struggled to exert its
spiritual and temporal power over the monarchs of Europe—a
struggle that became increasingly di≈cult beginning in the six-
teenth century when Rome found its authority challenged by the
Protestant Reformation. The Vatican’s power was further eroded in
the eighteenth century by a new philosophical movement that em-
phasized human beings’ capacity to reason. This was the Enlighten-
ment that eventually led to the scientific revolution, democratic
government, and the formal separation of church and state in West-
ern Europe.

For their part, the European monarchs’ power, though autocra-
tic, was not absolute because they had to grapple with the Church
in Rome. As an example, witness the struggle between the English
Crown and the Vatican, a struggle that became acute during the
reigns of King Henry II (vs. Thomas Beckett) and Henry VIII. The
latter eventually succeeded in freeing the English monarchy from
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Rome’s dictates by establishing an independent (Anglican) Church
of England.

In contrast, religion and state were fused in Imperial China
from its beginning. More than being commingled, religion sanc-
tioned the state, as the entire political legitimacy of Imperial China
was founded on the Confucian precept of the mandate of Heaven.
The fusion of church and state in Imperial China not only conferred
preeminent status to Confucianism, it also vastly inflated the power
of the state. Being both temporal head of state and religious leader
of the (Confucian) church, the Chinese emperor’s power was total
and absolute, unchecked by man or institution.≤π For that power to
remain thus, however, such voluntary groups as guilds and clan
associations as well as China’s other religions had to be brought
under state control because they posed nothing less than a cosmo-
logical challenge to the power of the emperor as Son of Heaven.≤∫

Religions that were organized and financed by tithes from a mass
following constituted a particular threat. Being organized, such reli-
gions carried the potential of being a competitive center of power
should their leaders become politically ambitious.

As the o≈cial faith, Confucianism jealously guarded its per-
quisites by subordinating its rivals and relegating them to the status
of ‘‘heterodoxy’’ ( yiduan, literally, ‘‘strange principles’’ or ‘‘her-
esy’’). Not only did the other faiths have to obtain o≈cial permis-
sion by registering with the state, restrictions were imposed on their
activities.≤Ω As an example, finding his authority threatened by char-
ismatic preachers and mystics, an emperor during the Ming dynasty
(∞≥∏∫–∞∏∂∂) sought to control religion by issuing the following
decree: ‘‘Religious leaders . . . who hold meetings which take place
late at night and break up by day, whereby the people are stirred up
and misled under the pretext of cultivating virtue, shall be sen-
tenced, the principal perpetrators to strangulation, and their accom-
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plices to a hundred blows with the long stick, followed by a lifelong
banishment to a distance of three thousand li. ’’≥≠

In e√ect, the Chinese government historically regarded all non-
Confucian faiths as more than religious rivals—they were seen as
incipient political competitors, each carrying the seed of rebellion.
This meant that religious groups that could not obtain o≈cial sanc-
tion or refused to submit to state control were driven underground
to operate furtively as secret societies. Their secrecy, in turn, pro-
voked the state’s suspicion and persecution. Persecution, in turn,
politicized erstwhile apolitical religious groups, their very politiciza-
tion only confirming the government’s original suspicions. In this
manner, by its religious intolerance, the Chinese state created its
own nemesis. Today, facing what they see as a similar threat from Fa-
lun Gong, China’s political leaders have responded in like fashion.

Although dynastic rule in China nominally ended in ∞Ω∞∞,
there are significant continuities between the People’s Republic of
China and its imperial predecessor. In past and present China, the
penetration of state power ends at the county level, leaving the
villages to substantial self-rule.≥∞ In Imperial China, the state main-
tained extensive trade monopolies over salt, iron, tea, wines, and
spirits; in the PRC today, ine≈cient state-owned enterprises still
hobble economic productivity. In the past as well as today, the
upper stratum of Chinese society is composed of an overlapping
political-economic elite: Imperial China’s mandarins, gentry, and
landlords, and today’s party-government-big business elites. Today,
as in the past, ‘‘the tentacles of the state Moloch’’ still try to superin-
tend in detail the actions of people from the cradle to the grave.≥≤

Last but not the least, in both past and present China, church
and state are commingled. Since its inception in ∞Ω∂Ω, the PRC was
and remains an ideocracy: a political system where the right to rule
is based on the government’s claim to possess special truths and
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insights imparted by an absolutist and comprehensive ideology.≥≥

In the case of contemporary China, despite the bankruptcy of
Marxism-Leninism, the Chinese Communist Party continues to jus-
tify its rule with its variant of Marxist ideology that presumes to
know the past and present as well as to predict the course of societal
evolution. It is this ideology that allegedly endows the party with
the special knowledge and insight to govern China as its vanguard.

At the same time, and especially after the ∞Ω∫Ω pro-democracy
movement that was suppressed only after the government called on
the People’s Liberation Army to wield its deadly force against un-
armed civilians, the Communist Party is increasingly turning to
patriotic nationalism to supplement the o≈cial Marxist ideology.≥∂

In e√ect, whatever its content, ideology in the People’s Republic
functions as a religion by eliciting the same faith, fervor of commit-
ment, and resistance to empirical confirmation as religion. Like the
emperors of old, the Communist Party justifies its monopoly on po-
litical power through recourse to religion, albeit the secular faith of a
political ideology. And, as in the past, the fusion of church and state
has resulted in a Leviathan state unchecked by man or institution.

Secret Societies and Millenarian Movements

In Imperial China, despite the government’s strictures, powerful
religious movements still managed, from time to time, to challenge
the supremacy of Confucianism. Not having o≈cial sanction, these
movements were labeled ‘‘cults’’ (xiejiao).≥∑ Typically they were
syncretic sects of Buddhism and Daoism. These sectarian religious
movements were instrumental in fomenting popular rebellions and
dynastic changes in Chinese history.

Those religious movements invariably took the form of secret
societies: informal popular institutions created by marginalized men
seeking mutual aid and protection in a hazardous world. As such,
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they were a type of brotherhood association, similar to the burial or
‘‘father and mother’’ society in traditional China and the tong of
North American Chinatowns. Like other fraternal associations, se-
cret societies served as a substitute lineage for those who had lost
their family or village a≈liations. Calling each other brothers, the
members a√orded a measure of social security when no other ex-
isted, providing succor and support in sickness, disaster, or death.
Although peasants comprised the majority of secret society mem-
bership, there were adherents from the lower scholar-gentry class
who shared the same political and social objectives.≥∏

It was those goals that mainly distinguished secret societies
from other self-help groups. More than providing mutual assis-
tance, secret societies were voluntary autonomous associations in
conscious opposition to oppression by the state or by the wealthy
and powerful gentry-landowning elite. During the Yuan (∞≤∫≠–
∞≥∏∫) and Qing (∞∏∂∂–∞Ω∞≤) dynasties, when China was ruled by
the ethnically alien Mongols and Manchus, respectively, secret so-
cieties were also protonationalist movements intent on overthrow-
ing the government, not simply because it was oppressive, but
because it was controlled by non-Han Chinese.≥π

Secret societies also di√ered from other fraternal associations in
their employment of esoteric symbols and rituals drawn from the
realms of popular religion. Symbols typically included charms and
amulets believed to protect users from danger; rituals included
initiation rites of blood oaths and ordeal. The religious symbols and
rituals supplemented the secular safety net of mutual aid by confer-
ring supernatural protection on the members. From the state’s per-
spective, however, the inclusion of beliefs, symbols, and rituals from
‘‘heterodox’’ cults made the secret societies more than illegal—they
represented nothing less than a challenge to the Confucian state-
religion that legitimated the emperor’s rule.≥∫

Some secret societies adopted more than symbols and rituals
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from popular religions; they were also millenarian. The word ‘‘mil-
lenarian’’ comes from Christianity and refers to the conviction that
Christ the Lord will come again to create a kingdom on earth and,
with the assistance of a select chosen people, reign over it for a
thousand years before the Final Judgment.

Its meaning broadened to include secular movements, ‘‘mille-
narian’’ also refers to ‘‘powerfully emotional social movements
whose members anticipate a unique type of social salvationism’’
whereby the complete destruction of the existing order would her-
ald the arrival of a new and perfect society. Victory, believed to be
inevitable and according to divine plan, would be the final denoue-
ment of history. As used in its secular sense, it can be argued that all
political revolutions are millenarian in varying degrees and forms.
In the West there is a long tradition of such movements, including
the Hebrew Maccadeban revolt ca. ∞∏∑ b.c.; medieval West Euro-
pean peasant movements, such as the Taborites of Bohemia, the
League of the Elect, and the Anabaptists; and the Nazi, fascist, and
communist revolutions that so defined the twentieth century.≥Ω

There are some who reject the conception of millenarian move-
ments as outbursts of psychopathological behavior, arguing instead
that they are ‘‘revitalization movements’’—instruments of social re-
newal. According to this view, when a society is su√ering severe
collective stress and potential cultural disintegration, some in the
community recognize, long before most other people, that the con-
tinuation of their way of life is in peril and that the end of what now
exists may be near.∂≠ They become convinced that only a new and
potent ideology can save society. That renaissance, however, re-
quires the total elimination of the existing society. Only then can the
world be made anew with the dawning of a nascent epoch of peace
and prosperity—the secular analogue to Christ’s Second Coming.
In e√ect, it is argued, far from being symptomatic of collective
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psychopathy, millenarian movements should be understood as pre-
scient and rational responses to great social distress.

Three conditions that give rise to millenarian movements have
been identified.∂∞ The first is collective psychohistorical disloca-
tion: mass trauma, stress, and disorientation experienced by a pop-
ulace as a result of great social upheavals, such as colonialism,
imperialism, rapid industrialization and modernization, natural dis-
asters, and political-social oppression.∂≤ The people react to their
distress with moral outrage and righteous indignation, articulated as
collective demands for justice. When the demands are mishandled
by the political authorities, political violence erupts.

A second condition for millenarian movements is a religious
tradition of apocalyptic messianism. When a society with such a
heritage finds itself in the throes of massive social dislocation, its
populace is inclined to understand and to seek remedy for its dis-
tress with the language of religious messianism. People anticipate
that the end days are imminent, a time when a savior will appear to
sweep away the corruption of the extant society. If a charismatic
leader then emerges to articulate popular disa√ection and sound the
clarion call for social revitalization—all in the nomenclature of re-
ligious messianism—the third and final condition for the instigation
of a millenarian movement will have been met.

Chinese Millenarian Movements

Like their counterparts in Europe and elsewhere, Chinese secret
societies were mutual-aid associations at odds with the reigning
power structure. More than that, secret societies were directly in-
volved in all of the peasant rebellions in Chinese history. Even in
times of peace, the societies acted as agents of continuity by sustain-
ing political and social opposition against the regime.∂≥
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In theory, there were two types of Chinese secret societies:
secular political groups opposed to the ruling dynasty, and sectarian
religious societies that were Buddhist/Daoist and, in some in-
stances, Manichean in inspiration. In many cases, however, groups
that began as religious societies later became politicized. The trans-
mutation of formerly apolitical faith-based groups into stridently
political movements renders the analytical demarcation between
political and religious secret societies less than clear in practice.

Historically, the appearance of religious movements and other
secret societies in China tended to coincide with the end of dynas-
ties, beginning with the first recorded case of a rebellion undertaken
by a secret society in ≤≠Ω b.c. against the Qin dynasty. Like the
founder of Falun Gong, the leaders of that ancient rebellion—Chen
Sheng and Wu Guang—had espoused beliefs of a spiritual nature.

Northern China was particularly prone to the rise of religious
secret societies, many of which were animated by millenarian and
utopian aspirations. This was probably due to the region’s harsh
climate and inhospitable terrain, which made the lives of its inhabi-
tants particularly challenging, prompting them to seek consolation
in the supernatural. The most famous Daoist sectarian movement
was that of the Yellow Turbans who revolted in a.d. ∞∫∂, believing
that their leader, Zhang Jue, was the promised savior. Although
unsuccessful at the time, their revolt, together with the rebellion of
the Five Bushels of Rice Society twelve years later, helped bring
down the second Han dynasty. The Yellow Turbans were influ-
enced by primarily Daoist doctrine and language, as were many
other rebellions during the next ≤∑≠ years. Other religious societies
were Buddhist in inspiration in that they anticipated the imminent
arrival of messianic buddhas who would lead humankind to para-
dise. One of the earliest was the Mahayana Rebellion in a.d. ∑∞∑ led
by Buddhist clerics who were convinced that a new epoch had
arrived in China.∂∂
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The White Lotus Society

The most important Buddhist secret society was that of the White
Lotus, a sectarian movement that was instrumental in overthrowing
the Yuan dynasty. Some historians maintain that despite their dif-
ferent names, northern China’s religious secret societies were in fact
‘‘all part of one long-lived cleverly camouflaged cabal’’ called the
White Lotus. The latter was not a monolithic organization but
instead was made up of small scattered groups of believers in a
common religion transmitted down the centuries via long and loose
chains of teachers and disciples. As one scholar put it, ‘‘There
was . . . no single ‘White Lotus Society.’ There was only a diverse
White Lotus religious teaching that found expression in sects call-
ing themselves by a wide variety of names.’’∂∑ Because of the sim-
ilarities of beliefs between Falun Gong and the White Lotus, the
latter’s ideology merits some special attention.

The White Lotus began to be active around a.d. ∞≥∏≠. The
roots of its religious beliefs, however, reached back into Chinese
antiquity. The central deity of the White Lotus was a creator god-
dess named Wusheng laomu (Unbegotten Eternal Mother) who was
associated with millenial expectations as early as the first century
b.c. The great goddess was known by other names, including
Wusheng fumu (Unbegotten Progenitor), Wusheng fomu (Unbegot-
ten Buddha Mother), Yaochi jinmu (Golden Mother of the Jade
Pool), and Laoshengmu (Venerable Sagely Mother).∂∏ By whatever
name, she was believed to be the progenitor of humanity when she
gave birth to a son and daughter who married and, in turn, gave
birth to humans. The newly created men and women were sent by
the great goddess to live on earth in the nirvana of the ‘‘Eastern
world.’’ But their stay in paradise was short-lived as they soon
‘‘indulged in vanity and lost their original nature.’’ As a result of
their Fall, all living things ‘‘were confused and lost in the red dust
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world; they had fallen and knew not how to return to their origin.’’
Longing and weeping for her children, the mother goddess urged
them to forsake avarice and ‘‘the world of true emptiness’’ to return
to their primordial land—their ‘‘original home’’ where ‘‘birth and
death forever cease.’’ There, mother and children would reunite
and sit together in bliss on the golden lotus.∂π

To save humanity, the great goddess would send buddhas down
to earth to teach a salvific morality to her wayward children. Human
beings being ‘‘steeped in wickedness,’’ however, their salvation re-
quired repeated e√orts. She sent down, in succession, the Lamp-
Lighting Buddha (Randengfo) and Sakyamuni Buddha (Shijiafo).
Alas, each could save only some of her children, leaving most of
humanity still benighted. The salvation of the remainder would be
undertaken by a third and last god, Buddha Maitreya (Milefo).∂∫

The arrival of each buddha was believed to coincide with the
end of a historical era called kalpa ( jieshu). Traditional Buddhist
thought conceived of history as divided into great periods, each
lasting hundreds of thousands of years. Each era would steadily
degenerate, at the end of which Buddhist teachings would appear,
initially prevail, but gradually become undermined. In the end, a
holocaust would destroy the world and a new kalpa would begin.
White Lotus sects believed there would be only three kalpa, lasting
∞≠∫,≠≠≠, ≤π,≠≠≠, and Ωπ,≤≠≠ years, respectively. The end of each
kalpa would be marked by great disorder brought about by human
wickedness and natural disasters—‘‘the five grains will not grow’’
and the people will be in great distress. The calamities were sent
down by the Great Mother to punish humankind for refusing salva-
tion and forsaking the true way. The apocalypse would be signaled
by a black wind of destruction that would sweep the world for seven
days and seven nights. At the end of each kalpa, the men and
women who were saved would be greeted by a Dragon Flower
Assembly (longhua hui) held in the mother goddess’ palace and
attended by all the gods and immortals.∂Ω
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The White Lotus Society believed that humanity, despite its
lack of recollection or historical documentation, had already experi-
enced two epochs and was in the third great kalpa, which would end
when the Great Mother dispatch the third buddha to save the
faithful. The exact timing of the end days would be signified by two
events. The first was a series of great calamities, followed by the
second event—the appearance of the third buddha. Thus it was that
in the course of Chinese history, when there had been a succession
of natural disasters, believers began looking for Buddha Maitreya. In
such a time, a charismatic man claiming to be Buddha and pros-
elytizing a new faith might gain a large following. The buddha
incarnate was believed to have no special identifying physical trait or
behavior other than a generally extraordinary appearance and a sur-
name of Li, Liu, Zhu, Zhang, or Wang.∑≠ When the self-proclaimed
Buddha Maitreya determined that the millennium was imminent, his
believers would cast aside their private devotions to become openly
defiant rebels against the state and the established order.

Primarily a religious body, the White Lotus nevertheless be-
came restive as a result of religious persecution and political dis-
a√ection. This pattern of initially religious groups becoming politi-
cized was widespread and characterized a myriad of subsequent
secret societies that included the Triads (alleged by some to be the
successor to the White Lotus), Nien, Red Spears, Big Swords,
Small Daggers, Yellow Beards, Eight Trigrams (another o√shoot of
the White Lotus), the Society of the Faith, and the Boxers.∑∞

The Eight Trigrams

Religious movements and other secret societies were particularly
prolific during China’s last dynasty. One account maintains that
secret societies began to proliferate only during the eighteenth cen-
tury, being relatively rare in pre-Qing China. A factor that ac-
counted for their abundance in the Qing dynasty was demographic
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explosion—the population of China nearly doubled in a century,
from ∞∑≠ million in ∞∏∑≠ to ≤π≠ million by ∞ππ∏.∑≤

A major millenarian movement in the Qing dynasty was that of
the Eight Trigrams, a ≥≠≠-year-old o√shoot of the White Lotus
Society. The Eight Trigrams began as a loose and uncoordinated
collection of nonviolent Buddhist sects. Convinced by prophecies
in their sacred literature that the destruction of the existing society
and the arrival of the third and last buddha were imminent, the sects
joined together to overthrow the government and, in so doing, bring
about the anticipated apocalypse. It was believed that in the coming
end days, only those who had joined the Eight Trigrams would live;
all others would perish in the chaos.∑≥

Despite the watchful eye of the government, the Eight Trigrams
managed to rally more than ∞≠≠,≠≠≠ people to their cause through a
system of personal networks of recruitment and organization. On
October ∫, ∞∫∞≥, more than a hundred peasant members of the
Eight Trigrams gathered outside the Forbidden City in Beijing to
seize the imperial palace, convinced that the masses would join them
in rebellion. At the same time, insurrections were launched in a
dozen cities in three provinces. But the attempt to seize the palace
was quickly thwarted, and government troops were dispatched to
restore order in the provinces. The rebels eventually were besieged
in a city in northern Honan province, and after three days of fighting,
the rebellion of the Eight Trigrams was brought to an end. Although
the insurrection failed, it exacted a toll of nearly ∫≠,≠≠≠ lives.∑∂

The Taiping Rebellion

Given traditional China’s stratified class system, it is not surprising
that many secret societies, religious or secular, were fueled by a
desire for utopian egalitarianism. As an example, Li Zicheng, the
leader of the rebellion that eventually toppled the Ming dynasty, had
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founded a primitive yet practical egalitarian and utopian state in
northwest China in ∞∏∂≥. In ∞∫∑≠, thirty-seven years after the failed
insurrection of the Eight Trigrams, Imperial China was again con-
vulsed by an uprising with communal and millenarian aspirations.
This was the Taiping Rebellion of ∞∫∑≠ to ∞∫∏∂.

The conditions that gave rise to the rebellion stemmed from
China’s defeat by the British in the Opium War (∞∫∂≠–∂≤). Not
only did the war corrode the legitimacy of the Qing dynasty; the
indemnities imposed on the Chinese government were passed on to
the common folk as increasingly onerous taxation. At the same time,
the defeat pried China open to missionary activities and foreign
trade, especially Western imports that greatly a√ected native indus-
tries. All of which resulted in cultural and economic dislocation for
the Chinese masses. Exacerbating the popular sense of distress was
a continuing population explosion and the resultant agrarian crisis:
between ∞ππ≤ and ∞∫∞≤, China’s population grew by ∞Ω≠ percent,
while its cultivated lands increased only ≥∑ percent. As one account
described it, ‘‘By the middle of the century, there was simply not
enough food available. Famine became epidemic.’’ In addition,
there was a series of natural disasters in the ∞∫∂≠s—the traditional
harbingers of a dynasty’s loss of the mandate of Heaven. Repeated
breaks in the dikes of the Yellow River, the flooding of the lower
Yangzi River, drought, storms, and infestation devastated crops and
took millions of lives. In the midst of this chaos, all that was needed
was a charismatic leader who could articulate popular discontent
into a call to revolution.∑∑

That individual was Hong Xiuquan, a frustrated aspirant to the
mandarin elite who twice failed the imperial civil service examina-
tion. Hong devised an eclectic ideology, combining elements of
traditional dynastic uprisings with radical new ideas. Under the
veneer of a banal and superficial Christianity inspired by a pamphlet
he received from a missionary, Hong created an ideological stew
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comprised of anti-Manchu nationalism, an incipient economic de-
velopmental plan, communism, asceticism, gender and class egali-
tarianism, and a political system of elected o≈cials led by an aristo-
cratic elite with Hong, the Heavenly Prince, at its pinnacle.

With the objective of creating a Heavenly Kingdom of Peace
(taiping tianguo) on earth, the Taiping Rebellion erupted in ∞∫∑≠.
The rebels included poverty-stricken peasants, jobless coolie por-
ters, opium smugglers, pirates, and anti-Manchu secret society
members loyal to the Ming dynasty. Beginning in the mountains of
Guangxi, the rebels advanced rapidly northward. Three years later,
they declared the instauration of a new kingdom at Nanjing. For
fourteen years the greatest revolution of the nineteenth-century
world engulfed half of China’s provinces, laid waste to ∏≠≠ cities,
and took some ≤≠ million lives. Only with the greatest of e√ort was
the rebellion suppressed with ethnic Chinese provincial armies and
a small contingent of Western mercenaries, aided by the Taipings’
own dissolution into internal rivalry and corruption. Hong com-
mitted suicide and his followers either fled, were captured, or were
killed by the government.

The Boxers

With the Taiping Rebellion suppressed, the dynasty was preserved,
but China arguably was worse o√ than before. As the rebellion was
raging, China su√ered a second defeat at the hands of the British
(the Second Anglo-Chinese War of ∞∫∑π–∏≠). That debacle was
followed, in ∞∫Ω∑, by an even more humiliating drubbing by the
Japanese in the war of ∞∫Ω∂–Ω∑. From there China rapidly de-
scended into disarray. In ∞∫Ω∫, a last-gasp e√ort at reform by con-
stitutional monarchists around young Emperor Guangxu (∞∫π∑–
∞Ω≠∫) was sabotaged by the aged Dowager Empress Cixi and court
conservatives.

By the beginning of the twentieth century, not only had China
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lost all its vassal states, it had ceded to the various imperialist
powers Macao, Hong Kong, Taiwan, and the Penghu Islands;
leased o√ Kowloon, New Territories, Jiazhou Bay, Lushun, Dalian,
Weihaiwei, and Guangzhou Bay; opened eighty-two coastal and
inland ports to foreign trade; and marked o√ areas in sixteen cities
as foreign concessions. Through their spheres of influence, the
Western powers and Japan enjoyed all the privileges and perquisites
of colonizers without any of the attendant obligations and respon-
sibilities, setting up instead ‘‘a many-tiered structure of exploitation
to fleece the Chinese people.’’∑∏

That exploitation, along with the treaty ports along the coast
and the Yangzi River, made the lives of the masses increasingly
di≈cult, so much so that far more Chinese than ever before were
struggling for bare existence. As one account put it, ‘‘The common
people are impoverished, have no one to appeal to, and are as
oppressed as if they were hanging upside down.’’ In ∞Ω≠≠, the
immiseration of the masses erupted in xenophobic violence against
Westerners, particularly Christian missionaries and their Chinese
converts.∑π

The Boxers (Yiho quan: Righteous and Harmonious Fists)
began as a peasant secret society that was probably an o√shoot of the
White Lotus system. Originating in northern China’s Zhili and
Shandong provinces, the Boxers were a millenarian sect that em-
ployed charms and amulets to render believers invulnerable to dan-
ger. Those northern provinces had endured natural disasters, as
well as cultural and economic dislocation brought about by foreign
imports and missionary activities. Convinced that their su√ering
portended the end times, the Boxers announced in ∞∫ΩΩ that a
series of catastrophes, the ‘‘ten calamities,’’ was imminent and would
be immediately followed by social salvation.∑∫ Beginning in Shan-
dong, with the covert support and encouragement of xenophobic
forces in the Qing court, the Boxers rapidly advanced upon the
capital, setting fire to churches and the British legation and killing



∑∫ Religions and Millenarian Movements

Christians and foreign diplomats. By mid-June ∞Ω≠≠, Beijing and
Tianjin were under assault.

In response, the Great Powers dispatched an allied force of
≤,∞≠≠ troops that succeeded in suppressing the popular movement.
Beijing was sacked and a severely punitive settlement forced upon
the Chinese government. The Boxer Protocol of September ∞Ω≠∞
demanded the emperor’s apology and expiation, banned the impor-
tation of arms and ammunition into China for five years, razed all
forts from Beijing to the coast, and required that China pay an in-
demnity of ∏π million pounds, the amortization of which—together
with accrued interest—came to ≤≠ million pounds a year. Until the
indemnity was fully paid, the Powers would hold as collateral
China’s maritime and internal customs, together with the revenue
generated from its lucrative salt tax. To pay its debt, the Chinese
government sought recourse to usurious taxation: new taxes were
piled on old under a variety of names, promoting corruption by pro-
vincial and local o≈cials who increased taxes at every level until they
were ten or more times what the government itself had authorized.∑Ω

Conclusion

These conditions convinced Chinese intellectuals to turn to revolu-
tion as a solution. They began in ∞Ω∞∞ with the Republican revolu-
tion that overthrew dynastic rule and, with that, Imperial China.
Instigated by Sun Yat-sen’s Revolutionary Party ( gemindang, later
renamed guomindang or Nationalist Party), the revolutionaries
were aided by the Triads and the Elder Brothers secret societies
who shared the revolutionaries’ social and ideological convictions
and collaborated with them on political and military issues. More
than that, the secret societies organized and led peasant rebellions
that substantially contributed to the dynasty’s collapse.∏≠

But the revolution of ∞Ω∞∞ failed at instituting a stable and
e√ective government. In ∞Ω∂Ω, after a protracted struggle, the Chi-
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nese Communist Party routed the Nationalists from the mainland to
the island redoubt of Taiwan. Secret societies also played a role in
the Chinese Communist revolution. Many early leaders of the CCP,
such as Zhu De, He Long, and Liu Zitan, were erstwhile members
of secret societies who later exploited their connections to further
their party’s interests.∏∞ More important, in their early years, the
Chinese Communists experienced little success until Mao Zedong
reminded them of the latent power of the peasants and their histor-
ical role in fomenting rebellions. It was only then that the CCP
transferred its focus from the urban workers to the peasantry and
began mobilizing the latter with a utopian ideology of Marxist com-
munism. In e√ect, since ≤≠Ω b.c. when the first rebellion by a secret
society overthrew the Qin dynasty, millenarian movements had ex-
erted a profound impact on the course of Chinese history. For that
matter, the last millenarian movement that succeeded in overthrow-
ing the state was none other than the Communist revolution of
∞Ω∂Ω.

In January ≤≠≠∞, commenting on Beijing’s ruthless crackdown
on what it calls the Falun Gong cult, the Economist wryly observed,
‘‘It takes a cult to know a cult.’’∏≤ Having come to power by exploit-
ing China’s millenarian tradition, the Communist Party is only too
mindful of the potency of such movements. This could explain why
party leaders reacted with such alarm and urgency to the peaceful
demonstration on April ≤∑, ∞ΩΩΩ, of more than ∞≠,≠≠≠ followers of
a new religious sect called Falun Gong.

The leadership of Falun Gong has insisted that the sect is not a
religion but merely promotes spiritual and moral cultivation. An
examination of its belief system, however, indicates otherwise. Not
only are the sect’s beliefs Buddhist in inspiration, they also draw
from Daoism as well as the folk religion of antiquity, especially the
practice of qigong. More important, the sect is apocalyptic and
millenarian.∏≥
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Chapter Three

Falun Gong: Beliefs and Practices

Given China’s long history of religious persecution, it would be
prudent for Falun Gong to eschew identifying itself as a religion.
Indeed, its founder and master, Li Hongzhi, is insistent that his
teachings constitute a ‘‘cultivation practice’’ (xiulian) rather than a
religion (zongjiao). Likewise, his disciples are vehement that Falun
Dafa is not a religion, but instead fosters the cultivation of ‘‘moral
qualities.’’∞

Li maintains that although Falun Gong has certain characteris-
tics in common with religion—those of ‘‘cultivation’’ and ‘‘salva-
tion’’—it does not qualify as a religion because it lacks ‘‘form’’
(xingshi).≤ By that he seems to be referring to organized religion
with a hierarchy of authority and a professional clergy, individuals
whose vocation is religious worship and service. In contrast, Falun
Gong is loosely organized at best and does not have a clerical corps;
its followers remain ‘‘ordinary people’’ (changren) fully engaged in
society.

Although rejecting the appellation of religion, Li has hinted
that there might come a time when Falun Gong would become
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organized. Responding to a question posed by one of the sect’s
guidance counselors in a seminar on September ∞∫, ∞ΩΩ∂, he al-
lowed that ‘‘in the future, we will have disciples who specialize in
cultivation, but now we have not yet taken this step.’’ On another
occasion, Li said that a nonprofit Falun Dafa Foundation would be
instituted sometime in the future, managed by ‘‘professional disci-
ples’’ (zhuanxiu dizi) and ‘‘monks’’ (chujia ren). In so saying, he
seemed to anticipate that at some unspecified future time, his sect
would mature into a full-fledged organized faith.≥

In spite of Falun Gong’s somewhat disingenuous claim that it is
merely a ‘‘cultivation practice,’’ it can be considered a religion if by
religion one means a set of metaphysical convictions that include
supernatural beings and an afterlife. More than being a religion, an
examination of Falun Gong’s beliefs and practices, as revealed in
Li’s writings and lectures, indicates that it bears striking similarities
to such historical Chinese sectarian religious societies as the White
Lotus and the Eight Trigrams. Although Li disavows a belief in the
main deity of those two societies—the Unbegotten Eternal Mother
(Wusheng laomu)—his ideas are similar to theirs in the eclectic
blending of Buddhism, Daoism, classical folk religion, and magic.∂

To this amalgam are added some modern touches: just as the ideol-
ogy of the Taiping rebels was modernized by a banal Christianity,
the beliefs of Falun Gong are given a contemporary veneer via
references to science and UFOs.

Cosmology

There is no best place to begin to outline the belief system of Falun
Gong, but a logical point of beginning may be an analysis of its
cosmology. Li Hongzhi, however, has warned his followers that the
cosmos is ‘‘simply too profound and mysterious.’’∑ It is at least that.
If anything, his characterization of the cosmos leaves one more
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confused than illuminated and more perplexed than reassured. In
part, this is due to his propensity of using the word ‘‘universe’’ to
refer to di√erent celestial entities.

The ‘‘universe’’ ( yuzhou) we know, according to Li, is but one
of countless universes, all of which make up an inclusive mega-
cosmos too immense ‘‘to describe it in human language.’’ Our ‘‘little
universe,’’ like all the other universes, contains billions of galaxies
bordered by an outer ‘‘shell.’’ Some three thousand such universes
comprise a ‘‘layer’’ (ceng) of a composite mega-universe. Ten thou-
sand to a hundred million layers, in turn, constitute a layer of
‘‘celestial body’’ (tianti). Altogether, Li informs us, there are more
than eighty-one layers of celestial bodies containing universes so
numerous that they ‘‘can’t be counted with human numbers.’’∏

Li compares the intricate structure of the cosmos to the relation
between elementary particles: ‘‘It is like small particles making up
atomic nuclei, atomic nuclei making up atoms, atoms making up
molecules.’’ At the extreme edge of the mega-cosmos, there is
‘‘complete emptiness where nothing exists.’’ Any matter or object
that enters into that void will instantly disintegrate. Further beyond
this emptiness, however, is an even larger celestial body where
matter, life, space, and time are entirely di√erent. That large and
singular celestial body is made up of deities—of ‘‘Buddhas, Taos
[Daos], and Gods [shen].’’π

The complex structure of the mega-cosmos apparently is dupli-
cated in microcosms of worlds within worlds. As Li describes it:
‘‘One grain of sand contains three thousand worlds . . . [with]
Buddhas, Taos, and Gods as well as human beings, animals, sub-
stances, mountains, water, heaven, earth, air. . . . . The human
beings inside grains of sand are just like us. The skin color varies
from black, to white, to yellow. . . . If you could see, you would find
on your body hair many cities, where trains and cars are running.’’
Inside the worlds contained within a grain of sand are ‘‘more micro-
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scopic and still more microscopic worlds,’’ each of which contains
even more minuscule grains of sand that, in turn, contain three
thousand more microscopic worlds containing still more micro-
scopic grains of sand—and so on to infinity.∫

In these universes within universes, there are multiple dimen-
sions and many ‘‘vertical levels.’’ As Li put it, ‘‘as soon as you were
born, you were also born simultaneously in many dimensions of the
universe. They consist of an integrated entity with you, and they are
all related and connected mentally.’’ Our bodies in the other dimen-
sions, according to Li, resemble us, except that they are stronger,
more beautiful, and ‘‘float’’ ( piao) instead of walk. They are also
our moral superiors, being desirous of neither fame nor fortune.
Human beings as well as other life-forms, however, are not cog-
nizant of their corresponding selves in the other dimensions be-
cause one ‘‘can only know what is in its dimension and will not
know anything beyond its dimension.’’ When human beings die,
only the bodies in ‘‘this material dimension of ours’’ cease to exist;
their bodies in other dimensions still live. If all of this seems ab-
struse, it is not surprising. Li himself admitted that this phenome-
non of multiple dimensions ‘‘is extremely complicated.’’Ω

Gods

In the vast and expansive cosmos, as Li conceived it, there are
‘‘higher lives’’ of countless deities: Buddhas, daos, and gods who
di√er only in their cultivation methods and appearances. Although
they are ‘‘incorporeal’’ (wuxing), the deities can assume human
form if they so choose, except that their skin is poreless, smooth,
and fine. They know everything, including the thoughts of all living
beings. They ‘‘can become very big’’—a buddha’s leg is larger than
earth itself—and display ‘‘powerful supernatural capabilities.’’ One
such ability is the elimination of all the diseases of humankind by a
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simple wave of a buddha’s hand. The deities are also responsible
for the ozone hole over Antarctica. In actuality, the hole is a ‘‘win-
dow’’ opened by the gods to ventilate earth’s polluted and poisoned
air. More important, the deities ‘‘control’’ (caozong) the world and
the development of mankind because, as Li put it, ‘‘nothing hap-
pens by chance, the gods watch over all.’’∞≠

The deities are charged with di√erent functions, such as over-
seeing reincarnation, the progression of societies, the rotation of the
earth, and the very air we breathe. The gods in the microscopic
worlds within grains of sand are not confined there but can cross
over to the larger world of human beings. ‘‘After all,’’ Li explained,
‘‘he is a Buddha, he can become as large as the Milky Way Galaxy.
When he becomes small, he simply vanishes from sight.’’ Although
they wield immense power over human beings, the deities have little
regard for humans and generally have nothing to do with them.
Human beings, to the gods, are mere ‘‘microorganisms’’ akin to
‘‘worms that crawl and live in the dirt.’’∞∞

Among the many and various deities, the lowest level of bud-
dhas are closest to humankind because they had once been ‘‘ordi-
nary people.’’ Although the buddhas were not created to save
humanity, their compassion has prompted them to bequeath to
humans a way to achieve deliverance. Chief among the buddhas is
Sakyamuni, the founder of Buddhism, who, it is claimed, was di-
rectly reincarnated from his ‘‘heavenly kingdom in the sixth layer of
universe’’ to become a man named Gautama Siddhartha, with the
express purpose of teaching the Dharma and saving people. So
dedicated is Sakyamuni to his salvific mission that he eschewed
ascension to paradise (the ‘‘original home’’), dwelling instead in a
place called ‘‘Dafan Heaven’’ within the ‘‘Three Realms.’’ From
there, he watches over and guides his disciples, whom he has
marked with the fylfot or swastika symbol.∞≤

There are other buddhas besides Sakyamuni. They include the
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seven ‘‘primitive buddhas’’ who preceded Sakyamuni, as well as
Buddha Amitabha, Bodhisattva Guanyin, and Bodhisattva Dashi-
zhi. The latter three are ‘‘buddhas with human forms’’ who either
constitute or dwell on a huge mountain at the edge of the outermost
layer of the cosmos. Called Sumeru Mountain, it is ‘‘the manifesta-
tion of the form and image’’ of those three deities. Inside the moun-
tain is ‘‘the World of Ultimate Bliss’’—heaven by any other name.
Aside from buddhas, daos, and gods, angelic beings also seem to be
part of the celestial pantheon. In one of his lectures, Li spoke of a
disciple who had seen with his ‘‘celestial eye’’ (tianmu) ‘‘beauties
from heaven . . . scattering flowers around, etc.’’∞≥

Matter and Life

In this very complex cosmos, the most elemental matter, according
to Li, is composed of ‘‘molecules and even more microscopic parti-
cles.’’ The latter, at least those known to modern science, include
atoms, neutrons, atomic nuclei, electrons, quarks, and neutrinos.
‘‘What is further down is unknown to current science,’’ which in
any event ‘‘cannot be considered as science’’ because it had been
developed ‘‘on a wrong basis with flawed understanding.’’∞∂ Un-
known to science, the actual ‘‘origin’’ (benyuan) of matter and thus,
of the universe, is water. As Li explained:

Whenever the most microscopic substance of di√erent lev-
els has reached a certain extent, there is no more mat-
ter. . . . If one looks further, one discovers . . . something
quiet and still, where no material particles can be seen,
something I usually call dead water, which is also called the
origin or lifeless water. When you throw something into it,
no ripples appear. Sound vibrations do not cause waves. It
is completely still. . . . When you squeeze and squeeze leafy
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vegetables . . . until nothing is left, all that remains is
water. . . . Even steel and iron can be squeezed into
water . . . bones and hair are composed of water mole-
cules. . . . Actually they are all water. . . . It is water that
forms everything, that has made everything.∞∑

As for the origin of life, although Li acknowledged the question
to be extremely complicated, he nevertheless pro√ered an account.
According to him, the ‘‘primordial cosmos’’ was much simpler and
homogeneous, without so many vertical or horizontal planes as
today. In the course of the motion and evolution of the primordial
cosmos, ‘‘life was generated.’’ Then as now, the universe is alive.
Everything—not just humans, animals, and plants—is alive. Even
seemingly inanimate objects are alive. More than simply being alive,
they are also conscious. As Li maintains, ‘‘All matter in the uni-
verse . . . are living things with minds.’’ Among them are trees,
which ‘‘have very advanced thinking activities.’’ This animistic uni-
verse, however, can be seen only when one’s third or celestial eye is
opened. Only then will one ‘‘find that everything including rocks
and walls can talk and greet you.’’∞∏

Humankind and the Fall

In this mega-cosmos, unimaginable in its immensity, ‘‘the Earth is
nothing but a speck of dust, just negligible.’’ Despite that, the most
important forms of life on earth are human beings because nothing
would exist without them. As Li wrote, ‘‘Precisely because of the
existence of human beings, everything else exists on this Earth.’’ All
animals, creatures, and plants are to be used by man because ‘‘ev-
erything on Earth is created for human beings.’’∞π

The special status accorded human beings may be due to their
having been created by the gods. Despite being rather demure on
that subject, saying, ‘‘we won’t talk about how man is created specif-
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ically,’’ Li intimated that the gods created humankind. According to
Li: ‘‘for a God at the very high level, a mere thought can create
you. . . . Buddhas can create your internal organs . . . instantly with
just a thought. Once an object is formed, a life is infused.’’ Being the
creations of gods, it is not surprising that human beings did not
originate on earth. Unlike other living things that ‘‘are created
here . . . on the earth,’’ human beings alone trace their origins to
‘‘the highest levels of the universe.’’∞∫

Exactly what those ‘‘high levels’’ are is not clear, although Li
was unambiguous as to why humans no longer live there—it was
their moral depravity that led to their fall from the heights. In the
‘‘paradise’’ of the primordial cosmos, he recounted, ‘‘no bad things
existed at that time.’’ Instead, the earliest human life was fundamen-
tally good, being ‘‘assimilated with the characteristic of the uni-
verse upon birth.’’ But as increasing numbers of human beings
‘‘emerged,’’ some began to ‘‘deviate more and more from the cosmic
qualities’’ by becoming selfish and ‘‘bad.’’ No longer meeting the
standards of the high levels, humans fell to a lower level. Persisting
in their immorality, they fell to still lower levels until they reached
earth—‘‘to this level of ordinary people in the end.’’ Li further
wrote: ‘‘At this level, such a person should have been destroyed and
eliminated. Yet, out of their great benevolent compassion, those
great enlightened people specially created such a space just like this
one of our human society. In this dimension of space, he is given
this extra human flesh body as well as this extra pair of eyes that can
only see matter in this physical dimension. Namely, he is lost in a
maze, and he is not allowed to see the truth of the universe.’’∞Ω

Previous Civilizations and UFOs

By asserting that humans did not originate on earth, Li evidently
did not subscribe to the Darwinian theory that homo sapiens had
evolved from the primates. Citing the hitherto unsuccessful e√orts
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of anthropologists to uncover fossil evidence of the missing links
between species, Li stated outright, ‘‘we don’t believe that evolution
occurred.’’ Instead of having evolved from the apes, human beings
are what they are because of their fall from goodness, ‘‘because you
have become bad.’’≤≠

More than that, human beings have existed on earth for far, far
longer than is claimed by science, memories of which, Li insisted,
are stored in our consciousness. Our present civilization is only the
most recent of many human civilizations, each of which was de-
stroyed when society became degenerate and decadent. In Li’s
words, ‘‘Mankind has . . . been constantly . . . re-discovering it-
self. . . . The planet we inhabit has already experienced destruction
many times. . . . [Each time] only a few people survived and lived a
primitive life. Then, they would gradually multiply in number to
become the new human race and begin a new civilization. After-
wards, they were again exterminated and would once again multiply
to be a new human race.’’≤∞

As evidence of those prior human civilizations, Li pointed to
the following: the ancient Egyptian pyramids; the Mayans (who
were ‘‘directly related to the Mongolians’’); Noah’s ark and the
biblical great flood; prehistoric relics in China, which include I

Ching (The Book of Changes), Tai Chi, Bagua (the eight trigrams),
and qigong; tall large ancient architecture allegedly discovered un-
der ocean waters; cave frescoes in France, South Africa, and the
Alps, some dating back ≤∑≠,≠≠≠ years, which depicted people
holding smoking pipes and walking sticks, dressed in Western suits,
hats, and tight pants; a two-billion-year-old uranium ore in the
Gabon Republic of Africa; an ancient iron rod in India with a ΩΩ-
percent iron purity that exceeds the capabilities of modern smelting
technology; a ≥≠,≠≠≠-year-old rock in the National University of
Peru Museum, engraved with a human figure observing the heavens
through a telescope; and a fossilized rock in which a human shoe
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print and a trilobite are found together, despite the fact that tri-
lobites had been extinct for ≤∏≠ million years. None of this, Li
insisted, can be explained by Darwin’s theory of evolution because
‘‘how could human beings have possibly produced such things at a
time when they themselves might have been micro-organisms?’’≤≤

Without explicitly calling it Atlantis, Li maintained that one of
those earlier civilizations ‘‘on the periphery’’ of continental Europe
was destroyed when it ‘‘sank under water during a continental
change.’’ Later, new continents were created, emerging from the
oceans. The last human civilization had been destroyed by a great
flood, making the story of Noah’s ark true. During that flood,
Western culture was completely destroyed, which would explain
why Caucasians today have ‘‘no civilization at all’’ because they
had ‘‘developed from nothing.’’ In contrast, rural people and the
‘‘mountain people’’ who lived in the Himalayan and Kunlun Moun-
tains ‘‘luckily survived.’’ Chinese were among those mountain peo-
ple of Kunlun, which would account for China’s prehistoric cultural
relics of I Ching, Tai Chi, Bagua, Hetu, Luoshu, qigong, and ‘‘an-
cient Chinese science’’ in general which, Li insisted, was and re-
mains far superior to modern Western science.≤≥

Echoing the writings of the ∞Ω∂≠s science fiction writer Rich-
ard S. Shaver, Li maintained that those humans who were ‘‘selected
out’’ (taotai) in past apocalypses went underground to live below
the earth’s surface.≤∂ Others went into the oceans, where they devel-
oped fishlike upper torsos while retaining humanoid lower bodies.
Although they have human ‘‘sentiments’’ (qing), they are devoid of
‘‘desires and passions’’ ( yu).≤∑

According to Li, some of earth’s ancient civilizations had been
highly advanced. Among their accomplishments was the creation of
the moon to provide light in the evening sky. After each apocalypse,
the few survivors salvaged a portion of the prehistoric culture and
began a new stone age. Drawing from the results of his ‘‘careful
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investigation’’ into this matter, Li concluded that humanity had
undergone ‘‘complete annihilation’’ eighty-one times. More than
that, our universe itself is ‘‘a reconstructed entity’’ after having expe-
rienced nine ‘‘catastrophic explosions.’’ As Li explained: ‘‘Each
time when earth reached its final stage, life had become impure and
debased. . . . Earth itself was a big ball of karma and was obliter-
ated. . . . But there were still some good people, though very few in
number . . . who survived and were moved to another planet. . . .
The gods then re-created human beings (ren), albeit with di√erent
appearances.’’≤∏

The survivors of earth’s destruction who were transported to
another planet brought with them their extant technology so that
they were able to begin anew at ‘‘a comparatively high starting
point.’’ In addition to these transplants, there are also other intel-
ligent beings in the universe who are indigenous to their planets. In
fact, Li maintained, ‘‘There is life on every star and planet. It is just
that we can’t see them because they are not in our dimension.’’ Over
the course of eons, the transplanted ‘‘space people’’ (waixing ren)
continued to develop, and their accumulated knowledge of the
universe far surpassed that of ours today. Their bodies can enter
into other dimensions, and their spaceships can navigate in other
space-time continua at a speed unimaginable to us, using fuel that is
beyond our comprehension or capabilities. Despite their techno-
logical advancements, they remain morally underdeveloped. Their
greed and ‘‘lust’’ ( yuwang) fomented conflict, which led to ‘‘star
wars.’’ Happily, earth has not been targeted in those wars because
the space people are not threatened by us. All that will change,
however, if and when human beings become su≈ciently powerful to
pose a threat.≤π

In the meantime, the space people had been systematically
preparing to occupy earth and take over humanity. Covetous of our
‘‘most perfect’’ bodies, they initiated their full-scale invasion of
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earth at the time of the ‘‘white man’s’’ industrial revolution. Accord-
ing to Li: ‘‘Human beings believe that they are the sole life in the
universe, which is so pathetic, so very pathetic. Aliens have visited
our earth and there are even photos as proof, yet people still do not
believe in their existence. . . . Flying saucers from other planets can
travel directly in other dimensions . . . come and go at will and at a
speed that is so fast that the human minds cannot accept it.’’≤∫

In an interview in ∞ΩΩΩ with Time magazine, Li expounded
further on the space aliens who have visited earth. Sounding like an
episode of The X-Files, Li maintained that extraterrestrials first
came to earth circa ∞Ω≠≠. ‘‘One type of alien looks like a human but
has a nose made of a bone,’’ he confided, while others resembled
ghosts. The aliens provided humankind with science and its many
inventions, such as computers and airplanes. But they have a
nefarious agenda: they taught us science in order to render us
abjectly dependent on technology. Everything we learn, from grade
school to college, is their science, as is everything we use. As Li put
it, ‘‘How else can one explain the rapid advancements in our com-
puter and other technologies?’’ Seduced by their science and tech-
nology, human beings have become automatons, each of us reduced
to being just a number. Some of the space people have married
earthlings (without the earthlings’ knowledge of their identities, of
course); others are in hiding. Still others are inside our bodies, a
prospect that Li exclaimed to be ‘‘most frightening!’’ The space
people’s ultimate objective is to completely assimilate us, exchange
our ‘‘souls’’ ( yuanshen), and ‘‘replace all humans with clones.’’≤Ω

Toward that purpose, the space people had selected a few
nations to be their ‘‘forerunner and vanguard’’ (xiandao). They are:
Japan, their vanguard in technology; the United States, in culture
(via the destruction of the ancient cultures of the world and replac-
ing them with American pop culture); England, in machine produc-
tion; and Spain, in ‘‘race mixing’’ (hunza renzhong). According to
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Li, Spain has already produced the mongrel races of contemporary
South Americans, Central Americans, Mexicans, and Southeast
Asians. By their racial crossbreeding, human beings are abandon-
ing the gods and becoming rootless. More than that, Li warned, a
person of mixed blood has lost her corresponding bodies in the
other dimensions. As Li said, ‘‘for yellow people, there are yellow
people above, for white people, there are white people above.’’ A
person of mixed races, however, ‘‘has lost this thread.’’≥≠

Li acknowledged that what the space people have done and
intend to do to humans is clearly immoral. Although more powerful
than human beings, the space people are still subject to the moral
dicta of the universe. Given that, Li inquired, what can account for
their temerity in dealing with humans? His answer is that although
‘‘none of this escapes the eyes of the gods,’’ sadly, ‘‘the gods no
longer care’’ (shen buguanle).≥∞

Moral Law

Li’s assertion that human beings had fallen to earth because they
were bad can only mean that the universe is governed by certain
moral principles. As he observed, the universe ‘‘does not only have
its material existence,’’ it is fundamentally moral in character. Sim-
ply put, there is ‘‘Fa (law) in this universe’’ because the universe ‘‘is
constrained by reason (li )’’.≥≤

That law is comprised of zhen, shan, and ren (truth, benev-
olence, and forbearance), which are at once the nature, composi-
tion, and characteristic of the universe, as well as the source of all
other moral virtues. All matter in the universe assumes forms of this
law at di√erent levels, to which human beings are subject because
our ordinary human society must progress according to the law of
history. As Li put it, ‘‘society develops independent of one’s will.
Nobody can determine its course.’’ Li further explained: ‘‘Life is
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benevolent. . . . There is the characteristic of Zhen (truth, truth-
fulness)-Shan (benevolence, kindness, compassion)-Ren (endur-
ance, forbearance, tolerance) in the tiny particles of air, rock, wood,
soil, iron and steel, the human body, as well as in all matter. . . . This

characteristic of Zhen-Shan-Ren is the sole criterion for determining

what is good or bad. . . . As a human being, if you follow . . . Zhen-
Shan-Ren, you are a good person. One who goes against this char-
acteristic is genuinely a bad person.’’≥≥

More than being a moral law that enables us to ‘‘distinguish
good from evil, and right from wrong,’’ Fa is also ‘‘the most myste-
rious, profound, and superior science (kexueh) of all the theories in
the world.’’ For it is only through Fa that ‘‘myths of the universe,
time-space, and the human body are completely unveiled.’’ How-
ever advanced human society becomes in scientific and technologi-
cal prowess, if we do not understand Fa, the truth of the universe
will forever remain elusive. As Li puts it, ‘‘the Buddha Fa covers
everything . . . from a grain or particle to the universe, from the
smallest to the biggest.’’ It ‘‘sees through all mysteries, includes
everything, leaving out nothing.’’ Only it ‘‘can fully explain human-
ity, matter . . . and the whole universe.’’≥∂

It is here (and in other places) that Li Hongzhi revealed the
syncretic nature of his belief system. In the first place, the symbols
that he chose for his sect are Buddhist (the swastika or fylfot) and
Daoist (the swirling Tai Chi icon). His writings and lectures are
liberally sprinkled with references to Siddhartha, the founder of
Buddhism, and Laozi, the progenitor of Daoism. More important,
Li identified the universal law he teaches as ‘‘what Daoists call the
Way, what Buddhists call Fa.’’ He even explicitly identified Falun
Gong as ‘‘a Buddhist sect’’ ( fomen).≥∑

At the same time, however, he insisted that his teachings actu-
ally are more complete than, and thus superior to, either Buddhism
or Daoism. As he put it, ‘‘this thing that we are cultivating is very big
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and exceeds the boundaries of Buddhism itself.’’ He contended that
traditional Buddhism managed to plumb only a very small portion
of the Great Law. Most significantly, neither Daoism nor Buddhism
addresses all three of the universe’s moral principles. Whereas Dao-
ism emphasizes zhen (truthfulness) and Buddhism preaches shan

(benevolence or compassion), only Li’s Falun Dafa teaches all three
of the universe’s moral principles by including ren (tolerance or
forbearance). As Li said, ‘‘The Fa we are teaching today exceeds the
conventional understanding of the Buddha Fa. . . . The dafa that I
teach today is . . . the law of the universe.’’≥∏

Karma

If the universe is governed by moral laws, so too are human beings.
Li wrote: ‘‘When gods created human beings, they were provided
with rules ( guifan) governing their behavior and lifestyle. Those
who exceed these [moral] boundaries cannot be called human.’’ As
human beings, we have the freedom of will to be good or bad. This
free will was described by Li as: ‘‘If you say, ‘I want to become a
Buddha through cultivation’, then the Buddha might help you. . . .
On the other hand, if one wants to be a demon, no one can stop him
either. . . . Thus, one’s wish is of paramount importance.’’≥π

Whether we choose goodness or evil, our actions have conse-
quences. This is because the universe operates on an absolute un-
changing principle—a sort of moral analog of the physics law of
interaction, whereby for every action, there is an equal and opposite
reaction. As articulated by Li, this principle is one of ‘‘to gain, you
must lose; if you owe [a debt], you must repay.’’≥∫

In human beings, the universal principle expresses itself as
virtue and karma: those who have done good attain de (virtue);
those who have committed evil accumulate yeli (karma). (In fact, Li
states that another name for karma is what Jesus called sin.) Accord-
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ing to Li, ‘‘There is a field that surrounds a human body. . . . This
field is the De . . . a white substance [that] . . . is attained when we
have su√ered pains, endured setbacks, and have done good deeds
while the black substance [karma] is collected when one commits
sins and wrong deeds.’’≥Ω

An individual with a lot of de will attain whatever he wants and
enjoy great success in life. One who has incurred karma, however,
will experience ‘‘di≈culties, su√ering, hardships, lack of money,
and many illnesses’’ not just in this life, but also in the next. This is
because, as Li explained, ‘‘Your body is like the annual rings of a
tree, life after life, karma starts from the very center and exists in
every layer. . . . Good things are passed along, and so are bad
things.’’ For that matter, it is impossible not to have karma because
simply ‘‘to live is to incur karma.’’ As an example, every time we
open our mouths to speak, our words may inadvertently hurt oth-
ers. In order to live, we must eat, which necessarily involves killing
of animals or plants. Just the simple act of walking entails killing
because we cannot help but step on vegetation, insects, and micro-
scopic organisms invisible to our eyes.∂≠

Karma and virtue are not only carried over from past lives, they
are also inherited. As Li said, ‘‘they can be built up from ancestors’’
because when an individual dies after incurring karma, his ‘‘descen-
dants must repay this karma.’’ Happily, virtue is also inherited in
that a virtuous person can ‘‘bequeath’’ good fortune to her o√spring
and progeny. This passing of karma also works in reverse direction:
just as the sins of the father are visited upon the son, the son’s virtue
can spillover to benefit his parents.∂∞

In e√ect, in Li’s conception of the universe, misfortunes are not
something that just happen. Instead, we create our own misfortune
through the evil we have done. Sickness, therefore, is both an
indicator as well as the result of bad deeds committed in this or
some previous life. As Li put it, ‘‘present-day science cannot see the
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fundamental causes of what makes people ill. . . . There are people
who are destined to su√er from disease. . . . The fundamental cause
for the illness . . . is the karma accumulated life after life.’’∂≤

Indeed, Li’s conception of the etiology of disease is quite com-
plicated. According to him, the ‘‘white substance’’ of de is ‘‘assimi-
lated’’ with the universe’s moral virtues (those of zhen-shan-ren). An
individual with a lot of de will enjoy good health because ‘‘the
characteristic of the universe can be directly manifested in your body
and will communicate with your body.’’ In contrast, one who has
karma will be alienated from the beneficent forces of the universe.
‘‘When this black substance is accumulated to a great amount, it will
form a field surrounding one’s body, which will wrap him inside,’’
resulting in sickness. A small amount of karma will be ‘‘reflected’’ as
‘‘disease poison’’ (bingdu); a great deal of karma, however, will
manifest itself as ‘‘germs or bacteria’’ (xijun).∂≥

The nature and etiology of disease prompted Li to counsel his
followers who have achieved the supernormal ability to cure sick-
nesses to refrain from so doing. In attempting to cure someone’s
illness, Li warned, not only might the healer take on the patient’s
‘‘black’’ energy (qi), the healer is also denying the patient the op-
portunity, via su√ering, to clear her karma. The result is that al-
though the patient may appear to be cured, she will still have to
repay her karma by enduring other forms of hardship and su√ering.
As Li observed, ‘‘It is because of the karma resulted from commit-
ting wrong deeds in the past that one will have illnesses or tribula-
tions, and su√ering is repaying the debt of karma. Thus, nobody
can change it. Changing it will mean that one does not have to repay
the debt. . . . When you are su√ering from an illness, your karma is
truly being removed. You will recover once such removal is over. . . .
People . . . think it is bad to su√er even a little bit. Actually, what is
so terrible about su√ering? To be a human being is to su√er.’’∂∂

Not only should Li’s disciples eschew healing the sick, they
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should also refrain from interfering in others’ a√airs in general be-
cause the truth is not readily evident. For example, when we see one
person punching another with his fist, what appears to be an act of
aggression may actually be ‘‘an act of clearing a karmic debt.’’ By
interfering, we ‘‘are probably hindering them in the settlement of
their karmic debt.’’ Instead, such matters should be left to ‘‘worldly
law’’ to adjudicate between right and wrong and ‘‘take care of
matters of gratitude and resentment.’’∂∑

Reincarnation, Soul, Predestination, and Parallel Lives

The concept of karma implies reincarnation. It is Li’s contention
that people can be reincarnated not just as human beings, but also
as animals in the next lifetime. An animal, however, will have to wait
‘‘several hundreds or thousands of years’’ to be reincarnated as a
human being. We may even be reincarnated as a piece of rock,
which would make repaying one’s karma nearly impossible because
‘‘if that piece of rock is not smashed or weathered away, you will
never be able to come out.’’∂∏

The concept of reincarnation, in turn, implies the existence of a
soul, something that persists after the death of the physical body. In
his writings and seminars, Li made reference to human beings’
‘‘original’’ or ‘‘chief spirit’’ ( yuanshen) that seems to possess all the
attributes of a soul. In a seminar in New York on March ≤≤, ∞ΩΩπ,
responding to a question from a disciple, Li Hongzhi asserted that
an individual’s chief spirit usually enters the body not long before
birth. The time of entry, however, is not fixed. As he put it, ‘‘Maybe
it’s the moment before birth, maybe it’s long before birth, half a
month, a month, or even earlier, all are possible.’’ Whereas the
biological parents have begotten their child’s ‘‘body of flesh,’’ they
did not create the child’s soul or ‘‘life’’ (shengming).∂π The latter is a
matter for the gods.



π∫ Falun Gong: Beliefs and Practices

Some of Li’s followers reported having out-of-body experi-
ences when their chief spirits ‘‘floated’’ out of their bodies. For
ordinary people, however, the soul leaves the body only when he or
she dies. When that happens, Li recounted, the chief spirit will
come out of the body ‘‘like a breeze of smoke drifting about’’ and
will be reincarnated into another body, bringing with it the karma
and virtues accumulated in its previous life. In e√ect, what human
beings call ‘‘death’’ is merely the demise of the physical body be-
cause our original spirit ‘‘does not become extinct,’’ except in the
case of someone who has committed ‘‘all kinds of evil deeds’’ and
incurred so much karma that both his body and soul became ‘‘ex-
tinct’’ and all his cells ‘‘disintegrate.’’∂∫

It is because human beings have an immortal soul that Li disap-
proves of abortion. That, to him, is killing—an act that, like other
forms of killing, would incur a ‘‘quite large’’ karmic debt. He also
opposes human cloning because ‘‘even if a clone were made, it
wouldn’t be that person. Only demons can get into him and God
won’t give him a spirit.’’∂Ω

And it is not just human beings who have souls: everything,
animate and seemingly inanimate, has a soul. According to Li,
‘‘when any object is created, a life enters it . . . [even a] product
made by a factory.’’ The only di√erence between humans and other
animals is that only human beings, ‘‘being the greatest,’’ can become
‘‘God or Buddha through cultivation’’—an avenue that is not avail-
able to other creatures because they lack the human spirit. Animals
are thus prohibited by nature from ‘‘cultivating.’’ An animal that
defies this law of nature and cultivates must be killed before it turns
into a ‘‘demon’’ (mo).∑≠

Li also maintains that our lives, as well as our relationships, are
predestined ( yuan or yuanfen). According to him, ‘‘when a person
is born, a complete profile of his lifetime will exist’’—where his life
is and what he should do—all of which having been prearranged by
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‘‘a higher life.’’ Although an individual can try to change his (pre-
destined) life, he cannot change ‘‘big events.’’∑∞

The concept of predestination also includes predestined rela-
tionships. Li maintained that an individual’s yuan involves a very
long period of time, more than one or even several lifetimes. Just as
karma and virtue are passed from one life to the next, ‘‘the causal
relationships among people do not end either.’’ There are individ-
uals with whom one has no yuanfen: ‘‘such people . . . seem to be
on a di√erent path from yours.’’ Then there are those ‘‘from your
group,’’ for whom one is predestined: ‘‘Some will be parents, some
will be children, some will be friends, some will be enemies, and
some will be benefactors.’’ Li believes that those individuals who are
attracted to his teachings and became his disciples had been pre-
destined to do so. As Li informs his followers, ‘‘Everyone comes
here because of predestined relationship.’’∑≤

More than human a√airs, the universe itself is predestined in
that in ‘‘its formative beginnings, it already carried within itself the
plan (anpai) for its end.’’ Li maintains that it was not an accident
that qigong, including Falun Gong, became so popular in China in
recent years because such phenomena are characteristic of the im-
pending arrival of the ‘‘end times’’ (mojie).∑≥

More than reincarnation, human beings also have parallel lives.
These are one’s other selves who live in the other dimensions of the
universe. As Li describes it:

As human beings we have a body in each of numerous
dimensions. . . . The body in another dimension can be-
come large or small. . . . When a person is born, there are
many of him born simultaneously within a certain territory
of this cosmic space. They all look alike with the same
name, and they do similar things. . . . If one of them
is suddenly dead while the rest of him in various other
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dimensions have not yet completed their predestined jour-
ney of life with still many years to live, this dead person
will . . . wander around . . . until everyone of him in each
dimension completes his journey of life.∑∂

Law Wheel Cultivation

As human beings, we are ‘‘in a maze’’ because of the Fall and must
practice cultivation so that we may ‘‘return to our original true
selves’’ ( fanben guizhen). Li calls this ‘‘returning to the truth,’’
to ‘‘the primordial state’’ before the Fall, to our ‘‘place of origin’’—
the ‘‘higher level’’ where there is no su√ering. As he puts it, ‘‘a per-
son’s life is not meant to be just a human being.’’ Only by recover-
ing our true selves can ‘‘the human problem’’ be ‘‘fundamentally
resolved.’’∑∑

The cultivation that is needed is that of falun gong. Li was
candid in stating that the purpose of his sect is to save people by
helping them to return to their true selves. Salvation requires that
one repay the debt of karma that is ‘‘owed to the gods’’ because the
universe’s ‘‘principle’’ demands that bad deeds be repaid. Even
Jesus could not redeem humanity from its collective karma. He had
tried to die for our sins by taking our karma upon himself, but the
accumulated karma was so immense that in the end, he could not
even ‘‘free’’ ( jietou) himself. Only by dying on the cross—by aban-
doning his body—was he freed.∑∏

Accordingly, human salvation can only take place on an individ-
ual basis by each person undertaking Falun Gong’s cultivation prac-
tice. Only through cultivation practice, Li insists, ‘‘can . . . [one’s]
life be changed’’ and the individual attain ‘‘genuine freedom.’’ By
practicing Falun Dafa, one’s karma will be ‘‘abolished’’ and with it,
illnesses will be cured and good health ensured.∑π More than that,
the practice of falun gong will eventually result in the practitioner’s
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attainment of enlightenment, at which time she will be transformed
into nothing less than a living god.

Cultivation Practice

By ‘‘cultivation practice’’ (xiulian) Li seems to refer to three separate
but interrelated enterprises. The first is the ‘‘practice’’ (lian) of falun
gong—a simpler but nevertheless allegedly superior version of tradi-
tional qigong devised by Li. As he describes it, ‘‘Falun Gong is a
special cultivation way of the Buddha School . . . di√erent . . . [and]
much superior to other cultivation ways in terms of what it o√ers.’’∑∫

Five sets of exercises comprise Li’s brand of qigong. The first
set is called ‘‘Buddha Showing the Thousand Hands.’’ These are
basic exercises designed to ‘‘stretch body and mind.’’ The second
set is called ‘‘Falun Standing Stance,’’ a series of exercises that uses
slow, tranquil movements lasting for minutes at a time. The third set
is ‘‘Penetrating the Two Cosmic Extremes,’’ exercises that allegedly
meld one’s body with the cosmos. The fourth set is ‘‘Falun Heavenly
Circulation,’’ which Li claims is the best way to circulate energy be-
tween the yin and yang sides of the body. A fifth and last set is called
‘‘Strengthening Supernormal Powers.’’ These are ‘‘paranormal-
enhancing’’ exercises that had been secrets but, happily, are now
‘‘declassified.’’∑Ω

Performing these exercises, Li claims, will improve one’s xinx-

ing (literally, heart nature), which he defines as ‘‘mind-nature’’ and
‘‘moral quality.’’ How that process works is that the ‘‘black sub-
stance’’ or karma within an individual is turned into the ‘‘white sub-
stance’’ of virtue (de) that, in turn, is transformed into ‘‘cultivation
energy’’ ( gong). As the practitioner cultivates, her gong will form an
‘‘energy column’’ ( gongzhu) above her head, which will grow higher
and higher as she ascends to higher planes of cultivation.∏≠

Exercises alone, however, will not be su≈cient. There is also a



∫≤ Falun Gong: Beliefs and Practices

cognitive dimension to cultivation: the practitioner must also study
Falun Dafa to learn the truth of the universe. According to Li, ‘‘once
such a person studies our Falun Dafa, he will suddenly understand
many questions which he wished to understand, but could not find
an answer to in the past [and] . . . he will become very excited.’’∏∞

At the same time, in addition to the exercises and the learning
of the Great Law, there is also a moral dimension to Falun Gong. As
Li himself admits, his teachings are aimed at making people ‘‘good’’
by assimilating them into the universe’s moral qualities of zhen-

shan-ren. Once the practitioner is assimilated, she will have attained
the Way (Dao), ‘‘it is as simple as that.’’∏≤

Moral cultivation requires the practitioner to directly upgrade
her moral standard by ‘‘cultivating’’ (xiu) her soul ( yuanshen) and
‘‘tempering’’ her heart. As Li instructs, ‘‘If you want to reach a
higher level, you must give up your ill thoughts and clean up your
filthy stu√ to assimilate with the requirement standard of that level.’’
In this way, by striving to be good, the practitioner will continuously
upgrade her moral level.∏≥

Li understands a virtuous person to be an individual who ‘‘has
very good inborn qualities,’’ ‘‘great forbearance,’’ ‘‘very good enlight-
enment quality,’’ and who ‘‘takes the worldly things very lightly.’’ The
latter refers to the surrendering (‘‘putting down’’) of all the ‘‘attach-
ments’’ (zhizhu) that make us human. Attachments refer to our
desires for things that we ‘‘cannot give up,’’ including sex, meat-
eating, alcohol, cigarettes, material goods, money, human relation-
ships, qing (sentiments, a√ections, desires, and passions—including
filial piety), and life and death. As Li expresses it, ‘‘Having obtained
the Fa, I fear no life and death and can even give up my life.’’∏∂

Transformation

In the course of the cultivation practice, the practitioner’s physical
body ‘‘will go through tremendous changes,’’ and according to Li,
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she ‘‘will give up those bad things’’that she was attached to. After
her body has become purified, as Li puts it, she will begin to
‘‘attract small animals.’’∏∑

As the practitioner ascends to higher planes, she becomes in-
creasingly ‘‘assimilated to the cosmos’’ and will develop ‘‘supernor-
mal abilities,’’ which Li sees as the ‘‘instinctual abilities of the hu-
man body’’ that had degenerated as human society became more
and more developed. The practitioner’s third or ‘‘celestial’’ eye will
open. That eye, according to Li, is ‘‘located slightly above and
between one’s eyebrows’’ and is connected to the pineal gland. The
eye’s initial opening is described by Li as follows: ‘‘People usually
practice . . . at midnight when the night is dark and quiet. As one
practices, he will suddenly see a large eye before his eyes. . . . That
large unblinking eye is looking, and it is vividly clear. Accordingly,
some people call it the demon’s eye . . . others call it the Buddha’s
eye, etc. In fact, it is your own eye.’’∏∏

The celestial eye enables the practitioner to see what X-ray, CT,
and ‘‘supersonic’’ scanners see—and more. With it, a practitioner
can see through human bodies and walls as well as many otherwise
invisible phenomena, including ‘‘other time-spaces’’ and Li Hong-
zhi’s ‘‘Law bodies’’ ( fashen—apparently images of Li) that are
standing ‘‘just beside’’ the practitioner. A practitioner will also be
able to see Li’s books as ‘‘very colorful and golden shiny,’’ with each
word in the book bearing the image of his law bodies. One of his
disciples claimed to have seen, with his third eye, a golden halo three
feet high above Li’s head and ‘‘a lot of other halos’’ behind him.∏π

The practitioner will also become clairvoyant, seeing, with the
help of a rotating mirror in her forehead, ‘‘what someone else is
doing in another city.’’ And when the practitioner has ascended to
the level of ‘‘Wisdom Eyesight,’’ a ‘‘breakthrough’’ will occur. She
will look at objects and find ‘‘they have all disappeared.’’ As Li
describes it, ‘‘Nothing exists. Namely, in this particular dimension
you will find that people no longer exist.’’∏∫
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Other supernormal powers include those of not getting wet in
the rain, the ‘‘celestial ear,’’ psychokinesis, teleportation, ‘‘psychic
travel,’’ ‘‘transmigration,’’ ‘‘fixing power,’’ levitation, and suming

tong. Transmigration is the ability of a practitioner to ‘‘suddenly
disappear, and then all of a sudden emerge somewhere else.’’ This is
because the highly cultivated body, being ‘‘composed of extremely
fine grains,’’ ‘‘can go through spaces.’’ A practitioner with ‘‘fixing
power’’ has the ability, upon seeing ‘‘an evildoer running away,’’ to
‘‘just say ‘fix’ and he will be fixed on the spot.’’ Levitation (‘‘flying in
the air’’) is a supernormal ability that is developed ‘‘once the great
heavenly circuit is opened up.’’ Practitioners, however, must refrain
from levitating in public because doing so would disturb the state of
ordinary human society. As for suming tong, that is the ability to tell
the past and future of another person. Those practitioners with a
great capability can even predict the rise and fall of society as well as
changes in the laws of the cosmos.∏Ω

Altogether, according to Li, there are ‘‘over ten thousand gen-
uine supernormal capabilities.’’ Alas, practitioners must not use
these abilities to change human society although Li does permit his
disciples to use them in private. This is because ‘‘genuine great
powers are not allowed to be performed in public, due to their
serious consequences and dangers’’ when they ‘‘disturb the normal
state of human society.’’ Nor are the supernormal capabilities scien-
tifically verifiable because our ‘‘space-time’’ is di√erent from the
space-time where those capabilities exist. ‘‘As a result,’’ Li avers, ‘‘if
scientists who study the human body deduct and conduct research
based upon conventional theories as well as modern science, they
will waste their e√orts even after another ten thousand years be-
cause these are something beyond ordinary people anyway.’’π≠

The ‘‘great heavenly circuit’’ that, when opened, enables the
practitioner to levitate is merely ‘‘the beginning step’’ in cultivation
practice; more wonders follow. If one continues cultivating, ‘‘all the
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pulses’’ in a practitioner’s body will open up until they are ‘‘con-
nected all together . . . to become one piece.’’ The body will no
longer have any pulse or acupuncture point and will have been
‘‘completely transformed by the high-energy matter.’’ By this time,
the practitioner has reached the highest level of cultivation when the
human ‘‘flesh body’’ reaches its ultimate limit. The practitioner will
be brought into another state in which all the potential human
supernormal capabilities emerge. As Li describes it, ‘‘a large eye will
appear in the upper section of the face, and it has numerous small
eyes in it.’’ In addition, some people will also have ‘‘eyes all over
their bodies, and their sweat pores will have all become eyes.’’ Those
eyes will allow the practitioners to read with their ears and see with
their hands, feet, stomach, and ‘‘from the back of their heads.’’
Others will ‘‘carry images of Bodhisattva or Buddha all over their
bodies’’ as well as ‘‘many living beings that will become visible.’’π∞

By this time, the practitioner will have reached the state of
‘‘Three Flowers Above the Head’’ (sanhua juding). Rotating clock-
wise or counterclockwise above the practitioner’s head are three
‘‘extraordinarily beautiful’’ flowers that include a lotus and two
other flowers, all of which are not of ‘‘our physical dimension.’’
Each flower is supported by a huge pole as thick as the diameter of
the flower, reaching ‘‘all the way to the top of heaven.’’ ‘‘You will be
scared,’’ Li warns, ‘‘if you can see them.’’ Fortunately, the flowers
and the poles can be seen only by the third eye.π≤

By this time, the practitioner has reached the highest form of
cultivation. Her skin will have become ‘‘delicate’’ and her body
‘‘white and pure.’’ The elderly will have their physical strength re-
stored and have very few wrinkles, and women will again menstruate
(although, happily, the menstrual flow ‘‘will not be much’’). Both the
aged and the young ‘‘will all feel that their entire bodies are light.’’
Moreover, all ‘‘will look young and will stay that way in the end.’’π≥

According to Li, many of his disciples have reached the Three
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Flowers stage, but none has yet reached the final stage of ‘‘comple-
tion or consummation’’ ( yuanman). To do that, the practitioner
must continue to move forward to arrive at ‘‘the ultimate end’’ when
her body will reach ‘‘the absolute purity of the highest degree.’’
Made completely of gong (‘‘high-energy matter’’), the practitioner’s
body (when seen with the third eye) will be transparent ‘‘just like . . .
glass, and there is nothing in it.’’ At this point, according to Li, her
body ‘‘has already become a Buddha’s body.’’ Paradoxically, ‘‘all
supernormal capabilities and supernatural powers will be aban-
doned all at once . . . put into a very deep dimension as they will
become useless and will be no longer of any use from now on.’’ The
practitioner will then begin cultivation practice ‘‘all over again’’ and
again develop supernormal capabilities.π∂

In e√ect, the final goal of cultivation practice is to ‘‘become God
or Buddha.’’ Having surrendered all our attachments, the mind
becomes empty. Not only are our bodies in this dimension (which
Li calls zhu yuanshen: chief spirits) transformed into a Buddha’s
body, the bodies in all the other dimensions (which he calls fu

yuanshen: secondary spirits) also ‘‘are all changing.’’ As Li says,
‘‘When a cultivator has attained the Way . . . and achieved enlight-
enment, he will belong to the category of the enlightened or super-
natural beings.’’ For what is god but a being that is free of human
attachments? To maintain that status, however, the cultivator must
continue ‘‘to do good things all the time.’’ If he commits evil, ‘‘he
will come down again’’ and cease to be a god. Worse still, his ‘‘life
will be in danger immediately.’’π∑

Life as a god who still lives in human society, however, will not
be easy. Although the advanced cultivator will be blessed with good
health and a long extended life, it is a lonely life. As described by Li:

You’ll find that those who have a common language with
you are very few. On this score alone, you’ll feel very lonely
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and find it kind of bitter in your heart. . . . You seem to have
less common words and less contacts with ordinary peo-
ple, even including your family members. . . . But this is all
normal . . . because . . . you are more of a God than an
ordinary person . . . [and] are not attached to what human
beings are attached to; you’ll get bored by what human
beings take delight in talking about. . . . You’ll know every-
thing that others are thinking. Then, you cannot put up
with a single thought of others . . . and you feel annoyed.π∏

Li as Divine

If Li Hongzhi’s disciples can become gods by engaging in falun
gong, it stands to reason that the founder of this cultivation practice
must himself be a deity. This conclusion can be reached not just by
inference; it is supported by Li’s own words. A practitioner’s
cultivation requires more than the performance of exercises, the
learning of the Great Law, and moral improvement. It also depends
on the rotation of the ‘‘law wheel’’ ( falun) that is implanted by
Master Li himself into the practitioner’s body. The wheel is ‘‘the
concrete manifestation’’ of the universe’s Great Law and reportedly
takes the shape of a left-handed swastika. As Li explains: ‘‘I released
Falun and planted it in your lower abdomen. Of course, this is done
not in this physical space, but in another space . . . having nothing
to do with this world.’’ππ

Despite the wheel not being in ‘‘this physical space,’’ Li main-
tains that those who are very sensitive can feel it rotating, or they
may feel ‘‘somewhat uncomfortable, a pain in the abdomen or
something moving or burning.’’ Highly advanced practitioners pos-
sessed of supernormal capabilities can actually see the wheel in
their abdomens. Li provides law wheels of di√erent sizes to dif-
ferent practitioners, according to their levels of cultivation. Once



∫∫ Falun Gong: Beliefs and Practices

implanted by the master, the wheel ‘‘keeps revolving automati-
cally . . . absorbing and evolving the ethereal energy incessantly,
which is then transformed into cultivation energy.’’ Even if the prac-
titioner occasionally skips the exercises, she is still cultivating be-
cause, as Li assures, ‘‘all you need to do is done by Falun.’’π∫

In addition to the implantation (as well as the turning on) of the
law wheel, Li is also responsible for the transformation of the practi-
tioner’s cultivation energy, a task only he can e√ectuate. As he
explains: ‘‘Cultivation depends upon the individual himself while
the transformation of Gong is up to the master. . . . It is the master
who actually does such a thing as you cannot do it at all. The whole
transformation process of cultivation energy is a very complicated
one. . . . The body does not only change in just . . . one dimension,
but in all dimensions. . . . Can you do that by yourself ? You cannot.
Such things are arranged by the master as well as performed by the
master.’’πΩ

Li’s powers go beyond the transformation of cultivation energy;
he can also cure the sick. Before the wheel is placed in the practi-
tioner’s abdomen, Li must cleanse her body of the ‘‘bad things’’
while retaining the good ones. Some practitioners after being ‘‘ad-
justed’’ by Li will find themselves ‘‘freed from illness’’ and reach a
state of being ‘‘milk-white.’’∫≠

More than that, Li’s disciples will be maximally protected while
they practice by a ‘‘cover’’ (chaozi) that outsiders cannot penetrate.
The practitioners will also be safeguarded by Li’s ‘‘countless’’ law
bodies. As he explains, ‘‘although you cannot see me in person, in
fact, I am right by your side as long as you practice cultivation . . .
protecting you every single moment’’ until cultivation is completed
and the state of buddhahood reached.∫∞ According to Li, law
bodies are formed by his cultivation energy and the Great Law and
are found in his photos, books, audiotapes, and videotapes, as well
as in Falun Gong’s other publications. All of them seem to be
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extensions and duplicates of Li, albeit with curly blue hair and
garbed in sa√ron. Li’s law bodies appear joyful and emit a bright
light when a disciple has been good but become severe and stern
when she has committed bad deeds.∫≤ His law bodies are not sub-
ject to the physical laws of nature in that they can protect his
disciples no matter where they are. As he puts it, ‘‘Even if you have
gone to Hong Kong, the United States, the moon, or the sun, my
Law bodies will still protect you.’’ And although Li had emigrated
to the United States, he nevertheless can ‘‘release’’ his powers
across thousands of miles to e√ectuate ‘‘remote treatment’’ of his
disciples in China. More than protection, his law bodies can also
ensure that his disciple will ‘‘find an easy job.’’∫≥

If the above powers do not make Li Hongzhi godlike, his other
capabilities surely will. He has claimed that he can fly and walk
through walls. In his writings, he has claimed to have the power of
exorcism: he can make evil spirits ‘‘disappear all at once’’ by a mere
swing of his hand; he can also ‘‘clear’’ a house by removing ‘‘bad
things’’ from it and covering the house with ‘‘an energy . . . so that
no evil things will enter it.’’ Not only does Li install the law wheel in
his disciple’s abdomen, he also opens the practitioner’s celestial
eye. As he puts it, ‘‘One word of mine will be able to open it.’’ Li is
all-knowing, claiming that ‘‘my Law bodies know everything you
have in mind without being told.’’ He is also all-powerful, able to
protect his disciples so that they ‘‘will meet with no real danger . . .
and no accident is allowed to interfere.’’ More important still, Li can
also remove one’s karma. As he puts it: ‘‘When you are practicing
cultivation, I keep on pushing this karma outward from the center; I
push, and push, and push, and push until I completely push out the
karma for you.’’ For that matter, an individual’s karma can be
cleansed just by reading one of Li’s books.∫∂

Finally, Li directly admits his divine nature. He has said he does
not need to cultivate because he is without karma. Being without
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karma, it is no wonder that he is freed from the karmic wheel of
incarnations. Responding to a question from a follower who asked,
‘‘Who were you in a previous life?’’ Li replied, ‘‘I was Li Hongzhi.’’
Li also maintained that human beings do not have law bodies and
that only he—as well as buddhas, daos, and gods—have law bodies.
Falun Gong practitioners must wait until they have completed their
cultivation, and attained buddhahood, to have such bodies.∫∑

More than that, not only does Li compare himself to Jesus and
Buddha Sakyamuni, he claims to be superior to both because they
were enlightened beings who operated only ‘‘within a small arena.’’
In contrast, Li operates on a much larger scale, being ‘‘not of the
universe.’’ It is Li alone who can solve the many problems in the
universe’s many levels and heavenly bodies, including those of hu-
man beings on earth. In order to save humanity, for which he has
been preparing ‘‘for a very long time,’’ he developed Falun Gong,
for which he had no master or teacher. According to Li, ‘‘If I cannot
save you, nobody else can. . . . There is not anyone who will care
about you at all. . . . I am the only one in this entire world who . . . is
teaching . . . the Great Law.’’ His o√er to humanity to learn the
Great Law of the universe—which is ‘‘not even known by the
gods’’—is ‘‘earthshaking’’ in that such an opportunity comes only
once ‘‘every ten thousand years.’’ Nor will this opportunity be of-
fered indefinitely; in fact, it is already too late. As Li says, ‘‘Actually,
I no longer propagate (chuan) the Great Law, as my time for system-
atically preaching the law is already passed.’’ But his disciples need
not fear, for even when Li is ‘‘no longer in this world’’ (bu zaishi), he
has not really left because his law bodies remain.∫∏

Finally, although Li identifies Falun Gong as being of the
Buddha school, he claims to have never read Buddhist scriptures.
This undoubtedly is due to the fact that, as he admits, ‘‘Boddhi-
sattva Guanyin is actually the manifestation of my Law body’’ for ‘‘I
have been a Buddha, Dao, as well as shen.’’∫π
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The End Days

In e√ect, the central mission of Falun Gong is not, as Western media
reports portray it, that of healthful exercises; the exercises are only
the means to the end of human salvation. Falun Gong’s salvific mis-
sion is prompted by Li Hongzhi’s conviction that we are in the last
days.

Just as human civilizations had been destroyed in the past
because of immorality, like the followers of the White Lotus and the
Eight Trigrams in Chinese history, Li is convinced that the moral
decadence of our times is leading to another apocalypse. His writ-
ings and speeches are replete with references to the ‘‘Dharma-
ending period’’ of ‘‘the apocalypse,’’ the ‘‘Great Havoc,’’ and the
‘‘end times’’ (mojie).∫∫ Decrying that ‘‘human moral standard is
declining tremendously’’ and moral values ‘‘deteriorating daily,’’ Li
predicted that human civilization will be destroyed because human
beings have ‘‘mutated’’ (bianyi) and are no longer ‘‘up to standard.’’
With the end days approaching, Li has set about disseminating
Falun Dafa so as ‘‘to provide salvation to mankind . . . in this final
period of the Last Havoc.’’∫Ω

The causes of moral decay are many. Within China, the post-
Mao economic reforms opened the country to interaction with the
rest of the world. Although the reforms have introduced many new
technologies and improved living standards, ‘‘bad things,’’ such as
pornography, homosexuality, ‘‘sex revolution,’’ drug abuse, and
more, have also been imported. As Li describes the conditions in
China: ‘‘The human society seems to be progressing while it is
actually regressing. . . . Especially after joining the high tide of the
commodity economy, many people have become morally corrupt
and have moved further away from Zhen-Shan-Ren, the characteris-
tic of the universe.’’Ω≠

Humankind’s moral degradation transcends the boundaries of
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China to envelope the world, and the root cause of this is Western
knowledge, which has made human beings more and more mate-
rialistic. A particular culprit is science and its faulty ‘‘understanding
of the human race, nature, and matter,’’ all of which has led to ‘‘the
degeneration of morality in today’s human society.’’ In e√ect, as Li
sees the problem, the West is the primary cause of humanity’s moral
decadence. Western knowledge, together with the decadent West-
ern culture, are the ‘‘demons’’ that ‘‘appear in the end times to bring
turmoil to . . . society.’’ For humankind to continue along this path
would be extremely dangerous because, as Li darkly warns, ‘‘When
things are at their extreme, there will be the opposite. . . . If man-
kind does not do something about it, heaven will.’’Ω∞

The signs of moral decay in a degenerated human society are
everywhere and in all walks of life. They range from the serious to
the seemingly trivial and include the following:

E Ethnic problems, ‘‘problems between countries,’’ and
conflicts within and among nationalities.

E ‘‘Social crimes’’ of drug taking, drug tra≈cking, drug
making, and the underworld.

E Loose sexual mores of homosexuality, transsexuality,
sexual liberation, and women’s liberation, the latter a
reaction by women to being ‘‘bullied’’ by men.

E Social problems that are engendered by women’s lib-
eration—those of ‘‘divorce, fighting, children being
abandoned, etc.’’

E The perversion of moral values whereby people take
‘‘money and fame by force,’’ glorify gangsters and crimi-
nals, and mistake ‘‘wrong for right, bad for good, evil
for benevolence.’’
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E Treating human beings as ‘‘worse than dogs’’ and at the
same time ‘‘treating dogs as children by feeding them
milk,’’ dressing them ‘‘in fancy brand-named clothes,’’
and pushing them around in strollers while ‘‘many peo-
ple are begging for food in the street.’’

E The deterioration of human relations whereby ‘‘the phi-
losophy of competition’’ is advocated and ‘‘selfishness
and desires have made people wary of each other.’’

E The triumph of materialism whereby people ‘‘dare to
do anything for profit and money.’’

E Advances in science, such as human cloning, which
‘‘appear only after the decline of human morality.’’

E Cultural decay that includes the ‘‘so-called modern art,’’
rock and roll, ‘‘demonic’’ disco dance, and the ‘‘mad-
ness’’ that seizes sports fans during soccer games.

E ‘‘Demonic’’ youthful fashions that regard all things
‘‘dark and gloomy as beautiful,’’ including the way
‘‘high school students wear their pants, with belts tied
on their buttocks’’; hairstyles with ‘‘the head . . . shaven
clean on both sides, leaving . . . one line of hair in the
middle, like devils’’; young girls ‘‘dressed in black . . .
like ghosts in the netherworld’’; and ‘‘monster-looking
toys’’ that look ‘‘ugly and ferocious.’’Ω≤

Such signs of decadence, as Li puts it, ‘‘emerge in an endless
stream’’ and ‘‘penetrate into every aspect of society’’ because in the
absence of moral standards, ‘‘human beings may come up with
anything.’’ But, Li insists, a human being is more than mere ‘‘limbs
and trunk’’—our humanity is intimately dependent on our morality.
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Accordingly, ‘‘If a person loses his moral concepts, moral norms,
and rules of conduct, he is no longer human.’’ All of which provokes
the gods to ‘‘no longer treat people as human beings.’’Ω≥

In the coming ‘‘apocalypse’’ ( jienan), good people will be
protected. Some people, however, are not ‘‘redeemable’’ and will
have to be ‘‘destroyed’’ (xiaohui) and ‘‘eliminated’’ (taotai) ‘‘in a
big plague’’ or an ‘‘explosion.’’ The gods will first destroy homosex-
uals for violating ‘‘the rules that were given to humankind.’’ Other
‘‘evil people’’ will also be destroyed ‘‘in a horrific manner’’: Not
only will they su√er great pain, their su√ering will be prolonged.
Human beings, in general, will be ‘‘obliterated’’ because man has
‘‘indulged in his demonic nature (moxing) by doing whatever he
desires,’’ resulting in his having ‘‘fallen to the lowest level’’ instead
of ‘‘living in openness and light.’’ For that, ‘‘he will be thoroughly
obliterated from the universe.’’Ω∂

Teetering at the edge of the abyss, humankind seems unable to
solve its many problems. As Li puts it, ‘‘Having no way out, no one
can come up with any solutions.’’ Governments are impotent be-
cause ‘‘no sooner has one phenomenon been kept under control
than another appears that is even worse. When they try to control it,
an even worse problem arises.’’ To maintain a modicum of order
and decency, governments resort to legislation as ‘‘an expedient
measure when there is nothing further that can be done.’’ But the
proliferation of laws succeeds only in restraining human beings
‘‘like animals.’’Ω∑

Nor are the world’s many religions and cults any help because
they are also caught in the downward spiral. According to Li, ‘‘it is
di≈cult to cultivate within Buddhism now’’ because Buddhist tem-
ples ‘‘have become very chaotic . . . in these end times’’ and even the
monks ‘‘find it di≈cult to save themselves.’’ Christianity, though a
‘‘proper religion,’’ is equally helpless because ‘‘its teachings have
been distorted.’’Ω∏
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In these last days ‘‘when all the gods have abandoned them’’
and neither government nor religion can save humanity, only Li
o√ers a way out. This is because ‘‘the root cause for all human ills is
the decay of human morality. Without working on this, no human
problems can be solved.’’ In this defiled world, the only sanctuary—
the ‘‘pure region’’ ( jingtu)—is Li’s Falun Dafa, that ‘‘right law’’
(zhengfa) that can constrain people. As he puts it, ‘‘The ultimate
way out for the human race . . . is to cultivate De (virtue) across the
land.’’Ωπ But although Li Hongzhi alone can o√er deliverance to
humanity and is doing his ‘‘utmost’’ to propagate ‘‘the right law in
these end times,’’ he and his sect are being viciously and openly
attacked by ‘‘demons.’’ The only consolation is that the good will
survive the coming Great Havoc to rebuild the world. As Li assures
us, ‘‘it is not possible . . . for human society not to exist.’’ Being ‘‘the
manifestation of the Great Law (Dharma) . . . human society will
always exist.’’Ω∫
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Chapter Four

The State vs. Falun Gong

Admittedly, the beliefs of Falun Gong—concerning earth’s previ-
ous civilizations, space aliens, multiple dimensions, reincarnation,
‘‘three flowers rotating above the head,’’ and so forth—are esoteric
and nothing short of extraordinary. One is hard pressed, however,
to imagine the belief system, or the group that espouses those
beliefs, to be evil. But that is precisely the Chinese government’s
allegation.

When Beijing banned Falun Gong on July ≤≤, ∞ΩΩΩ, the pro-
hibition was justified on grounds that the sect was injurious to the
well-being of people and society because it had ‘‘seriously dis-
turbed the normal order of society, confused the people’s moral and
ethical concepts, deceived many innocent people and inflicted
enormous harm on their physical and mental health.’’ More than
that, the sect constitutes nothing less than a systemic threat to China
and its government. By jeopardizing the cause of building ‘‘social-
ism with Chinese characteristics,’’ it is claimed, Falun Gong has
imperiled social order and stability. In order to protect people and
society, the government was convinced it must undertake a serious
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political struggle against the sect. All of which meant that, in the
words of China’s o≈cial Xinhua News Agency, Falun Gong ‘‘must
not be allowed to continue to exist and further develop.’’∞

In making its case, the Chinese government assembled a daunt-
ing array of charges against Falun Gong. The accusations include
the following:

E Falun Gong is an evil cult.

E It is harmful to the physical and mental well-being of
people.

E It hurts society by disrupting social order and the work
of institutions.

E It is superstitious and antiscience.

E It is hypocritical.

E It is criminal.

E It is treasonous.

E It is seditious.

E It is well organized.

E Lastly, in banning and suppressing the sect, the govern-
ment has acted lawfully and with the best of intentions.

The government’s evidence for each of these charges is presented in
the following sections.

An Evil Cult

One of the main indictments Beijing made against Falun Gong is
that it is an evil cult. As the word is used in the English language,
‘‘cult’’ is considered a mixed word because it is both descriptive
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and normative: the word does not simply refer to an empirical
phenomenon but carries a value connotation that is mainly negative.

Leo Pfe√er, the distinguished jurist and leading American theo-
retician on religious liberty, once wrote, ‘‘if you believe in it, it is
religion or perhaps the religion; and if you do not care one way or
another about it, it is a sect; but if you fear and hate it, it is a cult.’’≤

Although intended as humor, Pfe√er’s characterization contains
more than a grain of truth. Whether something is called a religion,
sect, or cult seems to depend on one’s approbation or disapproba-
tion and, as such, is very much a matter of subjective judgment.

Of the three terms, ‘‘cult’’ is the most problematic. As it is used
in the English language, the word has di√erent meanings with vary-
ing degrees of normative connotations ranging from positive to the
decidedly negative.≥

A positive definition of cult is that provided by the Oxford

English Dictionary: ‘‘worship; reverential homage rendered to a
divine being or beings.’’ This definition comes from the historical
theological usage of ‘‘cult,’’ which is rarely heard today outside of
religious circles.

Definitions that are neutral in their value connotation tend to be
sociological, where the emphasis is on the religious group’s size and
novelty. As examples, ‘‘cult’’ is variously defined as a small religious
group that exists in a state of tension with the predominant religion;
an innovative, fervent religious group, as contrasted with more es-
tablished and conventional sects and denominations; any small re-
ligious group, no matter what its age or teachings; a small, recently
created, religious organization which is often headed by a sin-
gle charismatic leader and is viewed as a spiritually innovative
group; and a new religious movement on its way to becoming a
denomination.

Then there are the definitions that are implicitly or explicitly pe-
jorative. As an example, evangelical Christian and countercult move-
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ments define ‘‘cult’’ as any religious group that ‘‘accepts most but not
all of the historical Christian doctrines’’ and, consequently, is theo-
logically suspect. Similarly, fundamentalist Christians label as ‘‘cult’’
any religious group that deviates from historical Protestant Christian
beliefs. For mental health groups and the anti-cult movement, ‘‘cult’’
refers to any group that preaches the imminence of doomsday and
exerts mind control over its believers through deceptive practices
and the employment of dangerous psychological pressure tech-
niques. Similarly, Western popular media conceives of ‘‘cult’’ as a
synonym for a doomsday or a mind-controlling religious group,
referring to ‘‘a small, evil religious group, often with a single charis-
matic leader, which engages in brainwashing and other mind control
techniques, believes that the end of the world is imminent, and
collects large amounts of weaponry in preparation for a massive war.’’

Given these various meanings of ‘‘cult,’’ especially those with
negative connotations, civil liberties groups recommend that the
word be used rarely and that it be substituted with value-neutral and
empirically more precise terms, such as ‘‘emergent religion,’’ ‘‘new’’
or ‘‘alternative religious movement,’’ or ‘‘faith group.’’ An even bet-
ter recourse, it is proposed, is to simply refer to the group by its
name. That same sensibility convinced the Associated Press, in
May ∞ΩΩ∫, to eschew ‘‘cult’’ altogether and replace it with the more
neutral term of ‘‘sect.’’ One civil liberties group observes that use of
the word ‘‘cult’’ without careful definition in advance leads to con-
fusion and misunderstanding. But if one’s purpose is ‘‘to direct
public fear and hatred against a new religious group, then ‘cult’ is an
ideal word to use.’’ Doing so, however, would be both ‘‘irresponsi-
ble and immoral.’’∂

In the case of the Chinese government, by characterizing Falun
Gong as an ‘‘evil cult,’’ there is little doubt that it is employing
the derogatory definition of ‘‘cult.’’ As China’s national govern-
ment newspaper, People’s Daily, put it, ‘‘Similar to other evil cults



∞≠≠ The State vs. Falun Gong

worldwide, Falun Gong idolizes its ringleader, Li Hongzhi, who has
carried out spiritual worship for himself and disseminated malicious
theories of doomsday and sin eradication among practitioners.’’∑

That Beijing’s definition of ‘‘cult’’ is a highly negative one is
also evident in a volume published by the Chinese Academy of
Social Sciences (CASS). In it, a CASS scholar, making the case that
Falun Gong is an evil cult, employed a criterial definition of cult as
any destructive or extremist worship group that adulates the re-
ligious leader who claims to be god and who exploits the group for
his own accumulation of wealth; brainwashes believers; propagates
the imminence of doomsday; is ‘‘anti-society, anti-traditional moral-
ity, and anti-human nature’’; and has a tight organization.∏

Another CASS scholar compared Falun Gong to such extrem-
ist religious groups as People’s Temple and Aum Shinrikyo. Ac-
cording to the writer, Li Hongzhi is just like the leaders of those
groups, Jim Jones and Asahara Shoko, respectively. Like them, Li
claims to be god and insists that his followers ‘‘renounce all other
beliefs to worship and obey him in transforming themselves into
new men and women.’’ Like those other groups, Falun Gong lies
and deceives. It cynically exploits human weaknesses by feigning to
be virtuous and caring so as to lure people into joining the cult. In
the end, the believers in these groups lost everything—their reason,
dignity, and the ability to distinguish right from wrong. They be-
came mentally deranged and despairing of life, society, and govern-
ment. Many committed suicide or murder or attacked party and
government institutions because of the mind control exerted by the
sect over its members.π

Harmful to People

It is not just CASS scholars who accuse Falun Gong of having
caused believers to harm themselves and others, the Chinese gov-
ernment has repeatedly accused the sect of inciting suicides and
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murders. As an example, when Beijing banned Falun Gong on
July ≤≤, ∞ΩΩΩ, the Chinese Embassy in Washington, D.C., issued a
press release asserting that unspecified ‘‘facts collected by certain
departments’’ of the government demonstrated that Falun Gong
had caused innumerable cases of ‘‘dire consequences’’ to the psy-
chological and physical well-being of people. The harmful e√ects
ranged from the relatively minor problems of paranoia, loss of ap-
petite, and ‘‘disorganization’’ in speech and behavior, to more se-
rious problems of sickness, ‘‘handicaps,’’ and family discord, to still
more serious problems of deaths from untreated ailments, suicide,
and murder.∫

According to a study allegedly conducted by reporters for
Xinhua, erstwhile happy families had been ‘‘emotionally destroyed’’
and ‘‘dismembered’’ by Li Hongzhi’s ‘‘evil instructions.’’ One of
those families was that of Tian Jianguo of Henan province who,
along with his wife, began practicing Falun Gong in ∞ΩΩπ. Their
fifteen-year-old son, Tian Pei, also became a believer and ‘‘gradu-
ally lost interest in school and dropped out.’’ The couple began to
hate each other, each accusing the other of failing to attain the
highest cultivation level, and eventually divorced. Distraught with
the family discord, Tian’s aged father passed away in November
≤≠≠≠.Ω

In e√ect, Xinhua’s account implied that Falun Gong had been
indirectly responsible for the old man’s death. In other cases, the
sect is held to be directly culpable for the deaths of alleged fol-
lowers. In a luncheon speech at the National Press Club on July ≤∂,
≤≠≠∞, PRC ambassador to the United States Yang Jiechi maintained
that many Falun Gong followers died from untreated illnesses be-
cause sect leaders had instructed them to shun medical treatment
and assured them that should they die, they ‘‘will go to the heaven
and fulfill their dreams.’’∞≠ According to Chinese government ac-
counts, sect adherents who became grievously ill or died from
untreated ailments included the following:
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E Zhang Zhendong, a retired worker in Jilin province,
studied Falun Gong’s ‘‘scriptures’’ in the evening and
worshipped Li’s portrait at home. In May ∞ΩΩ∫, despite
being convinced that ‘‘he would not die because Li
Hongzhi was blessing him,’’ Zhang was stricken with a
dangerously high fever that persisted for more than one
month.

E Liu Wenyong, a fifteen-year-old boy from Tianjin, con-
tracted a ‘‘minor skin disease’’ in early ∞ΩΩΩ. Instead of
seeking medical treatment, his mother sought to cure
him with Falun Gong, which led his skin disease to
‘‘develop’’ into cancer.

E The wife of Wang Liyun, a former Falun Gong o≈cial
from Hunan province, refused to take medication for an
acute pain in her abdomen, believing that Falun Gong
could cure any illness. On January ∞, ∞ΩΩ∫, she was
rushed to the hospital where she soon died of cancer.
Only then did her husband become convinced of Li
Hongzhi’s ‘‘evil motives.’’

E Zhang Yanjie, a farmer in Henan province, began prac-
ticing Falun Gong in ∞ΩΩ∫. Although he su√ered from
coronary heart disease, he threw away his medicines
and instead worshipped Li Hongzhi’s portrait. On
May ∞π, ∞ΩΩΩ, he felt ‘‘very bad in the heart’’ while
practicing and died on his way to the hospital.

E Some twenty-three practitioners in Jilin, the north-
eastern province where the sect had originated, also
died from untreated illnesses.∞∞

More tragic still were those believers whose zeal led them to
take their own lives. Among them were six Falun Gong adherents in
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Jilin, one of whom was Zhang Xinghua, a thirty-two-year-old farmer
who became a practitioner in ∞ΩΩ∏. As recounted by Xinhua, on
January ∞∂, ∞ΩΩπ, believing that he had reached the highest level of
cultivation, Zhang decided to test his immortality by leaping into
the flames of a nearby boiler house. When the boilerkeepers pre-
vented him from jumping into the boiler, he went to the top of the
chimney and leapt. Severely wounded from the fall, he immediately
lost consciousness. Instead of taking him to the hospital, his wife
brought him home and, kneeling before a portrait of Li Hongzhi,
implored the master to save her husband. Her prayers were ine√ec-
tive as ‘‘Zhang died anyhow.’’∞≤

Other alleged suicides included the following:

E Ma Jianmin, a retired worker from the Huabei oil field
in northern China, who ‘‘cut his abdomen with a pair of
scissors’’ to look for the law wheel he believed to be
rotating inside.

E Gao Encheng, a leader of a Falun Gong practice group
in the city of Chongqing, who, convinced of his immor-
tality, jumped o√ a building holding his son in his arms.

E Long Gang, a self-employed small businessman in
Chongqing, jumped o√ a bridge on the morning of
July ∞π, ∞ΩΩΩ, holding his six-year-old son while mur-
muring Falun Gong instructions. The boy was saved by
neighbors, but Long drowned.

E Liu Pinqing, a senior agronomist and recipient of an
award from the Ministry of Agriculture, attempted self-
immolation on February ∂, ∞ΩΩΩ. A second suicide at-
tempt in April was successful when Liu leapt into and
drowned in a well.
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E A Falun Gong practitioner in Jilin province who, on
April ∑, ≤≠≠≠, burnt himself to death.

E A nineteen-year-old college student and a twelve-year-
old girl who, ‘‘bewitched’’ by the sect, died from their
self-immolation in Tiananmen Square on January ≤≥,
≤≠≠∞.∞≥

More egregious still were the murders allegedly committed by
Falun Gong adherents of individuals they believed to be demons.
Beijing directly attributed the homicides to Li Hongzhi’s assertion
that ‘‘devils are anywhere’’ and ‘‘humankind has become com-
pletely devil-like abnormal beings.’’ The alleged murders included
the following:

E Dong, a Falun Gong follower, who took a small knife
and broke into the house of his neighbor Jiang Wencai,
a seventy-six-year-old retiree, and stabbed the latter in
the neck.

E Yuan Tianyun of Guangdong province, ‘‘a good girl
who studied hard at school,’’ broke into the home of a
neighbor. Believing that the man was among those who
had ‘‘insulted’’ her in her dreams, Yuan killed him with
a knife.

E Wang Xuezhong, a young man ‘‘addicted to the cult,’’
accused his father of being a devil and stabbed him
seventeen times in the head, neck, and chest area on
August ≤≥, ∞ΩΩ∏. His father later died from the injuries.

E Wu Deqiao, a thirty-six-year-old clerk with the Wujiang
supply and marketing cooperative in Jiangsu province,
‘‘chopped his wife to death with a kitchen knife’’ in
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February ∞ΩΩ∫ because ‘‘she tried to stop him from
practicing.’’

E Li Ting, a graduate student and Falun Gong follower in
Hebei province who, convinced that his parents were
demons, killed them with a knife on March ≤≠, ∞ΩΩΩ.
When asked by the police why he killed his parents, the
young man answered, ‘‘I think they are devils and I am
a Buddha, so I have to wipe them out.’’

E Twenty-nine-year-old Qiu Defeng, a practitioner from
Haikou, Hainan, axed his sixty-eight-year-old uncle to
death on December ∞∞, ≤≠≠∞. His uncle was like a
father to Qiu, having brought him up and financing his
university education. Qiu, suspecting that his uncle was
plotting to murder him, hacked him to death with a
kitchen knife. Later, Qiu reportedly denounced the sect
for destroying his trust in people, including his uncle,
and leading him ‘‘to commit such an appalling act.’’∞∂

Altogether, according to the Chinese government in July ≤≠≠∞,
whether it was by disease, suicide, or murder, Falun Gong, ‘‘bear-
ing every feature of a cult,’’ was responsible for more than ∞,∏∏≠
deaths in China.∞∑

Harmful to Society

More than harming the health and lives of people, Beijing maintains
that Falun Gong’s ‘‘illegal’’ activities had also ‘‘seriously disrupted
public order.’’ To begin with, according to a senior PRC Ministry of
Public Security o≈cer, the sect ‘‘used the Internet to spread ru-
mors . . . which has created disturbances for the government and
disrupted social stability.’’∞∏



∞≠∏ The State vs. Falun Gong

More than that, the sect had also hurt society by preventing
government and other institutions from doing their work. As an
example, in May ∞ΩΩ∫, more than ∞,≠≠≠ Falun Gong devotees
surrounded a television station in Beijing to protest being labeled a
‘‘cult.’’ They succeeded in forcing the station to telecast a more
favorable program. The following year, in April, sect activists again
disrupted social order when they objected to physicist He Zuoxiu
writing that Falun Gong was a ‘‘superstitious cult’’ and health haz-
ard. When the magazine that carried He’s article refused to issue a
written apology, some ∏,≠≠≠ believers protested before the editorial
o≈ce in Tianjin. When one of them was forcibly removed by the
police, the protesters went to the municipal government. The al-
leged beating and arrest of ten protesters instigated the massive
demonstration before the Communist Party compound in Beijing
the next day.

If the accusations of having harmed the well-being of people
and society are not enough, Beijing also imputes to Falun Gong a
variety of other failings. Those shortcomings range from the rela-
tively minor to egregious crimes of treason and sedition.

Superstitious and Antiscience

The sect has been denounced for promoting unscientific ideas of
‘‘idealism, theism and feudal superstition,’’ including the assertion
that the earth had undergone many prehistoric civilizations, that
botanical plants have consciousness, that there are multiple uni-
verses, and that the end days are imminent. As one PRC writer put
it: ‘‘Extraordinary claims’’—such as those espoused by Li Hong-
zhi—‘‘require extraordinarily rigorous confirming evidence,’’ which
Li has failed to provide.∞π

Beijing attributes those unscientific assertions to Li’s shallow
and erroneous understanding of science, an understanding that is
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described as that of a grade school student. As an example, Li
erroneously claimed that human eyesight is governed by the pineal
gland. More than being unscientific, Li evinces an antipathy and
hostility toward science when he dismisses science as being igno-
rant of the real truths about the universe, which, he claims, only he
knows. This is why, Li insisted, ‘‘the world should listen to him,
otherwise everything will be lost.’’∞∫

Hypocritical

Beijing also criticizes Falun Gong for being sanctimonious. Specifi-
cally, the sect and its leader are accused of not being true to their
professed virtues of truthfulness, benevolence, and tolerance. In-
stead of being truthful, they are duplicitous and fraudulent; instead
of benevolent, they are uncaring; instead of tolerant, they are rigid
and fanatical. All of which, according to Beijing, makes Falun Gong
and its leader outright hypocrites.

To begin with, although Li preached the virtue of truthfulness,
the Chinese government asserts that he used fraud to enrich himself
and his family by selling books as well as audio and video products.
For example, in ∞ΩΩ∑, Li and his followers made nearly $∞≤,≠≠≠
(∞≠≠,≠≠≠ yuan) from the sale of just one book; sales of audiotapes
and videotapes of his lectures generated another $≥∏,≠≠≠ (≥≠≠,≠≠≠
yuan). Another $≤∂≠,≠≠≠ (≤ million yuan) came from organizing
Falun Gong study classes in two cities, Beijing and Changchun.
Former sect members in the Inner Mongolia Autonomous Region
also claimed that the sect had swindled a large amount of money from
its practitioners in a pyramid scheme. Li’s fraudulent activities were
so lucrative that, in just one day—May ∂, ∞ΩΩ∂—he reaped $∞∂,≠≠≠.
As the Policy and Law and Regulations Department of the PRC’s
State Press and Publication Administration put it, Falun Gong con-
fused right and wrong and has ‘‘deceived . . . a lot of people.’’∞Ω
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As evidence of his ill-gotten wealth from ‘‘cheating practi-
tioners and other benefactors,’’ the public security police of Li’s
native Jilin province cited the following:

E A $∞∂,≠≠≠ (∞∞∏,≠≠≠ yuan) ‘‘luxury house’’ in Chang-
chun, capital of Li’s native Jilin province, which he
purchased in ∞ΩΩ∂.

E A second house that was under construction in the
same city.

E Expensive furniture, electronics, and personal items,
including a twenty-nine-inch Sony color television, a set
of ‘‘super acoustic equipment,’’ a genuine leather ‘‘lux-
ury’’ sofa, seven ‘‘high-quality’’ watches, and ‘‘modern
o≈ce facilities.’’

E Plans to erect a Falun Research Center in Huailai
County in Hebei province on sixty hectares of land.

E The enjoyment of a ‘‘luxurious life’’ by Li and his family
in the United States.≤≠

Nor is Falun Gong true to its second virtue of benevolence.
Instead of being compassionate, Li Hongzhi is disapproving of
homosexuals. More than that, it is claimed that sect members are
not benevolent toward each other, not to speak of strangers. An
example of their indi√erence was the treatment accorded Liu Ren-
fang, a fifty-two-year-old farmer from Sichuan province and a prac-
titioner since ∞ΩΩ∫ who refused to seek medical help for her per-
sistent headaches and tracheitis. In December ≤≠≠≠, Liu and five
other sect adherents went to Beijing, intent on defying the govern-
ment’s ban by assembling in Tiananmen Square on New Year’s
Day. On December ∞∫, however, half a month before the planned
demonstration, she suddenly died. According to a Xinhua account,
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her companions ‘‘were so brutal that they neglected her death and
just put her body into a smelly sewer in order to destroy the evi-
dence.’’ All of which constitutes ‘‘irrefutable evidence’’ of the ‘‘anti-
human nature’’ of the ‘‘notorious Falun Gong cult.’’≤∞

As for the third virtue of tolerance, Beijing observed that al-
though Li Hongzhi pays lip service to the importance of for-
bearance, in actuality he ‘‘cannot stand any criticism or alternative
views.’’ Whenever Falun Gong or its leader is criticized, Li ‘‘gets his
followers to create a disturbance.’’≤≤ Indeed, in ∞ΩΩ∫ and ∞ΩΩΩ,
believers did react to criticisms by protesting before a television
station, a magazine’s editorial o≈ce, the Tianjin municipal govern-
ment, and the Communist Party compound in Beijing.

Illegal and Criminal

More than being hypocritical, it is claimed that Falun Gong also vio-
lated China’s laws and as a consequence is an illicit organization. To
begin with, in contravention of the government’s requirement, none
of the sect’s many branches in China is registered with the author-
ities, which makes Falun Gong’s very existence in China illicit. Given
that, it stands to reason that the sect is also in violation of other laws.
Among them are nothing less than China’s national constitution, as
well as ‘‘civil, criminal, and tax codes, and regulations for organi-
zations, publishing, assemblies, parades, and demonstrations.’’≤≥

In e√ect, not only is the sect’s very existence unlawful, it was
also ‘‘involved in many illegal activities,’’ according to the Policy and
Law and Regulations Department (PLRD) of China’s State Press
and Publication Administration. Chief among those activities was
the massive demonstration in Beijing on April ≤∑, ∞ΩΩΩ. It was that
event that alerted party leaders to the realization that instead of
being ‘‘a simple problem,’’ the sect is nothing less than a threat to
China and its government. Not only does Beijing accuse the sect of
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planning to overthrow Communist Party rule, it claims that the sect
has the active assistance and support of foreign governments and
international groups hostile to China.≤∂

Treasonous

On October ≤∑, ∞ΩΩΩ, China’s Ministry of Public Security accused
sect adherents of having stolen some fifty-nine classified state docu-
ments, twenty of which were allegedly top secret. To make matters
worse, ten of the classified documents were leaked by adherents to
‘‘anti-China’’ overseas individuals and organizations that included in-
ternational human rights organizations, ‘‘the Dalai Lama clique,’’ and
foreign governments, especially those in the West. As China Daily

put it, to foment instability and break up China, anti-China groups
and forces had provided Falun Gong with their uncritical sympathy
and support because they ‘‘don’t want to see a strong China or a
China with a stable environment for economic development.’’≤∑

As examples of the support given by anti-China forces to Falun
Gong, Beijing cited the following: Amnesty International’s declara-
tion in October ∞ΩΩΩ of its support for the sect; the U.S. immigra-
tion authorities’ granting of political asylum to a Falun Gong fol-
lower in November ∞ΩΩΩ; and Washington’s statement of concern
on December ∏, ∞ΩΩΩ, concerning Beijing’s banning of the sect. In
e√ect, according to Beijing, Li Hongzhi is more than the leader of
an evil cult—he and his sect are ‘‘a pawn of international anti-China
forces’’ and, as such, have committed treason by aiding and abetting
the enemies of China.≤∏

Seditious

More than being a pawn of foreign forces, Falun Gong had worked
directly against the government. In the words of Ambassador Yang
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Jiechi, ‘‘Some people say the issue touches religious freedom. [But]
Falun Gong [itself ] has said time and again that it is not a religion. I
believe Falun Gong has an ulterior motive.’’ That motive, according
to a commentary in the People’s Daily of October ∞≠, ≤≠≠≠, is none
other than ‘‘to overturn the People’s Republic of China and to
subvert the socialist system.’’≤π

Beijing asserted that the sect sought to accomplish its ‘‘ulterior
motive’’ by instilling doubt and distrust and thus alienating peo-
ple from the authorities. Adherents were persuaded to disengage
and detach themselves from society by surrendering ‘‘their ideals
and pursuits, and eschew[ing] social practice.’’ In this manner,
the potential contribution of otherwise productively engaged citi-
zens was siphoned from ‘‘the building of socialism with Chinese
characteristics.’’≤∫

To advance his ‘‘wicked’’ and ‘‘viperous’’ political ambitions,
Li also systematically manipulated and exploited people’s fears. By
preaching that social problems have become so numerous and in-
tractable in the supposed end days that they defy political solution,
he greatly eroded popular confidence in government, creating in
them strong antigovernment and antisocial sentiments. Further-
more, by portraying the authorities as ine√ectual, Li was actually
promoting himself as the new leader. With his ‘‘doomsday idea,’’ he
both created and preyed on people’s fears and desperation so that
they would turn to him for salvation. After overthrowing the Com-
munist Party state, his disciples would then install a new ‘‘so-called
‘Falun world’ ’’ with Li as ruler.≤Ω As an article in the People’s Daily

of July ≤∫, ∞ΩΩΩ, put it:

Li Hongzhi’s malicious fallacies in his doomsday message
come from political motives. . . . Li Hongzhi preached that
the earth will explode and that doomsday is coming and
that no government can solve the problem and that only he
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is the proper ruler of the world, which cannot do without
him. His purpose is crystal clear. . . . He deceived a lot of
people by deifying himself with the aim of taking the place
of the government and rule the world. . . . Li Hongzhi has
the evil aim of developing Falun Gong into a political force
that can be used against the government and Party.≥≠

Under the guise of spiritual practice, Li had created an orga-
nized network of teaching centers and instruction stations that coor-
dinated millions of his followers in ‘‘secret activities.’’ As their mas-
ter, he used his control over his disciples to ‘‘instigate’’ them to
attack the media and government institutions, as well as organize
large-scale ‘‘illegal gatherings’’ to put pressure on the authorities.
The largest of those gatherings was the one on April ≤∑, ∞ΩΩΩ,
when more than ∞≠,≠≠≠ believers surrounded the Communist Party
compound. All of which, according to Beijing, amounted to noth-
ing less than a vast ‘‘backyard conspiracy.’’≥∞

Well Organized

Any political movement that aims to overthrow the state must be
well organized. It is argued that is precisely the case with Falun
Gong. Contrary to the sect’s denial, Beijing insists Falun Gong was
intricately and well organized.

Chongqing was representative of Falun Gong’s complex net-
work in China. In that city, the sect was hierarchically organized into
five layers. At the top was the general station, below which were
subbranches, followed by first-level and second-level instruction
centers, and at the lowest level were numerous exercise centers
where adherents flocked for their collective exercises. The Chinese
government claimed that the head of the Chongqing general station
had been personally selected by Li Hongzhi via a letter of appoint-
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ment. Li’s appointee, in turn, chose two deputies as assistants. The
general station had three subbranches, each with a director and an
executive deputy director. Below the subbranches were ∑∏ first- and
second-level instruction centers, and ∫Ω≠ exercise centers, each with
its own leaders. Altogether, ≥∑∫ individuals occupied leadership
roles in the five layers of organization, people whom Beijing identi-
fies as the ‘‘core organizers’’ and ‘‘behind-the-scene plotters.’’≥≤

At the peak of the movement in ∞ΩΩ∫, thousands of Falun Gong
tutors nationwide guided practitioners in exercise and study ses-
sions in parks and plazas at dawn each day. The tutors were, in turn,
grouped into stations that convened regularly to discuss the de-
velopment of the sect and to plan periodic mass events. Station
chiefs communicated with the sect’s nerve center in China—the
Falun Dafa Research Society (FDRS) in Beijing. In turn, FDRS
took its orders directly from Li Hongzhi.≥≥

This vertical nationwide organization enabled practitioners in
Chongqing (and other cities) to act expeditiously in response to
Master Li’s directives. According to Beijing, beginning in ∞ΩΩ∫,
practitioners were mobilized to besiege Chongqing’s news media
on numerous occasions. They allegedly received their instructions
from Li who transmitted them through phone calls and faxes to the
FDRS, and from there to the general station in Chongqing.≥∂

The sect had a similar organization in China’s other cities.
According to Yu Ruichen, former head of the sect’s general training
center in Zhengzhou, Henan, Li Hongzhi ‘‘was lying when he said
that the sect had no organizations. As a matter of fact, it had a strict
organization system, with the Beijing-based Falun Dafa Research
Society as its top governing body. It set up general training centers,
substations and exercise spots in provinces and municipalities. Li’s
orders were passed down from the Beijing-based society to every
practitioner through telephones, fax and the Internet.’’≥∑

Jin Guiqin, an erstwhile leader of a training base in Anshan,
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Liaoning, also attested that Falun Gong was well organized and that
orders from above were relayed by phone, E-mail, and the Internet.
Similarly, Feng Runti, another leader, confirmed that sect units were
arranged hierarchically. Li’s teachings and instructions were com-
municated to Feng’s substation from higher levels; the substation, in
turn, reported its operations to the station immediately above. Feng
claimed that Li Hongzhi exerted his control over practitioners
mainly through his ideology: ‘‘We were told that what he said was
law, and whoever opposed his statements would be committing a
felony.’’≥∏

Such testimony indicates that Falun Gong was a ‘‘tightly run . . .
highly organized illegal system.’’ In addition to being well organized,
it was intricate and complex—more than ∞,∑≠≠ constituent units
made up the sect’s presence in one province ( Jilin) alone. According
to Beijing, Falun Gong even succeeded in penetrating important
party and government organizations.≥π As the Xinhua News Agency
put it,

Falun Gong has said that it doesn’t have any organization
and that it is managed in a loose way, but the evidence
gathered by public security departments . . . shows the
opposite to be true. It also shows that every Falun Gong
branch has an organization with propaganda, training, or-
ganization, and administrative sections, each with a clear
duty. These branches cooperate and communicate in a way
that helped Falun Gong expand in such a short period of
time. . . . [Additionally,] Falun Gong also has reserve
forces, whose purpose is to avoid investigation by public
security departments and to continue the illegal activities.≥∫

Altogether, according to Beijing, Falun Gong had a ‘‘virtual’’ orga-
nization in China composed of ≥Ω provincial branches, ∞,Ω≠≠
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lower-level ‘‘guidance stations,’’ and ≤≥,≠≠≠ practice sites. The sect
also maintained ∂≠ international Web sites—in China, the United
States, Hong Kong, and Taiwan.≥Ω

For Beijing, the massive demonstration on April ≤∑, ∞ΩΩΩ, both
illustrated and confirmed the sect’s organizational prowess. The
protest was planned in large part via E-mail. According to one
account, Li Hongzhi arrived in Beijing on April ≤≤, on Northwest
Airline flight ≠∫π from the United States. Two days later, on April
≤∂, he departed for Hong Kong, and from there he used long
distance phone calls to ‘‘secretly orchestrate’’ the demonstration
that took place the next day.∂≠

As recounted by Xinhua, before he left Beijing, Li entrusted the
implementation of his plan to two key aides, Li Chang and Wang
Zhiwen. At ∫:≥≠ a.m. on April ≤∂, the leaders of Beijing’s general
station and substations met at π Cangjingguan Lane in the eastern
part of the city. The substation leaders were assigned the tasks of
providing transportation and sanitation and maintaining order and
security at the demonstration. Liu Zhichun, deputy director of the
general station, was put in charge of all the substations in Beijing;
Wang Zhiwen was responsible for the areas outside Beijing.∂∞

That afternoon, the key organizers convened another meeting.
A command headquarters and a liaison center were established.
Two individuals were charged with communications between the
gathering site and the headquarters; another was responsible for
publishing ‘‘propaganda’’ on the Internet. After the meeting, Wang
Zhiwen made numerous calls to local sect leaders in Tianjin and the
provinces of Hebei, Shandong, and Liaoning, asking them to mobi-
lize believers to go to Beijing the next morning ‘‘to protect Falun
Dafa.’’ To encourage turnout, the organizers disseminated a state-
ment by Li Hongzhi, in which he urged his disciples to stand up to
their responsibility of protecting the Great Law of the Wheel. At the
same time, Li was punctilious in instructing his disciples that,
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should they proceed to Beijing, they were to do so voluntarily as
individuals.∂≤

No doubt this was to provide him with deniability in the event
he was accused by the authorities of planning and organizing an
unsanctioned public demonstration. What he did not anticipate, of
course, is that none of this matters in the ‘‘rule of law’’ of the
People’s Republic of China.

Government Suppression as Necessary and Legitimate

In making its case against Falun Gong, the Chinese government has
charged the sect and its leader with a panoply of o√enses ranging
from the trivial to egregious crimes of treason and sedition. At the
same time, the government has consistently presented itself as irre-
proachable in its conduct toward the sect, ever insistent that it acted
appropriately and legitimately. The government maintains that not
only has it scrupulously abided by the rule of law in its campaign
against Falun Gong, but it was motivated by the purest and best of
intentions.

That intent, simply put, is to protect people and society from
the depredations of iniquity, to ‘‘liberate’’ those who had ‘‘fallen’’
into an ‘‘evil cult.’’ Deliverance entails that the sect’s lies be exposed
and the indoctrinated minds of followers be ‘‘thoroughly cleansed’’
to restore their self-confidence and humanity. But Falun Gong’s
o√enses transcend that of being an evil cult; it had degenerated into
‘‘a virtual reactionary political force’’ that threatens the country, and
as such, it must be destroyed. As China Daily put it, ‘‘history has
proved time and again that persons who have become the enemies
of the country, people and nation will be eventually doomed.’’∂≥

Other than its interest in protecting people, Beijing also justi-
fies its eradication of Falun Gong by asserting that it is required to
do so by the rule of law. The main legal instrument that mandates
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the government’s suppression of the sect is the Provisions on the
Registration and Administration on Social Groups. These provi-
sions both require and empower the Ministry of Civil A√airs to
outlaw Falun Gong on July ≤≤, ∞ΩΩΩ, on grounds that the latter had
never registered with the ministry and, as a consequence, was an
illegal entity. As such, whatever activities the sect undertook—
especially those ‘‘disturbing social order or opposing the govern-
ment’’—were also illicit, as was any publicity of the sect.∂∂

As if the provisions alone were inadequate for the task, Beijing
further augmented its legal armory with an array of other laws and
rules, including the following:

E Article ≥≠≠ of the revised Criminal Law prohibiting and
punishing ‘‘cult-related criminal activities.’’ The law
was revised by the national legislature, the National
People’s Congress (NPC), on March ∞∂, ∞ΩΩπ.

E The Law on Gatherings, Parades and Demonstrations,
requiring the prior approval of the public securities
authorities for any public assemblage.

E Administrative rules supplementing the law and issued
by the Beijing municipal government against illegal
gatherings, parades, demonstrations, and the posting of
‘‘illegal publicity material.’’

E The People’s Armed Police Law empowering the police
to question, disperse, and detain Falun Gong members
found in ‘‘illegal’’ gatherings in Tiananmen Square.

E The Explanations on the Application of Law Con-
cerning Crimes Involved in the Organization and Utili-
zation of Cults, published on October ≥≠, ∞ΩΩΩ, by the
Supreme People’s Court and the Supreme People’s
Procuratorate.
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E A resolution passed by a special session of the NPC
Standing Committee on October ≥≠, ∞ΩΩΩ, restricting
religious cults such as the already banned Falun Gong.
The resolution also requires the courts, prosecutors,
and police to control and subdue any cult activity. Se-
vere penalties, including the death penalty, are provided
for cult leaders.

E Another revision of the Criminal Law by the NPC in
November ∞ΩΩΩ formally designating Falun Gong as a
‘‘devil cult.’’ Sect members are liable to prosecution for
murder, fraud, endangering national security, and other
crimes. Those convicted can be sentenced to longer
prison terms than previously mandated by the criminal
code for cultists.∂∑

Last, but not the least, is the legal device used to incarcerate sect
members in labor camps—the Transformation Through Labor Sys-
tem that was passed by the NPC Standing Committee on August ∞,
∞Ω∑π, and supplemented by ‘‘additional related rules’’ approved by
the same committee on November ≤Ω, ∞ΩπΩ, and by a provisional
regulation promulgated by the State Council in January ∞Ω∫≤. Bei-
jing’s policy is to distinguish between ordinary and core Falun Gong
members—‘‘between those people who realized their mistakes and
wish to correct them, and the diehards.’’ It maintains that the major-
ity of practitioners had been deceived by the cult and should be
‘‘reeducated’’ to free themselves from its spiritual shackles. Beijing
insists that sect devotees who have been dispatched to labor camps
for reeducation were not sent there because of their religious beliefs,
but rather because they refused to break their ties with the cult, had
‘‘disturbed social order,’’ or had committed ‘‘minor cult-related
crimes.’’ The immurement of cult members in reeducation camps
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must be approved by transformation-through-labor administrative
commissions operating under provincial or municipal governments.
Furthermore, Beijing asserts that those detained are protected by
certain unspecified ‘‘Chinese laws’’ that safeguard their legal rights,
including their personal rights; property rights; and the rights to
sue, appeal, and communicate. Measures taken to preserve these
rights include ‘‘reduction of sentences, home-based transformation
and early release from the institutions.’’∂∏

This arsenal of laws, rules, and regulations legitimized the sen-
tencing by Beijing’s Intermediate People’s Court of four core Falun
Gong leaders on December ≤∏, ∞ΩΩΩ. Li Chang, Wang Zhiwen, Ji
Liewu, and Yao Jie were given prison sentences ranging from seven
to eighteen years for obstructing law enforcement and causing
deaths through cult activities. Their sentencing was followed by the
conviction of an unspecified number of sect members by local
courts across China. Altogether, according to Beijing, ‘‘considering
the size and scope of the cult, only a handful of Falun Gong mem-
bers have been severely punished according to law.’’ It is claimed
that o≈cial statistics showed that, as of January ∞∑, ≤≠≠∞, only ≤∂≤
‘‘backbone’’ sect members had been given criminal punishments
throughout the country. Even in these cases, Beijing insisted, the
individuals were punished not for their religious beliefs or practice,
but for their violation of Chinese law.∂π

In e√ect, Beijing would have us believe that its judicial organs
have been unimpeachable in their comportment toward the sect,
having based their sentencing decisions on nothing but facts and
laws. More than that, in suppressing Falun Gong, the government
has acted no di√erently than its counterparts in other countries
similarly besieged by dangerous cults, such as those in Japan and
Uganda. As an o≈cial of the Information O≈ce of China’s State
Council put it: ‘‘The government’s ban and crackdowns on the
Falun Gong cult have legal basis and are meant to safeguard social
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stability and protect people’s life and property—which is the gov-
ernment’s main responsibility. . . . A cult is a social cancer . . . [and]
the government of any country that has experienced a cult should
adopt a watchful and preventive attitude, and handle such groups
with a firm hand.’’∂∫

Beijing’s irrefutable conduct toward Falun Gong extends to the
treatment of those confined in labor camps. In May ≤≠≠∞, to quash
international criticism of those camps, Beijing invited journalists
from several countries to visit a particularly notorious labor camp
near Shenyang, Liaoning—the Masanjia Reeducation-through-
Labor Center. All the inmates in the center’s Second Women’s Unit
were Falun Gong devotees, some of whom reportedly had been
tortured and abused. The invited reporters included those from the
Associated Press, NBC, and ABC; Japan’s NHK; the Australian
Broadcasting Corporation; and the Singapore Press Holdings.

Not surprisingly, the Chinese government vehemently denied
mistreating the inmates. On the contrary, the government claimed
that it was the center’s success in rehabilitation that had made it
‘‘the most heavily attacked’’ target of Li Hongzhi and the sect’s
headquarters in New York. Claims that female inmates were tossed
into cells full of male prisoners, beaten with electric batons, or sent
to ‘‘water cells’’ or solitary confinement in dark rooms were ‘‘sheer
fabrication.’’ Contrary to those scurrilous accusations, the center
treated its inmates as ‘‘sisters who went astray,’’ victims of an evil
cult. As an example of the center’s compassionate treatment, the
authorities o√ered Xia Yulan, a forty-nine-year-old inmate who was
a former lecturer at a Communist Party school. When asked by one
of the visiting reporters whether she had been beaten or tortured,
Xia said ‘‘no’’ with a firm voice, adding that the ‘‘policewomen here
are very kind to me, they care for my daily life and I am very grateful
to them.’’∂Ω

The next month, in June ≤≠≠∞, another group of some twenty
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reporters from Hong Kong, Macao, and Taiwan were invited to tour
another labor camp—the Tuanhe Camp in the southern suburbs of
Beijing. As described by China Daily, the camp resembled a coun-
try club more than a prison. Although the inmates had to attend
compulsory lectures on the ‘‘rights and duty of a citizen,’’ they lived
in a bucolic compound surrounded with grass and trees. Some
inmates were seen ‘‘maintaining the grounds, attending deers, rab-
bits and birds raised on the camp, some playing basketball.’’ The
camp claimed to have successfully reeducated more than Ω≠ percent
of its inmates. At the time of the visit, there were ≥∂≠ Falun Gong
‘‘addicts’’ in custody. One of them, a twenty-three-year-old young
man named Liu Yang assured the visiting reporters that the ‘‘police
treat me like a friend here.’’∑≠

Liu Yang is only one of many former Falun Gong followers who
have been redeemed—‘‘thanks to the government’s help, many in-
nocent people, especially women, children and the elderly were
saved and have gone back to normal lives.’’ Another example is Cai
Shuliu of Shanghai, who was detained in ≤≠≠≠ for illegally dis-
tributing sect brochures. After the government helped her break
away from the cult’s psychological control, she realized what ‘‘a
terrible mistake’’ she had made, ‘‘how silly’’ she had been, and how
‘‘Li Hongzhi took advantage of so many ordinary people for his
own evil purposes.’’ Similarly, Liu Lan, a self-employed business-
woman in Guangdong province, admitted that she had been ‘‘stu-
pid’’ for believing in Falun Gong. Until she was reeducated by the
government, she had been ‘‘living a nightmare.’’∑∞

Cai and Liu are not alone. In July ≤≠≠∞, the Communist Party’s
Central Committee and the Ministry of Justice convened an anti-
cult exhibition in Beijing. On display were hundreds of red flags
presented by former Falun Gong practitioners and their families
proclaiming their ‘‘gratitude for helping them out of that destructive
lifestyle.’’ The same month, some ∞∞≠ former sect adherents wrote a
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letter to China’s Ministry of Justice, expressing their appreciation to
the ministry ‘‘for saving them from the clutches of the cult.’’ They
had been ‘‘brainwashed by cult leader Li Hongzhi’s fallacious
preaching.’’ Happily, the government’s reeducation program en-
abled them to see the error of their ways. Despite having come to
their senses, however, the letter writers remained confined to a
reeducation institution in the city of Tianjin.∑≤

The Will of the People?

On January ∞∑, ≤≠≠∞, one and a half years after the instigation of a
nationwide campaign against Falun Gong—a campaign that re-
minded many of Mao Zedong’s Cultural Revolution—a spokesman
for the Chinese government justified the campaign by insisting that
‘‘it reflected the will of the majority of the Chinese people’’ who had
demanded that action be taken against the sect. As evidence of the
people’s support, the authorities pointed to a scroll displayed in the
July ≤≠≠∞ anti-cult exhibit in Beijing, bearing the signatures of more
than a million citizens in support of the ban. In e√ect, Beijing
contends that in suppressing the sect, it is simply responding to
popular demand. As Ambassador Yang Jiechi put it, ‘‘If the over-
whelming majority of the people in China consider Falun Gong as
bad, one has to say that the banning of the cult represents ‘the
people’s will,’ rather than ‘a conclusion imposed on the people by
the government.’ ’’∑≥

But the reality is not quite as Beijing presents it.
In the first place, it is disingenuous for the Chinese government

to aver that in suppressing the sect it was merely responding to the
‘‘people’s will.’’ Although economic liberalization since ∞ΩπΩ has
transformed the country, China’s political system remains unre-
formed and authoritarian. Today China still lacks the freedom of the
press and of speech that can ensure that whatever popular opinion
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is formed among the populace is not simply a reflection of the will of
the state. Instead of being a genuine expression of popular opinions
and sentiments, the ‘‘people’s will’’ that Beijing cited is the result of
the systematic shaping, molding, and orchestration by the govern-
ment’s massive campaign against Falun Gong. Even if one were to
grant the existence of a bona fide popular opinion against Falun
Gong, it is still curious that a government campaign against an
already reviled group would be needed in the first place, a campaign
that included the two-week anti-cult exhibition in which photos,
letters, videos, books, and other media were deployed to educate
citizens on how to combat ‘‘this insidious problem.’’∑∂

But that is not the only troubling aspect of Beijing’s case against
Falun Gong. For almost every one of its accusations against the sect,
it can be argued that the Communist Party government has been
equally, if not more, guilty. Furthermore, even if Beijing’s accusa-
tions were valid, that does not justify its treatment of the believers, a
treatment that included the arrest, imprisonment, and reported tor-
ture of thousands of citizens who had engaged in nothing more than
the practice of health-promoting exercises and the belief, no matter
how misguided, in the fantastic ideas of a new religion.

There are other questions still. If Falun Gong is as popularly
loathed as Beijing portrays, why is the government pursuing the
sect with such single-minded ruthlessness and determination? And
if Falun Gong is as inane as Beijing maintains, what can account for
its appeal to perhaps as many as ∞≠≠ million believers? These
questions will be explored in the next chapter.
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Chapter Five

The Persecution of Other Faiths

It has been several years since the massive demonstration in Beijing
by followers of Falun Gong. In the interim, tens of thousands of
believers were imprisoned, ‘‘reeducated’’ in labor camps, com-
mitted to mental hospitals, detained in holding centers, or kept
under surveillance by family members and employers. Many were
tortured; an estimated ∞∑≠ to ≥∑≠ were killed. By whatever mea-
sure, the treatment inflicted on the faithful of this religious sect can
only be described as brutal.

Beijing justifies its suppression of Falun Gong with a catalog of
accusations: that the sect is an evil cult; that it harms people and
society, being superstitious, antiscience, hypocritical, and trea-
sonous; and that it has violated laws and aims at nothing less than
the overthrow of the government. The problem is that there is little,
if any, independent corroboration for these claims, China being a
country where government remains the exclusive purview of the
same party that has ruled since ∞Ω∂Ω. As a consequence, the judi-
ciary is neither autonomous nor impartial, but is instead a pawn of
the Chinese Communist Party. That is made evident in the pream-
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ble to the state constitution, which prescribes that the People’s
Republic of China is to be governed by ‘‘the leadership of the
Communist Party’’; similarly, the purpose of China’s Criminal Law
is ‘‘to use criminal punishments . . . to defend the system of the
dictatorship of the proletariat,’’ the proletariat being ‘‘represented’’
by the CCP.∞

In such a political system, truth becomes hostage to the state.
Not only are the people at the state’s mercy, but ironically the
government is also a victim because what it says lacks credibility,
even if it is telling the truth. Given the compromised nature of the
Chinese judiciary, Beijing’s oft-stated claim that it has constructed a
‘‘rule of law’’ is unconvincing. To rationalize its mutated brand of
socialism—one in which capitalists are invited to become Commu-
nist Party members—Beijing calls it a ‘‘socialism with Chinese char-
acteristics.’’ Similarly, the party conceals its arbitrary and dictatorial
dominion over China by calling it a ‘‘rule of law.’’ But the latter,
though much trumpeted by Beijing, is more fiction than truth. It
would seem that, in addition to ‘‘socialism with Chinese charac-
teristics,’’ the country also has a ‘‘rule of law with Chinese charac-
teristics.’’ Instead of a system governed by law, the case of Falun
Gong points to a country that, at best, has the form but neither the
spirit nor substance of a rule of law.

Rule of Law with Chinese Characteristics

To begin with, the o≈cial directives and legal documents that Bei-
jing employs against Falun Gong are contrary to both the Chinese
constitution as well as international norms. Article ≥∏ of the consti-
tution states: ‘‘citizens enjoy freedom of religious belief. No state
organ, public organization, or individual may compel citizens to
believe in, or not to believe in, any religion; nor may they dis-
criminate against citizens who believe in, or do not believe in, any
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religion.’’ At the same time as it promises religious liberty, however,
the constitution takes it away with the Orwellian Article ∑∞, which
stipulates that ‘‘the exercise by citizens of the People’s Republic of
China of their freedoms and rights may not infringe upon the inter-
ests of the state, of society and of the collective.’’≤ And in China’s
single-party state, the CCP determines the interests of the state, of
society, and of the collective, as well as what constitutes an infringe-
ment of those interests.

As for international standards governing freedom of expres-
sion, association, and belief, although some restrictions are allowed,
that does not mean that governments have carte blanche discretion
to define for themselves the circumstances under which those liber-
ties can be abridged. On the contrary, limits on civil and political
rights must satisfy certain conditions: they must be provided by
law; they must be necessary; they must be in pursuance of a legiti-
mate objective, such as the protection of national security, public
order, public health or morals; and they must be proportional to the
provocation. Additionally, only those individuals found to be guilty
of real crimes should be punished, not entire groups banned and
hounded. And if religious freedom is circumscribed to protect pub-
lic security, the constraints must be in direct proportion to the
specific threat—and no more. In e√ect, whatever limitations are
imposed on freedom of expression, association, and belief must be
narrowly applied and specifically targeted so that they do not en-
tirely undermine the people’s exercise of their fundamental rights.
To put it simply, such conditions and precautions are meant to
ensure that abridgements are not deployed simply to suppress an
opinion or belief.≥

But that is exactly the purpose of Beijing’s crackdown on Falun
Gong and other so-called cults. Although international norms obli-
gate the Chinese government to demonstrate why particular restric-
tions are necessary and why punishing members of Falun Gong and
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other groups is warranted, it has so far failed to do so.∂ There are
also other problems, one of which is Beijing’s penchant for retroac-
tive legislation.

The CCP government seems to have convinced itself that in-
stituting laws is all that is required for China to have a rule of law.
But it takes more than the existence of laws to make a rule of law;
these laws must be approved by a duly constituted authority. In
China’s case, the main legislative body is ostensibly the National
People’s Congress (NPC). But there are problems with both its
putative law-making function and its representativeness.

To begin with, the NPC is at best an implausible legislative
body for the simple reason that it meets once a year for only a week.
No bona fide synod can complete its law-making tasks in such a
short time, least of all the legislature for a country as populous as
China, with one-fifth of the world’s population. Additionally, the
NPC’s representativeness is questionable in that its ≥,≠≠≠-plus del-
egates have not been elected by the masses but were chosen by
members of the provincial and autonomous-regional People’s Con-
gresses (PCs), which in turn had been selected by the delegates
of the county and village-township People’s Congresses. The en-
tire system of congresses—from the national down to the village-
township PCs—forms a pyramid of indirect election and represen-
tation in which popular participation occurs only at the lowest tier
when ordinary people vote to select the delegates to the village-
township PCs. Even here, the representativeness of the delegates is
doubtful. To be eligible as candidates, individuals must either be
approved by the Communist Party or nominated by ten or more PC
members, a process that e√ectively ensures that only the politically
orthodox survive the arduous screening process. As the culmina-
tion of this process, the National People’s Congress is a parliament
more in name than in substance. The reality is that despite a mar-
ginal increase in recent years of dissenting votes, the NPC remains a
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rubber-stamp body for decisions that have already been made by
the leaders of the Communist Party.∑

Exacerbating an already problematic legal system is the Chi-
nese government’s penchant for ex post facto legislation. For exam-
ple, Beijing banned Falun Gong on July ≤≤, ∞ΩΩΩ, but the law
authorizing such a ban, the anti-cult law, was not approved by the
NPC until three months later in October. More than that, long
before the government began suppressing Falun Gong, the persecu-
tion of other religious and quasi-religious groups was already un-
derway. This was the ‘‘antisuperstition’’ campaign in which leaders
of such groups were detained, assigned without trial to labor
camps, or tried under a variety of criminal charges, all without
benefit of law. In the case of one group, the Spirit Church (Lingling
Jiao), Beijing began hounding it in the early ∞ΩΩ≠s, several years
before the NPC passed the anti-cult law.∏

Adding to the problem of retroactive laws is the unfairness of
the trials of alleged core members of Falun Gong. In a country
where ΩΩ percent of trials bring a guilty verdict, most trials are
closed to the public, with some being held in secret. In the case of
Falun Gong, the judicial process was prejudiced from the outset
against the defendants. Instead of innocence until proven other-
wise, there was a presumption of guilt. Nor did the state provide
any evidence that the defendants had been involved in activities that
could rightly be regarded as crimes under international standards.π

Adding to the problems of retroactive legislation and unfair
trials are the thousands of Falun Gong faithful who were not even
accorded a trial but were arbitrarily dispatched to labor camps at
the discretion of local ‘‘public security’’ o≈cers. Today, in the Peo-
ple’s Republic, the government’s executive branch—in the persons
of the police—can impose administrative sanctions on anyone with-
out benefit of judicial review, e√ectively bypassing the entire judicial
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system. Through the Security Administrative Punishment Act, the
local constabulary can independently issue warnings, impose fines,
confiscate property, and detain individuals for up to fifteen days;
through the ∞ΩπΩ Reeducation Through Labor Act, individuals can
be imprisoned for one to three years, after which their incarceration
can be extended for another year solely at the discretion of local
o≈cials.∫

Yet another problem is the dubious authenticity of the denun-
ciations made by former Falun Gong practitioners because of the
government’s carrot-and-stick approach to encourage and induce
the condemnation. Promises are made to the practitioners that they
would escape punishment if they complied with the authorities; if
that failed to elicit the desired response, the practitioners would be
threatened with detention, fines, and other penalties. As for those
who allegedly died from illnesses because their faith in Falun Gong
caused them to refuse medical treatment, such reports cannot be
independently verified. Not only is the impartiality of the govern-
ment’s information doubtful, the burden of proof is on the state to
establish a direct connection between the alleged deaths and the
Falun Gong leadership, which Beijing has failed to do.Ω

The most egregious violation of the rule of law may be the
government’s use of torture against followers of Falun Gong and
other cults, in violation of international norms and conventions.
The available evidence indicates that detained Falun Gong ad-
herents were subjected to abuse and ill treatment, their confessions
regularly extracted through intimidation, sleep deprivation, and
beatings. Some died in police custody in clouded circumstances,
reportedly from torture. Women in particular seemed to have been
singled out for torment, some with electric cattle prods. All of
which led Amnesty International to conclude that the campaign
against Falun Gong is politically motivated and that the legislation
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employed in the crackdown is intended to convict people on politi-
cally driven charges and to further curb the fundamental freedoms
of the Chinese people.∞≠

It Takes a Cult to Know a Cult

Even if Beijing’s allegations against Falun Gong were true, the irony
is that the Chinese Communist Party is equally, if not more, guilty of
those same charges. Psychologist Carl Jung once maintained that
human beings are prone to deny and suppress that part of ourselves
that we believe to be weak, immoral, or defective. He called it our
‘‘shadow.’’ According to Jung, one way to deny our shadow—
thereby deluding ourselves that we are virtuous and perfect—is to
project it onto others through the mechanism of scapegoating.∞∞

That seems to be what the Chinese government has done.
To begin with, by its own definition of ‘‘evil cult,’’ the CCP

qualifies as one. According to that definition, a cult is a group that
‘‘idolizes’’ a leader ‘‘who claims to be god . . . [and] brainwashes
believers,’’ insisting that they ‘‘renounce all other beliefs to wor-
ship and obey him in transforming themselves into new men and
women.’’ All of which causes believers ‘‘to lose their reason, dignity,
ability to distinguish right from wrong, becoming mentally de-
ranged, commit suicide or murder, [and] attack party and govern-
ment institutions.’’ This definition would appear to be descriptive
of Maoist China.∞≤

In the twenty-seven years when Mao Zedong ruled as a demi-
god, his every word and thought were the people’s command as
they were urged to transform themselves into new socialist men and
women. During the Cultural Revolution period (∞Ω∏∏–π∏) in par-
ticular, the adulation of Chairman Mao reached new heights. He
was revered as the ‘‘Great Helmsman’’ and the ‘‘never-setting red
sun’’ in the people’s hearts; the little red book that contained his
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aphorisms became their holy scripture. Goaded on by his vague ex-
hortation to destroy old ideas and culture, the Chinese masses were
whipped into a frenzy of recrimination and destruction. Schools
and universities were closed, all the better to allow young people to
form bands of Red Guards that roamed the country, laying waste to
life and property. ‘‘Enemies of the people’’ were subjected to public
vilification and abuse; in some areas, the vengeful masses took to
cannibalizing their imagined adversaries.∞≥

By the time Mao died in ∞Ωπ∏, the People’s Republic had
managed to achieve the dubious distinction of having exacted the
greatest human toll among communist countries—at ∂∑ to π≤ mil-
lion. According to The Black Book of Communism, the deaths in-
cluded the following: ∏ to ∞≠ million who were killed by the CCP
before it came to power in ∞Ω∂Ω (excluding those who died in the
civil war with the Chinese Nationalists); ≤≠ to ∂≥ million who died
between ∞Ω∑∞ and ∞Ω∏∞ from land reform and the Great Leap
Forward; ∞ to ≥ million who lost their lives in the madness of the
Cultural Revolution; perhaps ≤≠ million ‘‘counterrevolutionaries’’
who perished in prisons and labor camps; as well as ∞≠ to ≤≠
percent of the inhabitants of Tibet who were killed in their failed
uprising of ∞Ω∑Ω.∞∂ Together with the millions who languished in
reeducation-through-labor camps, who were tortured and abused
by Red Guards or ‘‘sent down’’ to the countryside to ‘‘learn’’ from
the peasants, the population of China probably su√ered more
death, privation, and politically engineered devastation than any
time in its history.

Not only did Mao’s rule conform to Beijing’s criterial attributes
of an evil cult, it was also superstitious and antiscience and demon-
strably harmful to people and society, indictments that Beijing has
made against Falun Gong. Even after his death, the CCP refrained
from renouncing Mao. On the contrary, when the party in ∞ΩπΩ
undertook a review of its performance of the past thirty years, it
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concluded that despite ‘‘some mistakes’’ made by the Chairman,
the preponderance (π≠ percent) of his tenure had been correct and
laudable. The Chinese Communist Party’s a≈rmation of Mao
stands in marked contrast to its Soviet counterpart, which, in ∞Ω∑∏
under Nikita Khrushchev, condemned Joseph Stalin for his reign of
terror (∞Ω≤≥–∑≥).

More significantly still, the CCP’s infliction of harm on the
Chinese people did not end with Mao’s death. Although the num-
ber and frequency of persecution have decreased since the days of
Mao, today Christians and labor union activists are still persecuted,
political dissidents are still imprisoned, Tibet remains a police state,
and nameless multitudes still languish in prison camps.∞∑ Although
the Chinese people enjoy greater freedoms in their daily lives, the
CCP does not hesitate to bring all the brutal power of the state
against any who step beyond its confines of tolerance, no matter
how trivial the o√ense. An example is the arrest in March ∞ΩΩ∫ of a
construction engineer, Liu Kangxiu, for writing an unpublished

book advocating political reform. As Nicholas Kristof of the New

York Times put it, ‘‘China is in many ways freer than it has ever
been, and it’s easy to be dazzled by the cellphones and skyscrapers.
But alongside all that sparkles is the old police state.’’ Citing secret
CCP documents recently published in a book, China’s New Rulers,

Kristof reminded those prone to viewing China through rose-
colored glasses that the country accounts for Ωπ percent of the
world’s executions, and that ∞∑,≠≠≠ Chinese are killed each year,
either executed or shot by police while fleeing.∞∏

More than that, the Communist Party is also ‘‘hypocritical’’—
another accusation it has made against Falun Gong. Deng Xiaop-
ing, China’s de facto leader from ∞ΩπΩ until his death in ∞ΩΩπ,
justified the Communist Party’s continuing monopoly of political
power by invoking the hoary notion of the party as vanguard. Ac-
cording to him, despite the many mistakes made by his party, espe-
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cially the disastrous Cultural Revolution, it deserved to rule because
its members were supposedly uniquely possessed of special moral
virtues. They were selfless beings who worked only for the good of
the people, neither exploiting the labor of others nor imposing their
will by decree. They kept in close contact with the masses, repre-
senting their will and interests and inspiring their enthusiasm. Fur-
thermore, CCP members spoke only the truth and opposed false-
hood, and they clearly distinguished public from private interests,
refraining from seeking personal favors and appointing people on
merit alone.∞π

The problem is that these claims to virtue—on which the Com-
munist Party still stakes its right to rule—are a hollow pretension. Its
leaders have admitted as much as they repeatedly decry the pan-
demic corruption of party and government o≈cials, against which
the successive campaigns at eradication have proven ine√ective.
Instead, all indications are that graft has reached unprecedented
levels. It is estimated that corruption may be costing the Chinese
economy ∂ percent of its gross domestic product (GDP) each
year.∞∫ Other estimates put the figure much higher—at ∞≥ to ∞∑
percent of the GDP, totalling $∞∑≠ billion in the past ten years.

Social Roots of Falun Gong and Other Cults

Contrary to Beijing’s depiction, the general view of the international
community is that instead of being an evil cult, Falun Gong is quite
innocuous as sects go. More than being benign, the sect had served
a useful social function that, at one time, was acknowledged by
China’s leaders. One believer described its ameliorative e√ects as
follows: ‘‘The exercises got your circulation going, and medita-
tion afterward helped dissipate frustrations from work and your
crowded apartment block. China began to seem livable again.’’∞Ω

Although some of the sect’s ideas variously may seem ‘‘weird,’’
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‘‘cranky,’’ ‘‘incredible,’’ or ‘‘bizarre’’ to outsiders, by and large, its
followers are taught to be good people and to uphold high moral
standards.≤≠ Falun Gong undoubtedly has its share of charlatans
and crooks, but it is neither sinister nor subversive as some sects
clearly are. In the last analysis, it is better to spin law wheels in
stomachs, as Falun Gong claims to do, than to brainwash the faith-
ful, cheat them out of their life savings, or, as in the case of Japan’s
Aum Shinrikyo, attempt mass murder.

Toward a relatively harmless religious group such as Falun
Gong, most countries—at least those in the West—would give its
leader a street corner and a soapbox and let him have his say.
Indeed, Western governments have been reflexively sympathetic
with the sect.≤∞ It is a sign of Beijing’s deep insecurity that it con-
siders Falun Gong, or any group that may excite interest or alle-
giance outside the Communist Party, to be a major threat. Dissident
Harry Wu explains that the regime is so feeble that it does not want
people organized for even the most frivolous reason because al-
though it may be a group of matchbox hobbyists today, tomorrow
‘‘you may turn your group to another purpose.’’ Recalling an old
saying, ‘‘You see a rope and fear it is a snake,’’ Justin Yu, a Chinese
journalist working in New York, similarly observes that the Com-
munist Party is so paranoid and nervous that ‘‘if the wind blows . . .
they imagine that a whole army is coming to destroy them.’’≤≤

What Beijing fears is not so much Falun Gong itself, but what it
represents—the underlying problems and instability in Chinese so-
ciety. In e√ect, Beijing’s persecution of Falun Gong goes beyond
issues of human rights violations, which are grave and fully deserv-
ing of the international community’s concern, and raises troubling
questions concerning conditions in China today.

Historically, secret societies and millenarian movements tended
to arise in China during times of great social upheaval and psycho-
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historical dislocation. Today it is no di√erent. That a set of beliefs as
fantastic as those of Falun Gong can capture the allegiance of per-
haps as many as ∞≠≠ million people—most of whom are members of
the educated middle class, including some from the party, military,
and government—speaks to the presence of a profound malaise in
Chinese society. A Chinese government o≈cial admitted as much.
Citing political corruption and widespread discontent among farm-
ers and workers who had not profited from the economic reforms,
the anonymous o≈cial lamented, ‘‘China has so many social prob-
lems.’’ According to him, the government’s plan is to keep the
disa√ected groups apart because ‘‘if they link up and there’s a major
disaster, it will be like throwing a spark on a pile of dry tinder.’’≤≥

The ‘‘dry tinder’’ is made up of the many groups that are
marginalized and alienated in the midst of China’s economic boom.
Among them are the elderly and the unemployed who figure so
prominently in Falun Gong’s ranks. In the urban areas, there are the
retirees and state employees who must make do on fixed incomes at
a time when state medical and other welfare benefits are disappear-
ing. Not surprisingly, they are precisely those who find solace in the
sect’s salvific promise of health and enlightenment. As one Beijing
academic puts it, ‘‘If medicines and doctors were not so expen-
sive . . . most of these people would never even think of trying the
Falun Gong.’’≤∂

According to Beijing, China’s urban unemployment rate stood
at ≥.≥ percent (or ∏.∞Ω million people) at the end of June ≤≠≠∞. But
many analysts, including PRC Labor Minister Zhang Zuoji, be-
lieved that figure to be a gross underestimation; not only does it
leave out rural unemployment, it also excludes the hidden urban
unemployment of about ∏ million laid-o√ workers from the state-
owned enterprises (SOE) who were kept on payrolls at token sal-
aries.≤∑ To keep unemployment from rising further, China will have
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to maintain a minimum economic growth rate of π percent, which
was a major reason motivating China to seek membership in the
World Trade Organization (WTO).

Among China’s other marginalized groups are the ∫≠ million or
so active workers in the dysfunctional SOEs, and the ∫≠≠–Ω≠≠
million peasants who still comprise the majority (two-thirds) of
China’s population. Spontaneous labor protests have steadily in-
creased in recent years, from ∏≠,≠≠≠ cases in ∞ΩΩ∫ to ∞≠≠,≠≠≠ in
∞ΩΩΩ. An example was the demonstration in March ≤≠≠≤ of some
∑,≠≠≠ workers of China’s largest oil field in Daqing.≤∏

The peasants, for their part, increasingly chafe under a stagnant
rural economy made worse by usurious taxes and fees. Cao Jinqing,
PRC scholar and author of China Along the Yellow River, maintains
that away from the country’s thriving coastal regions and cities, a
vast swath of the interior lives in stagnation. Although Beijing has
repeatedly called on local o≈cials to reduce rural taxes and fees, the
central government still does not provide the funding needed for
public services in the countryside. Local o≈cials, as a consequence,
turn to imposing an array of special taxes as solution. Many local
governments also inflate earnings figures, which are used as a basis
for yet more taxes. In Hubei province, as an example, farmers were
asked to pay taxes equivalent to ∑≠ percent of their net income.
Many became so desperate that they sought recourse in suicide: in
one month (September ≤≠≠∞), twenty-six peasants across the coun-
try took their own lives because they could not pay the taxes de-
manded by local cadres.≤π

All of which provoked thousands of peasants across China to
undertake the protests and demonstrations that have become wide-
spread in recent years. Reports of up to ≤≠,≠≠≠ protesters blocking
major roads or railways are not uncommon. Some demonstrations
end only after violent clashes with police. An example was the
protest by a thousand farmers against alleged corruption in a village
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in Guangdong province on July ≥≠, ≤≠≠∞, which ended only when
more than ∂∑≠ policemen were brought in to quell the unrest. State
media often carry reports of powerful local o≈cials hiring thugs to
beat or even kill protesting farmers; o≈cials also misuse their power
to have protesters arrested and imprisoned.≤∫

The plight of the workers and peasants has not escaped the
notice of the central government, nor are its leaders unaware of the
dangers inherent in their predicament. None other than President
Jiang Zemin in February ≤≠≠≤ emphasized that the country’s sta-
bility hinged on giving poor workers and farmers more of the bene-
fits of economic growth. Cao Jinqing is even blunter. Noting the
irony that the ‘‘Communist Party came to power to overthrow the
landlords’’ but now ‘‘has become the new landlord,’’ he warned that
if the condition of the Chinese peasantry is not improved, today’s
small-scale rebellions of several thousands will soon grow into a
bigger crisis.≤Ω

That ‘‘bigger crisis’’ may well come about as a result of China’s
being admitted into the WTO in December ≤≠≠∞, which brings
with it increasing foreign competition. Labor Minister Zhang Zuoji
expected workers to be laid o√ in sectors ranging from farming to
banking. Chinese farmers, in particular, will be a√ected. Most of
them own small plots that cannot come close to achieving the econ-
omies of scale of modern Western farms. In the five years following
its admission into the WTO, China will have to lift its bans on
imports of foreign wheat and meat, as well as reduce its tari√s on
agricultural commodities from ≥∞ percent to an average of ∞π per-
cent. The average duty on key U.S. agricultural exports will de-
crease even more—to ∞∂ percent. Entry into the WTO therefore
opened the floodgates to a mass of new agricultural products, giving
China’s farmers a five-year scramble to shift from growing low-value
grains to higher-value fruits and vegetables. Even without foreign
competition, real farm incomes in China have been lackluster for
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some time, their rate of growth falling for four consecutive years to
≤.∞ percent in ≤≠≠≠ from an average annual growth rate of ∏ percent
in the early ∞ΩΩ≠s. Without a government statistical gloss, the fig-
ures may be even worse. In the inland provinces, some ∏∑≠ million
peasants saw their incomes rise by less than a dollar a year between
∞Ω∫∑ and ∞ΩΩπ.≥≠

It seems inevitable that as WTO membership opens China’s
doors to overseas agricultural imports, millions more will be fleeing
the countryside for the cities and coastal regions in search of work.
They will swell the ranks of an already substantial ‘‘floating’’ popu-
lation of internal migrant laborers estimated at ∞≠≠ to ≤≠≠ million.≥∞

Those who are lucky to find employment typically live an itinerant
existence, many living little better than hand-to-mouth in the con-
struction or service industries. Others are not as fortunate.

As inland incomes stagnate, peasants increasingly are turning
to migration to boost their incomes or simply survive. Those from
the remotest areas, who have typically not migrated before, are now
on the move as well. They are often the most vulnerable, having
little experience away from their villages. Some are hoodwinked by
unscrupulous private businesses to be their slaves. Unlike the
forced labor of China’s state-sponsored prison factories, the slave
labor in the countryside is little known and reported. It exists
mostly in remote areas where underground or semilegal private
businesses proliferate.

The earliest reports of slavery surfaced in the mid-∞ΩΩ≠s. In
∞ΩΩ∂, as an example, o≈cials of Guangdong province uncovered a
vast network of twenty stone quarries where slave labor was the
norm. A provincial o≈cial interviewed at the time on local radio said
that forced labor was ‘‘common across the province.’’ In ∞ΩΩ∏, an-
other quarry in Guangdong was found to have eighty workers in
what was described as ‘‘a concentration camp.’’ Economist Hu Shu-
dong of the China Economic Research Center at Beijing University
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said that slavery in China preys on the country’s most disadvantaged:
‘‘These people are the most honest and sincere, yet they end up get-
ting stuck in the worst possible situation where just living is luck.’’≥≤

The growing disa√ection of China’s workers and peasants is
exacerbated by the widening wealth gap and pandemic political
corruption. China’s poor include ≥≠ million in the rural countryside
and a significant number of laid-o√ workers from the SOEs. Com-
menting on the growing breach, a Washington Post reporter wrote,
‘‘A country that once proclaimed itself a workers’ paradise has now
become a paradise for the well-heeled. After striving to obliterate
classes for years, China has become one of the world’s most strat-
ified societies with, according to Chinese economists, a gap between
rich and poor that dwarfs the divide in the United States.’’ Research
by the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences (CASS) in ∞ΩΩ∞ found
that ∫≠ percent of China’s $∫Ω∂ billion in bank deposits was held in
≤≠ percent of the accounts. It is reported that in China’s major cities
many parents indulge their o√spring with a monthly allowance of
more than $∞≠≠ per child—the average annual salary for workers.
All of which led Zeng Xiangquan, a labor economist at People’s
University, to warn that ‘‘the chasm between rich and poor in this
country could have serious political implications.’’≥≥

Corruption is a major factor accounting for the poor circum-
stances of many disa√ected groups. Corruption contributes to the
rising incidence of slave labor when slave-users bribe local o≈cials
to turn a blind eye; the problem is compounded when the o≈cials
themselves have a stake in the operations. As for the SOE workers,
many are angered by management’s looting of the proceeds from
the sale of the assets of ine≈cient enterprises, instead of distributing
them among the workers as required by law. Dai Jianzhong, a CASS
sociologist who specializes in labor relations, believes that the cul-
ture of corruption is an active factor in the collapse of many SOEs in
the first place. As he puts it, ‘‘The most important reason for
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failures is lack of accountability in management, who use power to
transfer wealth from workers to themselves.’’≥∂

What particularly galls China’s poor and disadvantaged is that
they have grounds to suspect that the country’s nouveaux riches
became so through illegitimate means. A reporter from China’s
state-run Central Television said that most of the a∆uent ‘‘made
their first million by breaking the law.’’ Then there is the close
relationship between the moneyed and the Chinese Communist
Party. According to one study, many of China’s wealthiest are mem-
bers of the CCP or are relatives or friends of party members and
have parlayed their connections into cash.≥∑ Cases involving the
o√ering of bribes to secure loans from state banks are common. As
an example, the former head of the Guangdong provincial branch of
China Construction Bank, Dong Huchen, was jailed for thirteen
years for accepting $∂≠,≠≠≠ in bribes to approve loans to private
companies totaling $∞∂ million. A particularly egregious case of
o≈cial corruption was that of a former senior finance o≈cial from
Yunnan province, Wei Xiaoxiong, who in July ≤≠≠∞ was charged
with corruption and abuse of power involving sums totaling almost
$∞∑≠ million. He illegally appropriated $∞∂∑ million for a company,
as well as caused $∏∏.∑ million in losses to the state financial fund;
he also appointed his mistress to an o≈cial post. To cement the
collusion of the Communist Party with China’s new rich, Jiang
Zemin, at a speech commemorating the eightieth anniversary of the
CCP in July ≤≠≠∞, proposed that capitalists and entrepreneurs be
allowed to become party members. In so doing, Jiang was merely
formalizing an arrangement that has been extant for years.≥∏

The Persecution of Other Religious Groups

China’s marginalized and alienated groups are all ripe for mobiliza-
tion into new or existing secret societies, including millenarian re-



The Persecution of Other Faiths ∞∂∞

ligious sects. It was Falun Gong’s large membership, ability to
organize, and facility with modern tools of communication that
made it especially alarming to the authorities. But Beijing’s suppres-
sion of this sect is only the most visible part of a broader e√ort to
control all groups—religious, civil, economic, or social—and to
crush any that resists its dominion. Apprehensive about the many
problems in society, the leadership can see only its solution in
insisting that the people’s first loyalty remains with the Communist
Party, although few, including even party members, still believe in
the o≈cial Marxist ideology. Under such conditions, it does not
take much to be identified as an outlaw in China. As one commenta-
tor wryly observes, all it takes is to advocate democracy, organize an
independent labor union, or simply ‘‘spend an early-morning hour
in a park moving your hands around the shape of an imaginary
wheel.’’≥π

In the early ∞ΩΩ≠s Beijing began its ‘‘antisuperstition’’ cam-
paign against unregistered religious groups identified as ‘‘heretical
evil cults’’ because they had not been approved by the state. Groups
that are registered with the government have its authorization and
are known as ‘‘patriotic’’ churches or temples. Such groups pay fees
to the government, and they must also surrender the names of
members as well as have their activities monitored. What informa-
tion that is available indicates that the number of underground
churches far exceeds that of their patriotic counterparts. Religious
scholars outside of China believe that the country has ∞∂ million
approved Christians (∞≠ million Protestants, ∂ million Catholics)
and ∏≠ million underground Christians (∑≠ million Protestants, ∞≠
million Catholics). The Chinese government, for its part, claimed a
nationwide total of ∞≠≠ million ‘‘religious believers’’ at the end of
≤≠≠∞.≥∫

The antisuperstition campaign has been described by the Chi-
nese people as the most destructive and comprehensive event since
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controls on religion were relaxed in the late ∞Ωπ≠s. Even before the
formal banning of Falun Gong and other cults in July ∞ΩΩΩ, the
campaign netted more than ≤≠,≠≠≠ arrests. In ≤≠≠∞, the annual
report by the U.S. Commission on International Religious Freedom
confirmed that China’s violation of religious freedom had wors-
ened. By the beginning of ≤≠≠≤, according to another account,
some ∞≠,≠≠≠ religious faithful in China had been fined sums rang-
ing from $≠.∑≠ to as much as $∫≠≠,≠≠≠; ΩΩπ believers were placed
under surveillance; ∂,≠∞∂ were sentenced to labor reform; ≤≥,∏∫∏
were arrested (including an eighty-one-year-old Roman Catholic
archbishop); more than ≤≠,≠≠≠ were beaten; ≤≠∫ became handi-
capped; and ∞≤Ω died from the government’s abuse.≥Ω

One of those tortured was Ma Yuqin, a fifty-four-year-old fol-
lower of the evangelical Christian South China Church. In an inter-
view with the New York Times, she recounted how she was beaten
and tormented with electrical shocks. As she was being battered in
one room, her son was tortured in the next. Even when she was
close to death, she refused to disclose the names of members of her
congregation or sign a statement renouncing her faith. Dozens of
church members were arrested at the same time and were beaten
with clubs, jolted with cattle prods, and burned with cigarettes.
Interrogators stomped on the fingers of male prisoners and stripped
young women prisoners naked and abused them. A fellow-believer
and friend, twenty-seven-year-old Yu Zhongju, died in custody. Ma
was released when she became so ill that the authorities feared she
would die in prison.∂≠

Targets of Beijing’s religious suppression go beyond the faith-
ful to include the destruction of buildings and property. In the
southeastern coastal region around the city of Wenzhou, it was
reported by China’s o≈cial media that in the course of a month,
from November to December ≤≠≠≠, more than ∞,∑≠≠ Christian
churches and Buddhist-Daoist temples and shrines were shut down
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or destroyed. Other religious buildings were seized and converted
into schools, recreation centers, or training centers for Communist
Party o≈cials. An example was the destruction of a two-story
church built in ∞Ω∫≤. A crowd of π≠ worshipers, many of them
weeping, watched behind a line of police o≈cers as workers dis-
mantled their church, tore down its cross, and defaced an inscrip-
tion from the Book of Psalms on the building’s facade. In the village
of Douxi, another church was forcibly converted into an elementary
school when local o≈cials had its wooden cross removed and a red
star—the symbol of the Communist Party—painted above the front
entrance. One of the congregation’s leaders, sixty-two-year-old Hu
Songliu, said: ‘‘We built this church with our own money, and they
just stole it. It’s so hard to bear, we all cried.’’∂∞

Among the groups targeted are qigong associations. According
to the Hong Kong-based Information Center for Human Rights and
Democracy, ∞∫∑ di√erent qigong groups were ‘‘wiped out’’ in
Shaanxi province alone in ≤≠≠≠. Like Falun Gong, most of them
combined the practice of breathing exercises with neo-Buddhist
and Daoist beliefs. Among them were China Cultivation (Zhong
Gong), Nation Cultivation (Guo Gong), Compassion Cultivation
(Cibei Gong), Fragrant (Xiang) Gong, Blue Law Society (Falan
Hui), and the Goddess of Mercy Law Sect.∂≤

Fragrant Gong, based in Luoyang, was reportedly one of the
largest qigong sects in China, with more than ∞≠ million members.
Its founder, Tian Ruisheng, has been missing since April ≤≠≠∞.
Another group, Zhong Gong, briefly became the object of interna-
tional media attention in the late ∞ΩΩ≠s when its founder, Zhang
Hongbao, fled to Guam and applied for U.S. political asylum. The
group began in ∞Ω∫∫ and quickly grew into one of the largest legally
registered qigong associations in China with more than ∞,≠≠≠ ex-
ercise stations, ∞∫,≠≠≠ teachers, and millions of adherents. Al-
though Zhong Gong attracted many prominent o≈cial supporters,
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including none other than Jiang Zemin who reportedly sought help
from a local master in ∞ΩΩ≤, Beijing began suppressing the group in
late ∞ΩΩΩ, fearing it could become another Falun Gong.∂≥

In addition to qigong associations, the campaign also tar-
gets more explicitly religious groups. They include the Spirit
Church, the Shouters Faction, the Disciples Association, the Holis-
tic Church, Sun Myung Moon’s Unification Church, and the White
Sun Religion. Even the late Mao Zedong became a figure of popular
religious worship, especially in his hometown, Shaoshan, in Hunan
province. There, villagers constructed temples to him and included
him among the pantheon of kitchen gods and guardian deities of
Chinese folk religion. In September ≤≠≠∞, the worshippers of Mao
also came under Beijing’s attack.∂∂

More recently, in ∞ΩΩ∑, the pogrom was extended to main-
stream Christian groups—unregistered Catholic and Protestant
‘‘house churches,’’ so named because members meet in each other’s
homes. They include the China Fangcheng Church (Zhongguo
Fangcheng Jiaohui) and the Chinese Evangelical Fellowship (Zhong-
hua Fuyin Tuanqi). Bishops, priests, and the faithful have been
arrested to undergo ideological training and to convince them to
become members of government-sanctioned churches. In February
≤≠≠≤, the Vatican’s news agency reported that dozens of bishops
and priests loyal to Pope John Paul II had been detained, some of
them arrested ‘‘on no charges, and disappeared ever since.’’ Many
more priests were being kept under close police surveillance.∂∑

Many of the persecuted groups are messianic, apocalyptic, and
millenarian. Among them are the following Christian sects:

E The Shouters Faction (Huhan Pai), also known as
Church of God and the Local Assembly. According to
confidential Communist Party documents, the Shouters
was founded in the United States in ∞Ω∏≤ by Li Chang-
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shou and was introduced into China in ∞ΩπΩ. Four years
later, in ∞Ω∫≥, the sect had spread to twenty prov-
inces and autonomous regions, with a membership of
≤≠≠,≠≠≠. Claiming to be Jesus Christ, Li allegedly en-
couraged his followers to attack and resist the govern-
ment; a core member of the sect, Wang Yongmin, al-
legedly called for ‘‘seizing the power from Satan’’ and the
establishment of a new ‘‘kingdom.’’ The Shouters gave
rise to many splinter groups, including the Established
King, Lord God Sect, Power Lord, Oriental Lightning,
and the Changshou Sect. In August ≤≠≠∞, thirteen
members of the Shouters were detained. Among them
were two sect leaders, fifty-five-year-old Wang Xuexiao
and fifty-year-old Liu Xishu, who were o≈cially arrested
the next month on charges of ‘‘using a cult to undermine
the enforcement of the law.’’∂∏

E The Spirit Church, established in ∞Ω∫≥ in Jiangsu prov-
ince by Hua Xuehe, a farmer and physical education
instructor from Henan province. Seven years later, in
∞ΩΩ≠, the sect had expanded to over thirteen provinces,
autonomous regions, and metropolises, including An-
hui, Jiangxi, Hunan and Hubei, with a membership
totaling ∞∑,≠≠≠. Hua called himself the second Jesus
and claimed to cure illness by exorcizing demons.
Members of the church practiced ‘‘trembling’’ and
speaking in tongues to summon the Holy Spirit. The
group preached that the end of the world would soon
arrive and that, in the coming conflagration, God would
come to earth to establish ‘‘God’s nation.’’ In the
early ∞ΩΩ≠s, the authorities cracked down on this sect.
Hua and other leaders were imprisoned, charged with
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‘‘counterrevolutionary hooliganism,’’ ‘‘seducing naive
women,’’ defrauding property, and ‘‘causing people to
lose interest in their jobs and livelihoods, thus disrupt-
ing social order.’’∂π

E The Holistic Church, also known as Crying Faction,
All Sphere Church, and the Rebirth or Born Again
Faction. Founded by Xu Yongze in ∞Ω∫∂ in Henan
province, the Holistic Church quickly expanded across
fifteen provinces, and seven years later had thousands
of members. Believers cried aloud as a form of repen-
tance so that they could be born again. Allegedly, Xu
called on believers to fight the government, whom he
called the enemy, ‘‘the devil,’’ and ‘‘Red-clothed Mon-
ster.’’ This group also believed in the imminent arrival
of the end days. Xu was imprisoned or confined to a
labor camp many times and was last sentenced in De-
cember ∞ΩΩπ to three years’ imprisonment for ‘‘disturb-
ing social order.’’∂∫

E The New Testament Church, also called Christian
Charismatic Evangelistic Band and the Blood and Wa-
ter of Jesus Christ and Holy Spirit Full Gospel Evange-
listic Band. This group was founded in ∞Ω∏≠ in Hong
Kong by a movie actress, Mei Qi, and a branch was
established in mainland China in ∞Ω∫∫ by a church
leader, Tso Shunkun. In a few years, the sect spread to
more than twenty provinces, autonomous regions, and
metropolises. The founder and leaders called them-
selves ‘‘prophets’’ and ‘‘rulers of God on the earth.’’
Allegedly, they attacked China’s laws as ‘‘evil’’ and the
CCP government as a ‘‘tyrannical power’’ and called for
its replacement by a ‘‘kingdom of God.’’∂Ω
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E The Established (or Installed) King, a splinter group of
the Shouters, founded in ∞Ω∫∫ by a former Shouters
leader, Wu Yangming. The Established King quickly
spread to twenty-nine provinces, autonomous regions,
and cities, recruiting believers in the thousands. Wu
claimed to be the ‘‘Elected King’’ and that the end of the
world was at hand when only believers would be saved
and the rest punished and killed. Allegedly, the sect
called for the overthrow of the ‘‘satanic’’ Communist
Party government and the construction of ‘‘a kingdom
of God of new heaven and new earth’’ by the year ≤≠≠≠.
The government claimed that Wu raped dozens of adult
women and children and defrauded believers of huge
sums of money.∑≠

E South China Church, a splinter from the Holistic
Church, founded in ∞Ω∫∫ by Gong Shengliang, a forty-
nine-year-old former member of the Holistic Church
and native of Hubei province. Calling himself ‘‘servant
of God, leader, and teacher,’’ Gong advocated the evan-
gelization of China and the Christianization of its cul-
ture. Believers were exhorted to ‘‘put on the armor
given by the Lord’’ and to ‘‘fight a bloody battle with
the devil’’ (the CCP government) and ‘‘destroy Satan’s
kingdom,’’ so as to establish an ‘‘everlasting Kingdom of
God.’’ According to the Chinese government, this sect
was tightly organized into four levels down to the local
churches. Allegedly, believers were defrauded of ‘‘a
huge amount of money,’’ some of it ($≥Ω,∏∑≥) in the
form of deposits placed in the sect’s private bank, the
Bank of Heaven. Sect leaders allegedly raped women
and engaged in ‘‘other serious criminal activities.’’∑∞
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The church, for its part, maintained that authori-
ties confiscated $≤∂∂,≠≠≠ (≤ million yuan) and seized
church properties, arrested more than twenty church
leaders, and demolished the homes of five families who
gave Gong refuge before he was captured in August
≤≠≠∞. On December ∫, ≤≠≠∞, Gong was tried in secret
and sentenced to death for rape and ‘‘using a cult to
sabotage the enforcement of state law.’’ Church mem-
bers said that the female followers who falsely accused
Gong of rape had been tortured with electric batons.
Along with Gong, two church organizers (twenty-five-
year-old Hu Yong and twenty-six-year-old Xu Fuming)
were also condemned to death; thirteen other members
received penalties ranging from suspended death sen-
tences to twenty years in prison.∑≤

E The Disciples Association (Mentu Hui), founded in
∞Ω∫Ω in Shaanxi province by a farmer named Ji Sanbao.
Six years later, the sect had expanded to fourteen prov-
inces, with a membership totaling ≥∑≠,≠≠≠. Ji allegedly
claimed that the end of the world was near and that he
was Christ, with the ability to heal the blind and para-
lyzed and to resurrect the dead. Members believed in
rejecting medical treatment in favor of praying. Report-
edly, many of the members were detained, assigned to
labor camps, or prosecuted. Among them was Xiao
Xiuli, a CCP member who, in September ∞ΩΩ∫, was
expelled from the party and dispatched to a labor camp
for two years.∑≥

E Real God, also called Almighty God, Practical God, and
East Lightning. An o√shoot from the Shouters, this sect
was founded in ∞Ω∫Ω by Zhao Weishan, a native of Hei-
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longjiang province. The Real God rapidly expanded to
more than ten provinces and cities, with thousands of
members. Zhao called himself ‘‘powerful Lord’’ and
preached that Jesus had reincarnated as a woman who
was the ‘‘actual God.’’ Describing China as ‘‘a large
decadent emperor family dominated by the Big Red
Dragon,’’ the sect claimed that the end of the world
would come in the year ≤≠≠≠. According to Chinese
government documents, the sect was secretly and tightly
organized with ‘‘suspicious overseas connections.’’
More alarming for the authorities, the sect had made
e√orts—and succeeded in some areas—to unite with
underground Catholic churches.∑∂

E Oriental Lightning (Dongfang Shandian), a Christian
sect founded in the early ∞ΩΩ≠s. After its founding, the
group rapidly spread across several provinces including
Henan, Shaanxi, and Shandong. Members believed
that a woman surnamed Deng from Zhengzhou, Henan
province, was the Second Coming of Christ, and that
her writings were a superior updating of the Bible. The
sect reportedly promoted millenarian ideas, with mem-
bers handing over their savings in anticipation of the
end times. Beijing claimed that the sect was ‘‘tightly and
secretly organized’’ and that it attacked the government
and its religious policy.∑∑

E Dami Mission, a Christian group founded in ∞Ω∫∫ by a
Korean named Lee Jang-lim. In ∞ΩΩ≤, the group entered
China and soon spread to more than ten provinces, au-
tonomous regions, and cities. The sect maintained that
the end of the world would arrive at ∞∞ p.m. on Octo-
ber ≤∫, ∞ΩΩ≤. Believers were organized in ‘‘ascending to



∞∑≠ The Persecution of Other Faiths

heaven’’ groups to await being lifted to heaven with
Jesus. Unbelievers would su√er in the coming apoc-
alypse and would be finally judged by Christ in ∞ΩΩΩ.∑∏

E Lord God Sect, another o√shoot of the Shouters
founded in ∞ΩΩ≥ by Liu Jiaguo. It rapidly expanded to
over twenty-two provinces, autonomous regions, and
cities, with a membership in the thousands. Liu claimed
to be ‘‘God the Lord’’ and that doomsday was immi-
nent. He allegedly raped nineteen women and de-
frauded believers. Beijing claimed that the sect was well
organized into seven levels.∑π

E Elijah Church (Yiliya Jiao), also known as World Elijah
Evangelical Mission. Founded in ∞Ω∫≠ by a Korean
named Park Myung-ho, this Christian sect arrived in
China in ∞ΩΩ≥ and soon spread to eleven provinces,
autonomous regions, and cities, including Liaoning,
Jilin, Heilongjiang, Beijing, Hebei, Inner Mongolia,
Shandong, Henan, and Shanghai. Park called himself
the last prophet ‘‘Elijah’’ and asked believers to worship
him as ‘‘the Immortal Stone.’’ He called his sect ‘‘Stone
country,’’ for which he drafted a constitution, national
flag, and anthem. Claiming that on September ≥≠,
∞ΩΩπ, he would stand up as God, he predicted that the
world would end in ≤≠≠≠. Reportedly, he vowed to
‘‘dash and ruin every nation,’’ including China and its
government. The sect, according to Beijing, was well
financed and well organized into eight communal vil-
lages comprised of hundreds of believers in north-
eastern China.∑∫

E Three Kinds of Servants Sect, founded by Xu Wenku, a
native of Henan province. The sect spread to eighteen
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provinces, autonomous regions, and cities. Reportedly
Xu deified himself by calling himself ‘‘chief servant’’ of
God. He preached that the world would end with seven
disasters by ≤≠≠≠, and Jesus would lift only believers to
heaven, leaving unbelievers to ‘‘go down to hell.’’ The
sect allegedly defrauded believers and committed other
unspecified crimes of ‘‘disturbing public order.’’

In addition to these Christian groups, there are apocalyptic
groups that are Buddhist-Daoist, including the following:

E The Immortal Real Buddha Sect, founded in ∞ΩπΩ in
the United States in Seattle by a Chinese-American
named Lu Shengyan. This sect entered China in ∞Ω∫∫
and quickly spread to more than thirteen provinces and
cities. Proclaiming himself ‘‘Buddha incarnate,’’ Lu al-
legedly publicly attacked the CCP government in many
speeches in ∞Ω∫Ω.∑Ω

E Goddess of Mercy Law Sect (Guanyin Famen), founded
in Taiwan in ∞Ω∫∫ by Shi Qinghai, a Chinese woman of
British nationality. This Buddhist sect rapidly expanded
to most of mainland China’s provinces, autonomous
regions and metropolises. In ∞ΩΩ∫, one of its core mem-
bers, Xu Chengjiang, created a branch that extended to
nine provinces and cities. Both Shi and Xu claimed to
be living gods. Shi was the ‘‘Supreme Teacher,’’ equal in
status to Buddha Sakyamuni, Jesus, and Allah. For her
part, Xu also claimed to be ‘‘a contemporary living
Buddha.’’ The two leaders allegedly called for the over-
throw of the Communist Party government, which they
compared to the devil. Claiming that doomsday was
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impending and that only those who joined the sect
would be saved, they urged believers to sell their houses
and live in mountains with their families to escape the
impending apocalypse.∏≠

There are also qigong associations and other apocalyptic
groups not identifiable with any established religions. They include:

E Compassion Gong, founded in ∞ΩΩπ by Xiao Yun
in Hubei province. This qigong group expanded to
Hunan and Jiangxi provinces, attracting Ω≠≠ members.
Its teachings were reportedly copied from Falun Gong
and included the latter’s doomsday ideas. In September
∞ΩΩΩ, Xiao was arrested as a rapist for allegedly deceiv-
ing four women into having sex with him.∏∞

E Shenchang Human Body Science Group, a qigong
group with ∑ million members, described as an evil cult
by the government. Its leader, Shen Chang, was ar-
rested in July ≤≠≠≠ in Suzhou on suspicion of tax eva-
sion. When authorities found out he headed a qigong
group, they added an additional charge of ‘‘using an
evil cult to destroy legal procedures.’’ On Septem-
ber ∞∫, ≤≠≠∞, Shen was convicted and sentenced to
twelve years in prison.∏≤

E The Children of God (also known as The Family of
Love), founded in the United States in ∞Ω∏∫ by an Amer-
ican, David Moses Berg. The group entered China in
∞Ω∫≠. Berg claimed that he received a revelation from
God to deify himself as the ‘‘emperor.’’ According to the
Chinese government, Berg ‘‘vilified communism’’ and
urged believers to use sex to recruit others into his
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family. He also preached that doomsday was at hand and
that believers should cast o√ everything and o√er their
bodies and property in absolute obedience to his ‘‘impe-
rial family.’’∏≥

A Self-Fulfilling Policy?

The proliferation of apocalyptic millenarian groups in China with
membership in the thousands and millions further confirms the
prevalence of deep-seated ills in Chinese society and of the Chinese
people’s hunger for spiritual solace. One can only imagine the
depths of despair that could convince millions that the end of the
world is imminent. An indicator of that despair is the country’s high
suicide rate. In October ≤≠≠∞, PRC Vice Minister of Health Yin
Dakui reported that China had one of the highest rates in the world,
at ∞ per ∞≠≠,≠≠≠. Each year, at least ≤ million failed in suicide
attempts, while a quarter of a million succeeded. Sadly, the rates
were higher among women, especially in rural areas, and among the
elderly and the young. Those figures, according to Yin, reflected a
growing tide of depression, anxiety, and feelings of failure.∏∂

The stubborn appeal of religion in an o≈cially atheistic coun-
try also speaks to the need of human beings to believe in something
larger than themselves and that their lives have transcendental
meaning and purpose. That is something the Communist Party
cannot provide. There was a time when the people held the party
and its Marxist creed in religious reverence. But they have paid
dearly for their devotion. More than that, to many, the party has
abandoned its convictions: it now worships a new idol, Mammon.
Having become empty materialists, the Communist Party leaders
find threatening any and all who aspire to a purpose higher and
nobler than Deng Xiaping’s injunction that ‘‘to get rich is glorious.’’
As one scholar put it: ‘‘The bottom line . . . is that the Chinese
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government is very fragile, in spite of all their claims to be powerful.
China may be a police state, but it is a fragile one. The Communists
feel that . . . the people are really tired of them. [The party has]
deprived the people of every other spiritual outlet [and] no longer
has an audience that believes in the Communist myth.’’∏∑

Falun Gong and other faith-based groups are clearly filling a
spiritual need that Communist ideology no longer satisfies. A Falun
Gong practitioner, Sophie Xiao, gave expression to that need when
she described her experiences to a reporter. Her life had been
tragic, though typical of many Chinese of her generation. During
the Cultural Revolution—her formative years—her father went mad
after he was denounced at work as being disloyal to Mao. He
regularly took his frustrations out by beating his daughter and his
wife. Xiao became self-destructive, but she eventually found se-
renity in Falun Gong. Her new-found faith, she said, gave her
‘‘answers to things I had been looking for all my life. . . . It changes
you. You let go of a lot of human desires and become very peaceful,
and then you don’t fear anything. That’s probably what the Chinese
government is afraid of.’’∏∏

China’s leaders give every indication of having a keen sense of
history. No doubt they are mindful that in the country’s past, mille-
narian sects and other religious groups had overturned dynasties,
beginning with the first sectarian revolt by the Yellow Turbans in
a.d. ∞∫∂ to the more recent Taiping and Boxer rebellions in the
twentieth century. No doubt the Communist Party fears a repetition.

Yet if anything is likely to bring about rebellion, it is the govern-
ment’s actions in response to the people’s irrepressible quest for
numinous meaning. In persecuting Falun Gong and other religious
groups, the Chinese Communist Party has demonstrated that it is
just as intolerant of ‘‘heterodox’’ faiths as the emperors of Imperial
China. And just as its Imperial predecessors discovered, by sup-
pressing religious groups that refuse to submit to its control, the
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Communist Party government today also risks creating the very
outcome it fears. It is politicizing groups that hitherto had been
solely occupied with the supernatural and, in so doing, driving
them underground and transforming them into determined oppo-
nents. As an academic in Beijing rues, ‘‘The government is turning
[Falun Gong] into an anticommunist cause. . . . It’s a stupid policy.
It is creating enemies where there were no enemies.’’∏π

Falun Gong’s founder, Li Hongzhi, concurs with that observa-
tion, noting that the government, by treating ordinary citizens as its
enemy, is ‘‘raising the stakes’’ and pushing millions to ‘‘the oppos-
ing side.’’ At the same time as he expresses hope that his disciples
refrain from confronting the state, he insists that they continue their
peaceful protests. According to Li, ‘‘if the Chinese government
continues like this and begins to kill people,’’ it would be di≈cult
for him to predict the consequences. ‘‘There could be another
Tiananmen incident . . . [and] the masses will lose their confidence
in the government.’’∏∫

Commenting on the Falun Gong phenomenon and evidently
knowledgeable about the role that millenarian movements had
played in Chinese history, a writer for the Economist o√ered the
following prediction: ‘‘It may yet turn out that the seeds of Chinese
communism’s eventual collapse will have been sown, not by market
economists or human-rights activists in the West, but by weird
millenarians, inspired by Chinese traditions, in China itself.’’∏Ω

The problem is that if the Communist Party is overthrown, it
will probably not be by a democratic group. This is because Bei-
jing’s suppression of civil society has forced autonomous groups to
go underground—and groups that must operate in secrecy cannot
be democratically organized if they are to survive against a hostile,
determined, and powerful opponent.

Falun Gong is an example of the kind of outlawed but undemo-
cratic groups that can survive in contemporary China. Although
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there can no justification for the Chinese government’s brutal treat-
ment of this sect, this does not mean that the sect itself is a paragon
of virtue. Despite its professed commitment to tolerance and for-
bearance, Falun Gong has displayed a disturbing penchant for
bullying its critics and for vindictiveness. The case of Sima Nan, a
champion of the ∞Ω∫Ω democracy movement, is an example. He
took upon himself the task of exposing religious frauds by o√ering a
handsome reward to anyone, including those in Falun Gong, who
could produce a genuine paranormal e√ect that he could not dupli-
cate or expose. For that, he was viciously denounced by Falun
Gong and cursed by its founder. For all his avowed godliness, Li
Hongzhi wished, under the guise of a prediction, that Sima would
be stricken with lameness and blindness. Li also claimed to have
secretly inserted a wheel, revolving in the wrong direction, in Sima’s
abdomen.π≠

The necessarily undemocratic nature of viable opposition
movements might account for Chinese history’s peculiar and per-
sistent cyclical quality long noted by sinologists. Throughout the
thousands of years of its history, periods of unity would alternate
with episodes of fragmentation.π∞ Dynasties were born, flourished,
and decayed, each giving way to a successor in a convulsion of
populist insurrection. The peasant rebellions that overthrew dynas-
ties were oddly lacking in ideology or class consciousness—the
rebels opposed the ruling dynasty but not the system of govern-
ment, convinced that it was the reigning emperor’s vices that had
led Heaven to withdraw its mandate. In e√ect, the rebels under-
stood the problem as one of personality instead of being systemic.
Given that understanding, they were convinced that what was
needed was not the instauration of a new form of government,
but the replacement of a morally bankrupt dynasty with another
founded by a man of virtue, the leader of the rebellion.
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The denouement of every dynasty was marked by a series of
increasingly intractable crises and disasters. These included a pre-
cipitous decline in the availability of revenue, disintegration of the
hydraulic system, and a corresponding failure of agricultural pro-
duction. All of this would be attended by an increase in banditry
that took on more and more organized forms until active resistance
threatened the very continuity of the dynasty. The mass migration
of peasants, no longer able to sustain themselves through their
traditional pursuits, brought recruits to peasant armies. Communi-
cation from the provinces to the center could no longer be sus-
tained; more and more local revenue failed to reach the capital.
Corruption increased and further undermined the e√ectiveness of
government, which was no longer capable of ensuring order and of
responding to even relatively minor natural dislocations and disas-
ters. Giving expression and organization to the popular disa√ection
were secret societies and millenarian movements. It was said that
Heaven had withdrawn its mandate to rule.

China today is a country rife with contradictions. In the midst
of economic prosperity—a boom that remains largely confined to
the coastal cities—many still labor under heartbreaking hardships
and deprivation. More troubling, the country seems to be display-
ing some of the same signs of blight that historically marked the end
of dynasties. The decay notwithstanding, it would be foolhardy to
predict that the end of Communist Party rule is imminent.

Nevertheless, as long as the societal problems that engender the
rise of millenarian sects persist—and the Chinese government con-
tinues its suppression of civil society, including the persecution of
religions—the likelihood is that even if Beijing succeeds at fully
eradicating Falun Gong, similar religious movements undoubtedly
will arise in the future. As Li Hongzhi said, ‘‘They can lock people
up . . . but they can’t lock up their hearts.’’π≤ By continuing the
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traditional Chinese state’s intolerance of ‘‘heterodox’’ faiths, the
Communist Party may well come to reap the same fate. It may
discover that, by politicizing and driving underground unapproved
religious and other groups, it is hastening the time when such
groups, like the roiling flood waters of the Yellow River, eventually
break through the dikes to directly challenge the state.
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Criminal Law or criminal code, ∞≤, ≤≠,

∞∞π–∞∞∫, ∞≤∑
Cult(s), evil cult, π, ∞≤–∞∂, ∞π, ≤≠,

≤≥–≤∂, ∂∏, ∑Ω, Ωπ, ΩΩ–∞≠≠, ∞≠∑–
∞≠∏, ∞≠Ω–∞∞≠, ∞∞∏–∞≤∞, ∞≤∂,
∞≤Ω–∞≥≠, ∞∂∞–∞∂≤, ∞∂∑, ∞∏π (n
≥∑); anti-cult law(s), ∞≤–∞≥, ∞∏, ≤≠–
≤∞, ≤∂, ∞∞∏–∞≤≤, ∞≤∫; definition,
Ωπ–ΩΩ; social roots, ∞≥≥–∞∂≠

Cultural Revolution, ∞≠, ≥≥, ∞≤≤,
∞≥≠–∞≥∞, ∞≥≥, ∞∑∂

Dai Jianzhong, ∞≥Ω
Dalai Lama. See Tibet
Dami Mission, ∞∂Ω–∞∑≠
Dao (the Way) or dao(s), ≥≥, ∂≠, ∏≤–

∏≥, π≥, ∫∏, Ω≠
Daoism, Daoist, ∂, ≥≤, ≥∑, ≥Ω–∂≤, ∂∏,

∑≠, ∑Ω, ∏∞, π≥–π∂, ∞∂≤–∞∂≥, ∞∏∏
(n ≤Ω), ∞π≤ (n π∞)

Darwin, Darwinian theory, ∏π, ∏Ω
Deng Xiaoping, ∞≥≤, ∞∑≥
Department of Civil A√airs (DCA), ≥
Disciples Association, ∞∂∂, ∞∂∫
Doomsday. See Apocalypse

Economist, The, ∑Ω, ∞∑∑
Eight Trigrams, ∑≥–∑∑, Ω∞
Elder Brothers, ∑∫
Elijah Church, ∞∑≠
End times, end days. See Apocalypse
Established King, ∞∂π
Europe, Western Europe, ≤, ∂≥, ∂∫–

∂Ω
Evil cult. See Cult
Extraterrestrials. See UFOs
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Falun Dafa (Great Law of the Wheel),
∞, ∞∑, π≥–π∂, ∫≠, ∫π–∫∫, Ω≠–Ω∞,
Ω∑, ∞∞∑

Falun Dafa Foundation, ∏∞
Falun Dafa Research Society, ∞∞≥
Falun Gong: April ≤∑, ∞ΩΩΩ demonstra-

tion, ∞, ∫–Ω, ∞∂, ∞Ω, ≤∂, ∞≠Ω, ∞∞≤,
∞≤∂; beliefs, ∏∞–∫≤, ∫π–Ω∑, ∞π≤ (n
π∞); campaign against, π–∞≥, ∞∑–≤≤,
≤∂–≥≠, ∞≤∞–∞≤≥, ∞≤∏, ∞≤Ω; com-
munications (See Internet); exercises
or cultivation, ∑, ∫∞–∫π; founder (See

Li Hongzhi); headquarters in New-
York, π, ∞∫, ≤∑, ≤∫, ∞≤≠, ∞∏≥ (n ∂π);
membership, ≤, ∑, ∞≤≥, ∞≥∑, ∞∂∞,
∞∑Ω (n ≥); organization, ∑, ∞∞, ≥≠,
∏≠–∏∞, ∞∞≤–∞∞∏, ∞∂∞, ∞∏∂ (n π≠);
protests, Ω, ∞∂–∞∑, ≤∞, ≤∏–≤π, ∞≠∏,
∞≠∫–∞≠Ω, ∞∞≤; publications, ∞, ∏–π,
Ω–∞≠, ∞≥, ∞π, ≤π, ∏∞, ∫∫–∫Ω, ∞≠π,
∞≤≥, ∞∑Ω (n ∞), ∞π≤ (n ∫≤); religion,
∏≠–∏∞; self-immolations, ∞∏–∞Ω, ≤∞,
∞≠∂; supernormal abilities, ∫≥–∫∏;
Web sites, ∑, ∞∑–∞∏, ≤≤, ∞∞∑

Five Bushels of Rice Society, ∑≠
Folk religion of antiquity, ≥≤–≥≥, ≥∑,

∑Ω, ∏∞
Fragrant Gong, ∞∂≥
Freedom House, ≤≤

Goddess of Mercy Law Sect, ∞∑∞
Great Leap Forward, ∞≥∞
Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution.

See Cultural Revolution
Guangxu, Emperor, ∑∏

Han dynasty, ∂∞, ∑≠
He Zuoxiu, π, ∞Ω, ∞≠∏

Henry II, King, ∂≥
Henry VIII, King, ∂≥
Holistic Church, ∞∂∂, ∞∂∏
Hong Kong, ∞∞, ∞∏, ∞∫, ≤≤–≤∂, ≤∫,

∑π, ∞∞∑, ∞≤∞, ∞∂∏; chief executive
Tung Chee-hwa, ≤≥–≤∂; opposition
leader Martin Lee, ≤∂

Hong Xiuquan. See Taiping Rebellion
Hu Shudong, ∞≥∫
Human rights, ∞≥; violations, ∞Ω, ≤∂–

≤Ω, ∞≤∏, ∞≤Ω–∞≥∞, ∞∏∏ (n ≤Ω, ≥≤),
∞ππ (n ∞∑); groups, Ω, ≤≤, ≤∂–≤∑,
∞∞≠; religious freedom, ∞≥, ∞∞∞,
∞≤∏–∞≤π, ∞≤Ω–∞≥≠, ∞∂≤, ∞∏∏ (n ≤Ω)

I Ching, ∏∫–∏Ω
Immortal Real Buddha Sect, ∞∑∞
Imperial China, ≥≤, ∂∂–∂∏, ∑∑, ∑∫,

∞∏∏ (n ≤π, ≥≤)
Information Center for Human Rights

and Democracy (ICHRD), ≤∑, ≤∫, ∞∂≥
Inner Mongolia, ∞≠, ∞≠π
Internet, ∑, ∞∞, ∞≥, ∞∏, ≤π, ≥≠, ∞≠∑,

∞∞≥–∞∞∂
Interpol, ∞≠–∞∞

Japan, Japanese, ∑∏, π∞, ∞∞Ω–∞≤≠, ∞≥∂
Jesus. See Christ
Jiang Zemin, ∂–∑, π–∫, ≤≠, ≤≥, ∞≥π,

∞∂≠, ∞∂∂, ∞π∏ (n ∑)
Jilin province, ≥–∂, ≤≤, ≤π, ∞≠≤–∞≠∂,

∞≠∫, ∞∞∂, ∞∑≠
Johnson, Ian, ≤∂
Jung, Carl, ∞≥≠

Kalpa, ∑≤, ∞∏∫ (n ∂Ω), ∞π∞ (n ∑≥)
Karma, karmic, ∂≤, π≠, π∂–π∫, ∫≠–∫∞,

∫Ω–Ω≠
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Khrushchev, Nikita, ∞≥≤
Kristof, Nicholas, ∞≥≤

Labor, laborers, ∞≥Ω; migrant, ∞≥∫,
∞∑∏, ∞π∫ (n ≥∞); slave, ∞≥∫–∞≥Ω;
SOEs, ∞≠, ∂∑, ∞≥∑–∞≥∏, ∞≥Ω; un-
employment, ∞≥∑–∞≥∏

Labor camps, labor reform, or re-
education camps, Ω, ∞≥, ≤∂–≤∑, ≤∫–
≤Ω, ∞∞∫–∞≤≤, ∞≤∂, ∞≤∫–∞≤Ω, ∞≥∞,
∞∂≤, ∞∂∫; Masanjia labor reform
camp, ≤∞, ∞≤≠; Tuanhe Camp, ∞≤∞

Laozi, founder of Daoism, ∂≠, π≥, ∞∏∫
(n ∑≠)

Law wheel, ∫π–∫Ω, ∞≠≥, ∞∑∏
Lee, Martin. See Hong Kong
Legal Daily, ∞≤, ∞Ω
Levitation, ∫∂
Li Hongzhi or Master Li, ≥–∞≠, ∞∂, ∞∫–

∞Ω, ≤≤, ≤∂, ≥≠, ∏≠–Ω∑, ∞≠≠–∞≠∂,
∞≠∏–∞∞≥, ∞∞∑, ∞≤≠–∞≤≤, ∞∑∂–∞∑π,
∞π≤ (n π∞), ∞π≤ (n ∫≤), ∞π∑ (n ≥≤);
Li’s law bodies, ∫≥, ∫∫–∫Ω

Liaoning province, ≤∞, ≤∫–≤Ω, ∞∞∑,
∞∑≠, ∞πΩ (n ∂∂)

Liberation Army Daily, ∞Ω
Liberation Daily, ∞Ω
Liehzi, ∂≠
Lord God Sect, ∞∑≠
Lu, Annette. See Taiwan
Lu Xiaobo, ≥≠

Mahayana Rebellion, ∑≠
Mandate of Heaven, ≥∏, ≥∫, ∂∂; with-

drawal or loss of, ≥∫–≥Ω, ∑∑, ∞∑∏
Mao Zedong, Mao, Maoist, ∞∫, ≥≥, ∑Ω,

Ω∞, ∞≤≤, ∞≥≠–∞≥≤, ∞∂∂, ∞∏∏ (n ≥∞)

Marxism, Marxist, Marxism-Leninism,
∫, ∂∏, ∑Ω, ∞∂∞, ∞∑≥

Masanjia. See Labor camps
Messianism, ∂Ω, ∞∏∫ (n ∑≠). See also

Millenarian movements
Migrant labor or workers. See Labor
Millenarian movements, millenarian,

≥∞, ∂∫–∑Ω, ∞≥∂, ∞∂≠, ∞∑≥, ∞∑∑, ∞∏∫
(n ∂Ω), ∞∏Ω (n ∏≥); definition, ∂∫;
social conditions, ∂∫–∂Ω

Ming dynasty, ∂∂, ∑∂, ∑∏
Ministry of Justice, ∞≤∞–∞≤≤
Ministry of Public Security, ∞≠∑, ∞∞≠
Morality, moral(s), moral law, ≥∑–≥∏,

≥∫–≥Ω, π≤–π∑, ∫≤, Ω∞–Ω∏, ∞≠≠;
moral decay, Ω≤–Ω∂

National People’s Congress (NPC),
∞≤, ≤≠, ∞∞π–∞∞∫, ∞≤π–∞≤∫, ∞π∏ (n
∑); Standing Committee, ∞∏, ∞∞∫

New Testament Church, ∞∂∏
New York Times, ∞≥≤, ∞∂≤
Newsweek magazine, ≤∂
Noah’s ark, ∏∫–∏Ω

O≈ce ∏–∞≠, Ω, ∞∫
Opium War, ∑∑, ∞∏∫ (n ∑∑)
Oriental despotism, ∞∏∏ (n ≤π)
Oriental Lightning, ∞∂Ω
Oxford English Dictionary, Ω∫

Paradise, ∑∞, ∑≤, ∏π, ∫≠. See also Bud-
dhism: nirvana

Parallel lives, πΩ–∫≠
Patriotic nationalism, ∂∏, ∞∏π (n ≥∂)
Peasants, ∞≥∏–∞≥Ω, ∞∑∏; protests,

∞≥∏–∞≥π
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People’s Armed Police, ≥≠, ∞∞π
People’s Daily, ∞∞, ∞∑, ΩΩ, ∞∞∞
People’s Liberation Army, ∂∏
People’s Supreme Court or Supreme

People’s Court, ∞≥, ∞∞π
People’s Temple, ∞≠≠
Period of the Warring States, ≥π
Policy and Law Regulations Depart-

ment (PLRD), ∞≠Ω
Predestination, π∫–πΩ
Pro-democracy movement. See

Tiananmen Incident
Protestant Reformation, ∂≥
Protestants, ≤∂, ∞∂∞, ∞∂∂

Qi, ≥∂, π∏
Qigong, ≥–∂, ∏∫–∏Ω, πΩ; groups, ≥, ∏–

π, ∞∂≥–∞∂∂, ∞∑≤
Qigong Research Association of China

(QRAC), ∂, ∏
Qigong Science Institute, π
Qin dynasty, ≥π, ∑≠, ∑Ω; founder Qin

Shihuangdi, ≥π, ∞∫∞ (n π∞)
Qing dynasty, ∂π, ∑≥–∑∑, ∑π

Real God, ∞∂∫–∞∂Ω
Reeducation Through Labor Act, ∞≤Ω
Reincarnation, ∂∞–∂≤, ∏∂, ππ–π∫, Ω≠,

Ω∏
Republican Revolution of ∞Ω∞∞, ∑∫,

∞∫∞ (n π∞)
Rule of law, Ωπ, ∞∞∏–∞≤≤, ∞≤∑–∞≤Ω

Science and Technology for Youth, π,
∞≠∏

Secret or religious societies, ≥≠–≥∞,
∂∏–∂π, ∂Ω–∑Ω, ∏∞, ∞≥∂, ∞∂≠

Security Administrative Punishment
Act, ∞≤Ω

Shandong province, ∞≤, ≤∏–≤π, ∂∞,
∑π, ∞∞∑, ∞∑Ω (n ∞)

Shaver, Richard S., ∏Ω, ∞π≠ (n ≤∂)
Shenchang Human Body Science

Group, ∞∑≤
Shouters Faction, ∞∂∂–∞∂∑, ∞∂∫, ∞∑≠
Sima Nan, ∞∑∑–∞∑∏
Slavery or slave labor. See Labor
South China Church, ∞∂≤, ∞∂π
Space people or aliens. See UFOs
Spirit Church, ∞≤∫, ∞∂∂–∞∂∏
Stalin, Joseph, ∞≥≤
Star wars, π≠
State Council, ∑, ∞≥, ∞∞∫–∞∞Ω
State-owned enterprises (SOEs). See

Labor
Sun Yat-sen, ∑∫
Swastika or fylfot symbol, ∏∂, π≥, ∫π

Tai Chi or Taiji, ≥≥, ∏∫–∏Ω, π≥
Taiping Rebellion, ∑∂–∑∏, ∏∞, ∞∑∂;

founder Hong Xiuquan, ∑∑–∑∏
Taiwan, ≤, ≤≠, ∑π, ∑Ω, ∞≤∞, ∞∑∞; Vice

President Annette Lu, ≤≠
Three Kinds of Servants Sect, ∞∑≠–∞∑∞
Tiananmen Incident of ∞Ω∫Ω, ∞, ∞∑∑
Tiananmen Square, Ω, ∞∂–∞π, ≤∞, ≤≥,

≤∏–≤π, ∞≠∂, ∞≠∫, ∞∞π
Tianjin, city of, ≤, ∫, ∑∫, ∞≠≤, ∞≠∏,

∞≠Ω, ∞∞∑, ∞≤≤, ∞∑Ω (n ∞)
Tibet, ∞≥∞; Dalai Lama, ∞∞≠
Time magazine, ∞∞, π∞
Transmigration, ∫∂
Triads, ∑≥, ∑∫
Tung Chee-hwa. See Hong Kong
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UFOs, extraterrestrials, space aliens,
∏∞, π≠–π≤, Ω∏

Unemployment. See Labor
United Nations, ≤Ω
United States, U.S., U.S. government,

U.S. Congress, ≤, ∏–π, ∞Ω–≤≠, ≤≤,
π∞, ∞≠∫, ∞∞≠, ∞∞∑, ∞≥Ω, ∞∂≥–∞∂∂,
∞∑∞–∞∑≤; Central Intelligence
Agency, ∞≠

U.S. News and World Report, ∑

Vatican. See Catholic Church
Voluntary associations or groups, ≤–≥,

∂∂, ∞∑∑

Wall Street Journal, ≤∑
Washington Post, ∞≥Ω
Western Europe. See Europe
White Lotus Society, ∑∞–∑∂, ∑π, ∏∞,

Ω∞, ∞π∞ (n ∑≥); creator goddess,
∑∞–∑≤, ∏∞, ∞∏π (n ∂∏)

White Sun Religion, ∞∂∂, ∞πΩ (n ∂∂)
World Trade Organization (WTO),

∞≥∏–∞≥∫
Wu, Harry, ∞≥∂

X-Files, π∞
Xiao, Sophie, ∞∞, ∞∑∂

Xinhua News Agency, ∞π–∞∫, ≤∞, Ωπ,
∞≠∞, ∞≠≥, ∞≠∫, ∞∞∂–∞∞∑

Yang Jiechi, ∞≠∞, ∞∞≠–∞∞∞, ∞≤≤
Yellow Turbans, ∑≠, ∞∑∂; founder,

Zhang Jue, ∑≠
Yin Dakui, ∞∑≥ 
Yin-yang, ≥≤–≥∂
Yu, Justin, ∞≥∂
Yuan dynasty, ∂π, ∑∞

Zeng Xiangquan, ∞≥Ω
Zhang Hongbao. See Zhong Gong
Zhang Jue. See Yellow Turbans
Zhang Zuoji, ∞≥∑
Zhen-shan-ren, π≤–π∂, ∫≤, Ω∞, ∞≠π–

∞≠Ω 
Zhong Gong, ∂, ∞∂≥–∞∂∂; founder

Zhang Hongbao, ∂, ∞∂≥
Zhongnanhai, ∞, ∫, ∞∂, ∞Ω
Zhou dynasty, ≥π
Zhu De, ∑Ω
Zhu Rongji, ≤–≥, ∑
Zhuangzi, ∂≠
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