€Y Routledge

g Taylor &Francis Group

Terrorism and Political Violence

ISSN: 0954-6553 (Print) 1556-1836 (Online) Journal homepage: http://www.tandfonline.com/loi/ftpv20

The Chemistry of a Conflict: The Chinese
Government and the Falun Gong

Patsy Rahn

To cite this article: Patsy Rahn (2002) The Chemistry of a Conflict: The Chinese Government
and the Falun Gong, Terrorism and Political Violence, 14:4, 41-65, DOI: 10.1080/714005633

To link to this article: http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/714005633

ﬁ Published online: 08 Sep 2010.

\]
CJ/ Submit your article to this journal &

||I| Article views: 224

A
h View related articles &'

@ Citing articles: 2 View citing articles &

Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalinformation?journalCode=ftpv20

(Download by: [Temple University Libraries] Date: 01 June 2016, At: 20:37 )



http://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=ftpv20
http://www.tandfonline.com/loi/ftpv20
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/714005633
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/714005633
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=ftpv20&page=instructions
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=ftpv20&page=instructions
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/714005633
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/714005633
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/citedby/10.1080/714005633#tabModule
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/citedby/10.1080/714005633#tabModule

at 20:37 01 June 2016

Downloaded by [Temple University Librarj

144tpv03.gxd 22/01/2003 09:53 Page 41$

The Chemistry of a Conflict:
The Chinese Gover nment
and the Falun Gong

PATSY RAHN

This article examines elements shaping the conflict between the Chinese government
and the Falun Gong movement. It explores the historical relationship between China's
rulers and sects, the gigong boom in contemporary China, the Chinese government’s
style of conflict management, and the devel opment of the Falun Gong teachings since
the group was banned. It discusses the extreme language both sides use to define
themselves and their opponent as part of a media-campaign to legitimate their
respective causes. It also examines the intensification of the millennial message in the
Falun Gong teachings and the potential justification for violence even though the
teachings continue to condemn the use of violence. Its concludes with reflections on
the future of the Falun Gong and the Chinese government.

A Brief Background

In 1992 Li Hongzhi founded a gigong movement in China called Falun
Gong (FLG). Qigong is a general term designating a system for improving
and maintaining good health based on ideas found in traditional Chinese
medicine and culture. It involves a wide range of physical, mental and
breathing exercises. Qi can be translated as vital energy, and gong as skill,
so gigong isthe skill of developing vital energy so asto obtain good health.
The name Falun Gong is trandated on the FLG website as ‘Law Wheel
Qigong’'. Fameanslaw, lun meanswheel, so it implies gaining achievement
through work with the Wheel of the Law.

The ‘law’ in FLG refers to the law of the universe which is stated as
‘Truthfulness, Benevolence and Forbearance’. In 1992, the group was
legally registered with the national gigong association called the Chinese
Qigong Scientific Research Organization. Li traveled for several years
throughout Chinateaching under the auspices of the association. In 1995 his
teachings began to come under criticism for being superstition, and in 1996
he withdrew the group from the gigong association, thereby removing its
official registration. Li then left China to travel and teach in the United
States and Europe and in 1998 he immigrated to the United States. From
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42 TERRORISM AND POLITICAL VIOLENCE

199698 Falun Gong members in China, at the request of Li, tried
unsuccessfully to re-register the group with different organizations.*

In 1998 New York City became the headquarters for the group and the
Falun Gong website was established. In April 1999 there was a peaceful
gathering of 10,000 Falun Gong practitioners outside government buildings
in Beijing to request official recognition and complain of mistreatment. The
large gathering surprised officials. The government requested a panel to
study the group and three months later in July 1999 it was banned. The
government has since waged an intense campaign to discredit the group and
suppress it through re-education and intimidation. It has jailed severa
hundred |eaders of the group, banned and burned its books, detained tens of
thousands, sent thousands through re-education labor camps and denied
claims of death or torture of members in detention. The Falun Gong has
become its own social movement of protest, waging a campaign of words
and press relations, calling on members of the US government, human
rights groups and the United Nations to help it.

The Chinese Gover nment’s Response

Cultural Context

Randy Kluver advises that ‘[p]olitical conflict must be considered within a
larger context of cultural meaning, something that is critically missing from
most political analysis' .2 He explains that when diplomats, politicians and
reporters ‘do not understand cultural cues and issues involved', events tend
to be focused on in isolation from cultural context and interpreted from a
‘radically dissimilar worldview’.

One brief example is the difference between placing primary importance
on the right of the individual over the collective right asin the United States,
or the reverse of placing primary importance on the good of the collective
over theright of theindividual asin China. Seeing from a‘radically dissmilar
worldview’ not only makes it difficult for outsiders to ‘understand why
certain strategic choices are made'® but can also create a frustrating pattern of
miscommunication that only increases distrust and tension.

A word of caution here: | do not mean that by understanding the cultural
cues and issues one thereby accepts non-critically the strategic choices
made by the Chinese government. The point isthat by including the Chinese
frame of reference on an issue, one can discuss, debate and dial ogue without
the immediate mishap of being at cultural loggerheads. In relation to the
government’s response to the Falun Gong, this paper argues that the
Chinese government’s response to the FLG is not a style of response unique
to the Chinese Communist Party (CCP); rather, the government’s response
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CHINESE GOVERNMENT AND FALUN GONG 43

and its subsequent actions are part of a cultural paradigm that has been a
feature of Chinese history and now continues under the rule of the Chinese
Communist Party.

While news reports about the Falun Gong have sometimes referred to
earlier religioudy-inspired groupsthat confronted China srulers, most often
mentioned is the mid-nineteenth century Taiping rebellion, the history of
sects and their potential threat to the Chinese state (imagined and real) has
an extensive and intensive history in China. This pattern of ruling power in
conflict with sectarian groups may have first developed as early as the
second century.

For the purpose of this paper, sectarian refers to groups that China's
rulers considered to be heterodox because their belief systems had branched
off from larger, traditional systems of belief. One common feature among
these groups, as Robin Munro points out, is that ‘virtually al the sects and
societies (even the Triads) evolved quite complex religious belief systems.
These were generally highly syncretic in nature and drew freely and
sometimes indiscriminately from Daoism, Buddhism, and Confucianism
(and later from Christianity and Iam as well)'.*

This religious syncretism is characteristic of sectarian groups in China,
including the Falun Gong. This is not to suggest that throughout Chinese
history these groups had similar teachings, but rather that a paradigm was
developed based on the interplay of the ruling power with these groups, that
is, the ‘ruler-sectarian’ paradigm.® | suggest that the Chinese government’s
campaign methods and justifications in use against the Falun Gong are
indigenously Chinese and part of this historical paradigm.

The Creation of a Paradigm

The Pattern. The pattern of ruling power keeping a watchful eye on
sectarian groups, at times being threatened by them, at times raising
campaigns against them, began as early as the second century and continued
throughout the dynastic period, through the Mao era and into the present.
The collapse of the Han dynasty in the second century produced a period of
profound political and cultural crisis. The development of popular
movements at this time ‘ marked an important development in the history of
Chinese religions, [namely]the beginning of religious sects, with their own
gods, beliefs, scriptures, rituas, leaders, and organizations, separate from
the state and family’.® According to David Ownby it was at the end of the
Han dynasty that millennial elements from Buddhism and messianic
elements from Daoism mixed with popular religion to form the first Chinese
sectarian movements.”

The millennial Buddhist elements included the belief in a cyclica
pattern of kalpas, a period of time which would end in calamities and
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destruction as one cycle ended and a new one began, and the Daoist
millennial elements included the belief in a messianic figure who would
appear to lead a select group to survive the calamities of a purged world.
During this period (following the fall of the Han dynasty), the ‘apocalyptic
undertones’ of one strain of Daoism? characterized their followers as ‘ seed
people’, a group of elect who would ‘repopulate a new world purged by
disasters'. The texts speak of ‘mysterious beings' who intervene to judge
and save humankind, or more precisely, a select few.

According to Frederick Wakeman, this millenarian belief of a new
kalpa, accompanied by calamities from which one could find salvation by
belief in a sect’s teachings, would at times ‘call for a popular rebellion
against the dark forces of secular government that held back the victory of
light’.° It was thought that although ‘[€]ach successive rebel group might be
destroyed, ..a new one would arise in its place’.® ‘This apocalyptic
amalgam of Buddhist chiliasm, Manicheanism, and messianic Taoism
repeatedly inspired a pursuit of the millennia in China'.

Whether or not it was intentiona on the part of Li Hongzhi when he
created Falun Gong, his teachings owe a great dea to this legacy. He too,
teaches that the * Ending Period of Catastrophe’ is here, that the current age
is degenerate and will be purged and only those who are FLG practitioners
will be saved.* He too, speaks of ‘mysterious beings who intervene’ and
calls Jiang Zemin, the president of China, ‘the highest representative of the
evil force in the human world’” who is being used by higher beings to
persecute the FLG. Only when the evil is eliminated can FLG practitioners
‘return home' through Consummation to the Falun Dafa paradise (Falun
Dafais another name for the movement. It means the Great Law of the Law
of the Whedl).

Regarding the response of the state to such groups: Judith Berling
comments that ‘[a]s far back as the Han dynasty, and increasingly from the
Sung on [960-1279], millenarian cults and secret societies had been linked
with uprisings and rebellions. Nervous scholar-officials came to see a
potential rebellion in every religious gathering’.** Since the state assumed
‘the right to controal religious institutions and to define acceptable religious
practices... [a] religion whose adherents offended the government might be
legally proscribed and its books burned’ .*

According to David Ownby, ‘ The Chinese government has suppressed
movements like the Falun Gong hundred of times over the course of
Chinese history’, adding that the Chinese Communist government did ‘the
same thing the imperial state had always done, which was to arrest and
generally, not always, execute the leaders and pretend to reeducate the
others and send them back home and hope that they would be good people
from there on’ .
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While many sectarian groups in Chinese history did not foment revolt or
cause the state problems, the ones that did formed the basis for the state’'s
fear and the ruler-sectarian paradigm. At the end of the Han dynasty in 184
there was the messianic rebellion of the Yellow Turbans, and according to
Ownby, in the fifth and sixth centuries in northern China there were ‘ten
“Buddhist-inspired uprisings’ [which] led believers to rise up against both
church and state’. Ownby mentions one instance in 445 when an emperor
‘ordered that all Buddhist monks in the empire be killed and all Buddhist
buildings, images, and books destroyed’. He comments that ‘[t]he decree
was hot carried out on this scale, but it suggests nonetheless the fear such
incidents evoked’.** The most successful of all sectarian leaders was Zhu
Yuanzhang who, in 1368, led a rebellion that overthrew the Yuan dynasty
and founded the Ming dynasty with himself as the first emperor. During the
Ming (1368-1644) alone, there were 41 sectarian disturbances'® and in the
final dynasty, the Qing (1644—1911), there was the famous Taiping rebellion
and the Boxers movement.

In the modern era, the case of the Yi Guan Dao is an illustrative
example. The imperia Qing government, the Nationalist Kuomintang and
the Chinese Communist Party, all campaigned against it. When the CCP
first came to power, it initiated a campaign against the ‘counter-
revolutionary forces of superstition’ with particular focus on the Yi Guan
Dao. It enacted an intense mass campaign against the group for ten years
beforeit finaly claimed success. And when the Yi Guan Dao fled to Taiwan
in 1949 it had to go underground to survive and was only finally recognized
by the Taiwan government in 1987.” Even so, the Yi Guan Dao continues
to exist today in Taiwan and other Southeast Asian countries and as recently
as the 1980s was listed once again as one of the active sects in China*®

The long-term campaign against the Yi Guan Dao may be the most
recent modern-day forerunner and possible model for the Falun Gong
campaign.” lronicaly, Li Hongzhi has called the Yi Guan Dao an ‘evil
religion’ predestined by history to be eradicated, perhaps evidence of the
success of the government’s intense propaganda campaign against the Yi
Guan Dao,® a campaign the likes of which Li would experience himself
decades later. News reports generally describe the Falun Gong as a gigong
movement, and whileit istrue that Li developed it during the 1980s gigong
boom in China and began his teaching of it as a gigong healing movement,
| believe the development of the Falun Gong most closely resembles a
sectarian group including its role as contender to the Chinese state.

The Communist Party and the Paradigm. Many charges made against the

Falun Gong by the Chinese government are found in campaigns against
earlier groups such as the Yi Guan Dao. The following partia list from a
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1985 report by the PRC Ministry of Public Security No.1 Bureau, titled
‘Main Activities of Sects and Societies in Recent Years ,> describes the
offending features of groups that moved them from acceptable to
unacceptable in the eyes of the CCP. These characteristics include:
recruiting from within the ranks of the CCP, organizing across provinces
and counties, membership that proselytizes, making criticism of the CCP,
claims by the leader to be a god or emperor, spreading superstition and
heterodoxy and receiving support from ‘forces overseas. These were
elements considered common to potentially subversive groups, and,
according to the Chinese government, the Falun Gong met al the criteria.

The character of the government’s response is connected, as Kluver
points out, to whether the conflict is seen as legitimate and ‘in-house’ that
is, a ‘contradiction from among the people’ in which case it may be dealt
with gently, or whether the conflict is viewed as a ‘ contradiction between
the people and their enemies’, in which case the group ‘must be addressed
ruthlessly and radically’ .%

Within this paradigm, ruthless and radical responses are seen as
appropriate, necessary and acceptable. The CCP sees the conflict with the
FL G as one ‘ between the people and their enemies’ for several reasons. 1)
the government believes Li’s teachings endanger people, mainly due to the
teachings regarding medicine; 2) the government believes Li’s teachings
were gaining enough adherents across China and specifically within the
CCPto beapotential rival ideologicaly; 3) because Li moved to the US and
has, according to the government’s view, linked up with those in the West
who wish to see the fall of the CCP. The conflict between the government
and the FLG is, therefore, seen as being between ‘the people and their
enemies’ and according to the crisis management style of the CCR, it is
appropriate, acceptable and necessary to utilize ruthless and radical
responses.

At the end of this 1985 report by the PRC Ministry of Public Security,
the concluding comment states that ‘our struggle against the reactionary
sects and societies is going to be a long-term and protracted one’,* a
comment echoed almost word for word decades later regarding the Falun
Gong campaign. For the Chinese historically, the struggle between the
government and sectarian groups has indeed been a long-term and
protracted one. Perhaps the main question to be raised is whether or not
this paradigm remains viable. This question will be addressed later. But
first 1 will explain the contemporary gigong boom in China from which
the Falun Gong movement arose, and how it relates to the ruler-sectarian
paradigm.

o



at 20:37 01 June 2016

Downloaded by [Temple University Librarj

144tpv03.gxd 22/01/2003 09:53 Page 47$

CHINESE GOVERNMENT AND FALUN GONG 47
The Qigong Boom

Li Hongzhi’'s Falun Gong movement developed during a period in China
known as the ‘Qigong Boom'. Following the Cultural Revolution when
China began reforms in the late 1970s, there was an opening up to religion
which included not only the main religious practices but also folk religion
practices ‘ packed away’ during the Mao era. Hand in hand with thisreviva
of religious beliefs came the long-established conflict in China between
superstition and orthodoxy, or in the case of the CCP, superstition and
science. In modern China, to be scientific means to be legitimate, to be
superstitious is to be feudal and in need of education or eradication. Part of
this cultural revival included the practice of gigong and it was prime
material to be caught up in this conflict of science and superstition.

While the revival of gigong was seen by some as ‘a forerunner of the
scientific revolution of the twenty-first century’,* it was seen by othersas a
marriage of qigong practice to strange and marvelous tales of the
paranormal found in traditional Chinese stories. The gigong reviva thus
balanced precariously between the traditional gap between science and
superstition. On the one hand, there was the claim that the theory of gi was
adistinctly Chinese science, and the gigong boom since the 1980s has made
explicit and enthusiastic linkage between gigong and a scientific basis.*On
the other hand, there were claims, beginning in the late 1970s, of
paranormal and miraculous abilities connected to gigong beginning with the
well-publicized feat of a young boy said to be able to read with his ear.®
Lines were drawn between those who wanted to use scientific claims to
legitimize paranormal skills and those who wanted to use scientific claims
to debunk superstition, while both sides wanted to use science to investigate
and legitimize the Chinese theory of di. ‘ Science’ now sat on both sides of
the divide: orthodoxy and heterodoxy, science and superstition. Which
category agroup fell into as a gigong teaching meant the difference between
registration and legitimacy or elimination. Important in this regard was the
amount of support your group had from those in high places and the
accompanying official sponsorship, one reason the Falun Gong and other
gigong groups cultivated friendships, clientele and members from within
the CCP.

The gigong boom in China was massive. It began in the late 1970s and
by 1986 there were over 2,000 gigong organizations. To regulate these
groups, the government established the Chinese Qigong Scientific Research
Organization. The year 1986 was a pivota year because it saw the
emergence of a new type of gigong master and gigong movement. Up until
the mid-1980s gigong was taught by ‘orthodox Qigong masters, generally
of afairly conservative tendency’.? In 1986 a new kind of teacher emerged
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who offered not only good health but fast results, and their movements
could number thousands. The most famous of these new gigong masters
was Yan Xin who, at the height of his teachings was referred to as ‘the
spiritual hope for the Chinese masses who feel they have lost their way’. His
meetings drew up to as many as 30,000 at a time.® Qigong had moved
beyond the role of health-care and now encompassed a mixture of benefits:
it offered a form of spiritual practice, a form of moral guidance, a form of
socia organization which sometimes included civic-type activities,® and it
offered a sense of goodness and pride to people living in a time of great
insecurity and change. Some have suggested it even acted as a nationalistic
counterweight to anger at the Japanese and the West:

The shame our nation has experienced over the last hundred years,
and in particular the sense of helpless humiliation in the last ten years
when we opened ourselves to the West, has suddenly disappeared. In
its place is the glory of agreat and splendid China! ‘ Chinese gongfu
is truly something special!’®

The gigong movement and its many masters offered instant help, certainty,
goodness, power and greatness. As long as they were registered and
remained a gigong group that did not present contradictions to the tenants
of the CCR, the government stood aside. It was always willing, however, to
step in if it seemed necessary.®* With the development of these new large,
charismatic gigong movements however, came the specter of the sectarian
threat as they began to offer more than health benefits and to adopt the
‘offending features’ of previous sectarian groups.

L anguage

To think that my person would mingle with this vulgar, stinking flesh,
with these daves, dogs, and goblins and act the part of one of these
evil rebels. These villainous imposters of today spout heresies and
destroy the orthodox writings.

The above quote is by Kou Qianzhi, a fifth-century Chinese aristocrat who
had the Daoist title of Celestial Master.* He had been ‘visited twice by the
god Laozi’ and had the power to ‘exercise control over the religious affairs
of the dynasty’. Here he is complaining about all those ‘frauds' who claim
to be Li Hong (the messianic name of Laozi) as he tries to clean up the
Daoist practices at the popular level. This intense language of labeling the
‘other’ seems to accompany the paradigm of ruling power versus sectarian
‘other’ and is being used in the current conflict by both sides. As Kluver
describes it, in China ‘[o]nce conflict has emerged into the open, the
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language used to describe one's rivals becomes almost violent, in ways that
make the Western partisanship seem almost collegia’.

The Chinese government has used the word ‘cult’ to label the Falun
Gong along these same lines as alabel to brand, to degrade, to define and
to marginalize. While the Chinese term xie jiao (deviant teachings) has been
utilized for over a millennium as part of the ruling power-sectarian
paradigm, its current trandlation into the word ‘cult’ may reflect the
government’s adaptation of modern Western discourse. Theirony isthat the
Chinese government may have chosen the Western discourse as a means of
gaining sympathy and understanding from the West, whereas it appears to
have achieved the opposite effect and annoyed and prejudiced the West's
willingness to listen.

The use of intense derogatory language to berate and degrade the ‘ other’
reached a modern height in China during the Cultural Revolution. To be
‘labeled’ was dangerous and frightening, and terms such as ‘ ox-monsters’,
‘snake-demons’, ‘evil spirits’ and ‘ monstrous freaks' were used. The cruder
the language used, ‘the more one was perceived as being one with the
workers, peasants, and soldiers'.* Li Hongzhi, a young man during the
Cultura Revolution, did not escape the influence of this use of language. Li
used the rhetoric of possession to describe and warn off his practitioners
from other spiritual or gigong masters. ‘ The human society is very terrible.
Most of the so-called masters of great reputation in India are possessed with
boas. The Qigong masters in China are mostly possessed with foxes, or
yellow weasels, and some with snakes’.*

When Li was confronted by a challenger to his role as master within the
Falun Gong movement his response was not too different from that of Kou
Qianzhi in the fifth century. Li warned that ‘a vile person in Hong Kong
who lost her senses has severely interfered with Dafa by saying absurd
things due to demonic interference from her own mind... nobody should pay
attention to what the saboteur in Hong Kong has instigated or give her an
audience... At present, those irrational scum are already under the
manipulation of secret agents' .*

Another aspect of the use of thislanguage iswhat Barend ter Haar refers
to as the ‘demonological paradigm’.* He suggests that the idea of
exorcising demons, which comes from the ‘traditional religious culture in
Chinaasawhol€’, isanintegral part of Chinese culture that allows violence
to be legitimized. It is operating on a mostly unconscious level to set up the
‘other’ against which one can legitimate violence, and is playing a similar
role in China as racism plays in the West.* While the demonization of the
‘other’ is often found in violent conflict, ter Haar suggests that this cultural
element of literal demon exorcism forms an underlying justification for use
of violence in China.
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This demonizing dynamic is mutually employed. It could be argued that
the entire campaign by the Chinese government has been a means of
demonizing the FLG movement in order to justify any measures taken
againgt it. On the other hand, Li Hongzhi has also used this paradigm,
dehumanizing and demonizing Falun Gong's enemies.® In Li's ‘ Suffocate
the Evil’ posted to the FLG website 22 October 2000, Li comments on are-
education camp where ‘[m]ost of the disciplinary guards there are
reincarnated minor ghosts from hell’. And in his ‘Beyond the Limits of
Forbearance’ statement posted 2 January 2001, Li states that ‘the present
performance of the evil shows that they are utterly inhuman and completely
without righteous thoughts'.* The Chinese government calls the FLG an
evil cult and Li Hongzhi an evil man and speaks of protecting China from
chaos, while Li Hongzhi calls for the elimination of evil from the universe
and speaks of protecting the cosmos from chaos.

Self-Definition and Beyond

To a large extent, this conflict has become a war of words; a ‘ propaganda
war’ as some journalists cal it. The prize of thiswar of wordsis the claim
to truth, the ability to have one version of reality accepted over another.®
The ramifications include not only the right of Falun Gong practitionersin
Chinato practice and to have the ban lifted, but also issues of international
relations, arms sales, trade, economics, cold wars and hot wars. In this
process, each side presented their version of redlity as a simple, powerful
story to legitimate their actions and reach their goals.

Each side has had to defineitself, aswell astheir opponent. The Chinese
government has put most of its energy into defining its adversary the FLG
movement, although as of Spring 2001 it began some efforts at self-
definition to counter-act the Falun Gong's message. The government’s
attempts at defining its opponent have been played out mainly within China,
with some success, particularly due to the intensified campaign following
the self-immolations in Tiananmen Square in January 2001.** During the
first year after the ban, the FLG spent most of its energy defining itself,
mainly as a means of counter-acting the government’s accusations that it
was a cult, although as of September 2000 the FL G began to put more effort
into defining its opponent, the Chinese government, with a specific focus on
Jiang Zemin, the president of China. The Falun Gong's attempts at defining
itself and its opponent have been played out mainly in the West.

Chinese Government — Salf-Definition and Beyond

The Chinese government statesthat it wantsto protect its people and protect
its country’s stability by banning a group it believes is harmful to its own
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followers and a threat to socia stability. It believes the group is led by a
charismatic leader who ‘hood-winked’ millions of Chinese into following
him and is now using them for his own political ends. It believes the Falun
Gong has joined anti-China forces in the West to bring down the Chinese
Communist Party. Having banned the group, it claims it is now resisting
anti-China forces that want to destabilize its society, and helping to re-
educate Falun Gong followers back into normal lives. This is the public
self-definition presented by the Chinese government.

Yet it is aso the story of a nation in the midst of major economic and
social changes whose governing ideology is progressively seen asirrelevant
and whose one-party rulership increasingly feels the pressures of change
and the weakening of its ideology. After officially banning the FLG on 22
July 1999, a number of official statements issued within the Communist
Party and mentioned in the press described the threat as being ideological.
In acircular from the Central Committee of the Communist Party of China
it stated that ‘Li Hongzhi preaches idealism and theism and denies all
scientific truth and thus is absolutely contradictory to the fundamental
theories and principles of Marxism’. Several days later, the People's Daily
said: ‘If Li Hongzhi’s heretical theories spread, the Party’s foundation will
be shaken, and the great cause will be undermined’. And on 29 July 1999
an article in the China Daily bluntly stated that: ‘It is a political strugglein
the ideological sphere about winning over the broad masses of the people’ .

Since the self-immolations in Tiananmen Square in January 2001, the
government has increasingly expressed its opposition to the group using the
anti-cult theme, but initialy, this expression of ideological threat was
substantial. The final straw in the government’s decision to ban the group
may have been the number of CCP members who followed FLG, possibly
as many as 400,000.” The threat, as seen by the government, was that Li's
‘theology’ was the exact opposite of the Communist Party ideology and
therefore had the potential not only to undermine it, but to replace it. The
leaders and people of China had aready lived through the Cultural
Revolution and the ‘ personality cult’ of Mao. They had seen what faith in
an unguestioned leader could do and had experienced the traumaof a people
giving themselves over to the power drive of a charismatic leader. Seen in
tandem with the cultural paradigm, it seemed possible that someone who
offered protection, enlightenment and supernatural powers through the
unquestioning acceptance of his teachings and leadership, might fill the
void of the current transitional period with yet another personality cult.

The Chinese government’s response in July 1999 was, therefore, the
obvious one for it to take. However, this time the ruler-sectarian paradigm
met the twenty-first century and the global community. What is new is that
the group in question moved its center to another country, opened an
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internet website which provided instant communication back into China and
around the world and adopted a Western stance on human rights to combat
the suppression and to help formulate its identity.

Whereas the Chinese government sees its response as legitimate and
necessary, others see it as draconian and containing infringements of
international legal and human rights norms. Given that the Chinese
government’s ban on the FLG is arguably legal under Chinese law,* the
manner in which the ban has been implemented raises questions of
legality. Because of the government’s methods, the group’s struggle has
brought renewed attention to China's system of detention and re-
education labor camps and intensified questions about police abuse and
fairness of trials.

The FLG have made repeated claims of torturein custody, stating that as
of May 2001 over two hundred practitioners have died either during or soon
after detention. The government denies the alegations, stating that those
who have died in custody died of natural causes, complications from hunger
strikes, refusal of medical treatment or suicide. A 2001 Amnesty
International report states that: ‘ Torture and ill-treatment of detainees and
prisoners is widespread and systematic in China and that thisis especialy
true during ‘high-profile political campaigns'. Regarding the FLG
accusations against the government it states that: ‘ By mid January 2001, at
least 120 Falun Gong practitioners...were reported to have died since the
beginning of the crackdown.... All had died in official custody, or shortly
after release, in circumstances that remain unclear and most following
reports of torture and ill-treatment’. It acknowledges that ‘Amnesty
International is not able independently to verify these reports of torture
resulting in death’, however it goes on to say that the ‘blanket denial of
official wrongdoing will not be convincing' .®

In regards to thisissue, arecent report published by a department within
the Communist Party’s Central Committee gives a surprisingly frank
description of the present socia unrest in China and its potential for
increase,® as well as a suggested list of countermeasures. What was not
mentioned on the list, and should be added, is vigilance on the part of the
government to prevent incidences of abuse or torture of detainees as they
move within China's legal system, and prevention of government policy
being used implicitly or explicitly by local officials as excuses for
mistreatment of those detained.

Falun Gong — Self-Definition and Beyond

The FLG defines itself as a movement whose teachings promote good
health and moral living. The teachings are found in the books and FLG
website statements of its teacher and founder, Li Hongzhi. It is a non-
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political, non-violent movement that is fighting for its right to practice FLG
within Chinaand to have the ban lifted. Because of the ban, the movement’s
struggle has been identified with the issue of human rights in China: the
right to freedom of belief, freedom of speech, freedom of assembly and,
more specifically, freedom of religion. The FLG story is one of a group of
people suffering as it tenaciously fights for its rights. It is the story of a
pacifistic movement fighting a despotic regime. This is the public self-
definition presented by the FLG.

Yet this story is also the story of FLG practitioners trying to reach
Consummation, of defending the Fa and eliminating all evil from the
universe. To date, there has been very little discussion or analysis of Li’'s
teachings and | will do so in the next section.

The Evolution of FLG Teachings Since the Ban

Communication and Information. After the ban was placed on the FLG in
July 1999, Li Hongzhi went into seclusion for nine months, when he neither
appeared in public, gave interviews, nor spoke to his followers. In May
2000 he broke his silence and made a statement on the FLG website
Minghui (also known as Clearwisdom), awebsite which became the officia
website of FLG and an important tool in the struggle.*” On the one hand, Li
teaches his followers that they must read only his books regarding their
inner life, that is, religion, spirituality, gigong, cultivation, and so on. And
on the other hand, in terms of what is happening in the outer world, they are
told to get their information only from the FLG website. The site was
sanctioned by Li as his means of communicating with his followers, and it
was designated as the only source of information that the practitioners could
trust or believe. Everything placed on the website is pre-approved. Because
of this, the website has come to play an important role in communicating
‘correct understanding’ aswell as providing additional teaching literaturein
the form of articles written by FLG members.

When a news article is posted to the website it is edited to exclude
opinions contrary to the FLG view, statements by or reference to the
Chinese government’s position and any use of the word ‘cult’ or ‘sect’.
Followers are thereby limited in their information to a single source with a
constantly reinforced viewpoint. Practitioners are warned not to read the
‘bad things' that the ‘evil people’ say about the FLG (therefore they are
edited out of anything placed on the FLG website), and they are not
supposed to repeat anything they hear from other sources, for to do so
would only strengthen the evil.*® This limited information and strong
duaistic thinking may make it difficult for practitioners to either accept that
others may not agree with them, or to give validity to the aternative view
of others.
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The FLG management has expressed a similar tendency towards
information in dealing with the Western press. In an April 2001 posting, a
practitioner described a FLG press conference where the Western press was
dlowed in but the Chinese press forbidden. He described this act as
suffocating the evil and helping to create ‘some positive media . He then
goeson: ‘We missed a chance to change the hearts of the Western mediawith
our compassion. We could have told them that China's mediawould interfere
with them getting their questions answered, and the vicious fabrication and
slander would continue contaminating people’s minds. Then they would not
only agree, but they would be thankful. When we can answer their questions
we are also saving them and all those who read their articles' .*

In a FLG press release titled: ** Show Tours' Planned to use Media for
Spreading Beijing Propaganda’ FLG management asks the Western press
not to participate in upcoming tours of detention centers or interviews with
reformed FLG practitioners that the government plans to offer. From the
FL G perspective, the FLG must protect the media from reporting the words
of the evil opponent so that people may ‘regard the Fa correctly’ and it may
be truly known and accepted by all, thereby saving their souls.®

The Message. Using the Minghui website as means of communication, Li
began to regularly post messages to the site starting from May 2000. While
representatives from the FLG office in New York spoke to the press and
public in terms of human rights, Li spoke to his practitioners, not in terms
of human rights, but in terms of eliminating al evil from the universe and
reaching Consummation. Li’s teachings prior to the ban focused on how an
individual practitioner could ‘study and obtain the Fa' (called ‘ cultivation’)
and ultimately reach Consummation, but his teachings after May 2000
focused on taking an activist stance towards events in China. The task of
practitioners became to ‘ clarify the truth’ and ‘ spread the truth’ about FLG
to counteract the government’s claims.

Then, in September 2000, messages began appearing on the FLG
website specifically criticizing the president of China, Jiang Zemin, and
spoke of the necessity for FLG practitioners to ‘step forward’ to ‘validate
the Fa'. This activist ‘stepping forward’ for practitioners in China can
include: going to Tiananmen Square to protest and being detained, going on
a hunger-strike once in detention, passing out flyers to the public (usually
into mailboxes since this is done surreptitiously at night), and printing and
distributing FLG website articles and Li’s teachings (obtained either by
skirting the internet restrictions in China or via email from practitioners
outside China),” contacting Western reporters, reporting information on
abuses, detentions, etc., as well as sending testimonials to the New York
FLG office.
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In ‘Serious Teachings', posted 26 September 2000, Li tells those who
have not ‘ stepped forward’ that they ‘must break-away from humanness
and join those ‘who have been persecuted in the tribulations'.® Those
‘afraid to step forward to validate the Fa' are being controlled by demons
and have ‘forever lost their chance' to reach Consummation. Li makes it
clear that the persecution continues and intensifies only because FLG
practitioners have not let go of all their attachments and been able to step
forward. Those followers who step forward and are beaten or die, those
who sacrifice everything, are gods. Those who renounce FLG whilein re-
education camps and become ‘reformed’ are said by Li to be ‘fiends’ and
‘malignant tumors’.** This contrasting of those willing to ‘step forward’
and sacrifice everything to those who do not, is a continuing theme after
September 2000. ‘ Stepping forward’ becomes a proof of faith, a test to
prove your moral worthiness,* it is the only way they can save themselves
and help the Teacher in this cosmic undertaking.

The possible effects of this was reported on by lan Johnson:
‘But dozens of interviews with Falungong members in recent months
reveal another, more subtle source of pressure: the demands of their
beloved founder, Mr. Li['g]... [r]ecent writings, ...have also stressed
unwavering activism and opposition to the state. While few complain,
they say they can meet Mr. Li's requirements only by sacrificing
everything, in a desperate — and probably hopeless — bid to force the
government to lift its ban. In a series of essays over the past few months,
Mr. Li has asked of his disciples almost impossible feats of loyalty and
shown little sympathy for those who buckle, in one case denouncing them
as “depraved”’ .»

Practitioners cannot reach Consummation (and hence ascend to their
own Falun paradise) until what Li calls the ‘Fa-rectification’ ends. In
August 2001 Li states that ‘disciples must not depart until the Fa-
rectification is over’. He also states that ‘[t]he very final stage of Fa-
rectification is taking place’.* The Fa-rectification is the process they are
al currently involved in (also referred to as a time of ‘tests and
‘tribulations’), during which all evil will be eliminated from the universe
and the Fa will receive its rightful place as the universal truth.

During the Farectification the tasks of practitioners have again
increased. They must ‘ clarify the truth’ (about Falun Gong), validate the
Fa (let people know it is good), save sentient beings (convert others),
eliminate evil (elaboration on this follows), and increase their personal
cultivation level which is based on the level of suffering they endure and
the amount of ‘ stepping forward’ to defend the Fathey are ableto do. This
not only encourages practitioners to maintain a pro-active stance to hasten
the moment, but may also create a frustrating situation for them, since it
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isimplied that as long as the persecution continues, they will not be able
to reach their final goal.”

Possibly in order to respond to this sense of frustration and failure, a
number of new elements have developed in the FLG belief system. In mid-
April 2001, after the United Nations Committee on Human Rights declined
to accept the US proposal to inquire into China's human rights record, there
appeared a series of testimonials on the FLG website where practitioners
talked about taking the fight into ‘ other dimensions'. Shifting the battle to
other dimensions may be oneway for Li and practitionersto claim victories
through supernormal powers in other dimensions when things do not go
well on the worldly plane.®® This may also help solve the problem for Li of
his claimed powers being perceived as failing, or of his control over events
and his ‘pre-arrangements being called into question. Another recent
development is the addition of ‘Retribution of Evil’ stories where ‘evil is
met with evil’. The FLG website hasa‘ Retribution’ section with up-to-date
examples describing how those hostile to the Falun Gong (or their family
members) have suffered or died from disease, accidents, poisonings,
explosions, etc., thereby illustrating the efficacy of the Fa in distributing
retribution.®

Potential Justification for Violence

At the end of the Fa-rectification is the apocalyptic moment when
practitioners will reach Consummation and depart to their Dafa paradise and
otherswill receive punishment and death.* In early December 2000, Li posted
amessage to the FL G website: ‘When this test concludes, all bad people will
be destroyed by gods. Those Dafa disciples who are able to come through the
test will leave through Consummation. Those people who'll be left behind
will have to eradicate sins by paying, with horrible suffering’. Several weeks
later, Li posted another message: ‘Let me tell you, when this Fa-rectification
matter is over, human kind will enter the next stage, and those people and
beings who have in their minds “the Dafa of the cosmos isn't good” will be
the first eliminated’. And in March 2001 he stated that: ‘if people’'s minds
contain thoughts that resist Dafa, once this evil drama is over a large-scae
elimination of human kind will commence’ .

As groups feel an increased frustration of their ultimate goa and an
increased persecution, their apocalyptic ideas may increase and the battle
between good and evil intensify. This appears to have happened for the
FLG. Whether or not this leads a group to violent behavior is a mgjor
guestion whose answer isimpossible to predict. It should be noted that most
millennial groups never instigate violence. However, some groups who
believed in other dimensions, supernatural powers and great cosmic battles
did resort to violence, such asthe Aum Shinrikyo.® This does not, however,
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mean that the FLG will leave or alter their message of non-violence in order
to fight their battle.

There is however, atrend in Li’'s recent teachings that could become a
justification for the use of violence. Li's message has increasingly
intensified the need to ‘eliminate the evil’ and recent postings have stated
that it is now possible for practitionersto ‘use different abilities of different
levels to eliminate it'. This was first mentioned in his 2 January 2001
message ‘ Beyond the Limits of Forbearance’ and was again stated in his 19
May 2001 message given at a Falun Dafa conference in Canada.® Regarding
eliminating evil Li said: ‘So in the process of eliminating it don’t be lenient
at al, just eliminate it!” He then added: ‘Here | am not referring to humans,
but to those evil beings that manipulate humans'.

The problem is that the distinction between the evil beings in ‘other
dimensions’ and the evil beings on earth is afine line and crossing that line
could be justified by Li’s teachings, should he decide to make that shift. Li
has already established that people in China who take part in the
government ban are ‘demons’ and ‘ utterly inhuman’ so they do not have to
be seen as humans. As David C. Rapoport points out, when ‘[t]he enemy is
wholly evil ...something other than human ...[a] gainst such an antagonist the
temptation becomes over-whelming to argue that everything is permissible,
that he must be mercilessly destroyed’.*

For now, the practitioners are encouraged to fight and destroy the evil in
the ‘other dimensions' using supernormal powers and righteous thoughts,
but it is a fine line between the evil ‘it’ in the other dimensions and the
peoplein the here-and-now who are no longer considered human or are seen
as housing the evil. This was true for the nineteenth-century Taiping
revolution leader. He battled demons in various levels of heaven and hell
and then was directed by the ‘Heavenly Father’ to ‘wait until they had gone
down to the level of heaven which is the world, and then to decapitate
them’ .®

On 29 May 2001, there was atestimonial by a nine-year-old practitioner
posted to the Falun Gong website titled ‘What Pengpeng Saw in Other
Dimensions on the Morning of May 27, Beijing Time'. The date and time
are important because that is when FLG practitioners first observed their
new ‘eliminate evil’ practice that Li gave them in which all practitioners
world-wide ‘send forth’ their ‘righteous thoughts at a certain time to
‘eliminate evil’. The sending forth of righteous thoughts to eliminate evil
has since become a magjor part of the practitioners practice in this ‘time of
Fa-rectification’.

The 29 May 2001 testimonia is important because it has some new
features: it describes the battle in the *other dimensions but now there are
names of actual persons given to the demon images in the battle, one of them
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being Jiang Zemin.® It is only the Teacher who can identify and name who
each demon is in the ordinary world. It also speaks of using bombs to kill
these demons. On 30 May 2001, another testimonial by a child was posted in
which warehouses and ‘ bases for making tanks' were blown up in the ‘ other
dimensions’, and military computer systems had their data deleted and
replaced with a CD of information from the Falun Gong website.*

Nearly ayear later, FLG practitioners cut into the cables of atelevision
station in China and replaced the station programming with a FLG video.®
The similarity to the actions witnessed by Pengpeng in the ‘other
dimensions may be coincidental. However, if actions in the ‘other
dimensions' are seen as approved forms of protest, it would indicate a
crossing of the line from ‘other dimensions' to reality.

Not only is the ‘other’ being demonized in the Falun Gong teachings,
but Falun Gong practitioners are increasingly told they are now elevated to
a status higher than human. In a Falun Gong website posting 3 June 2001,
practitioners make the following comments: ‘When we still consider
ourselves as human beings, we will really be restrained by the principles of
human beings'. Another practitioner states. ‘I realize that, at present, the
human notions are the biggest factors that hold us back. Those human
notions are different from thought karma. They could be conceptions or
conventional thoughts on integrity and righteousness formed in our long
period of human life'.®

Demonizing the ‘other’, believing that one is more than human and no
longer bound by the ‘ conventional thoughts on integrity and righteousness
of the ordinary human, accepting violent behavior in ‘other dimensions,
and believing that one’'stask isto ‘eliminate evil’, has the potential to justify
violent behavior. However, other factors present decrease the likelihood
these influences would justify violence. They are:

Public image: The FLG movement has developed a publicly acceptable role
in the West as a human rights movement and thereby possesses a positive
public self-image. Thisisin contrast to the Aum Shinrikyo in Japan, which
was heavily ridiculed publicly after its failed attempt at forming a political
party and having members, including its leader, run for public office.®

Retribution: Retribution stories prove to practitioners that divine justice is
being meted out by the Fa to those who deserve it, thereby relieving
individual practitioners of the responsibility to bring about retribution. A 12
November 2001 posting titled ‘Ignoring the Vicious Persecution of Falun
Gong Practitioners Is a Crime' states that * Some people believe that ‘evil
will be met with evil’ is just a curse or a threat, but it is not..."Immediate
retribution in this lifetime’ is a warning that comes from caring and
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compassion. If people still do not awaken, more severe consequences will
follow. When people go past the point of redemption, further advice or
warnings will be useless'.™ As long as this retribution remains the task of
the Faand not individual practitioners, it will not be used to justify acts of
violence.

Protest movement options: The group continues to develop its identity and
its means as a protest movement giving them a sense of efficacy and
empowerment. Development aong these lines include law suits brought
against Chinese officials and law suits in the West brought against those
seen as slandering or inciting others towards hatred of them. Their cause has
also received attention from politicians in the House of Representatives and
in the Senate.”

Instructions: Continued instructions from Li and the Minghui site editors, as
well as in articles by practitioners, remind practitioners to avoid using
violence or doing or saying anything that might ‘injurethe Fa, that is, bring
the group bad publicity.

Concluding Comments

The Falun Gong

The FLG has three goals: its goal as a protest movement is to have the ban
lifted in China, the goal of its teachings is the Fa-rectification of the world
and universe, and the goa of the individual practitioner is to reach
Consummation and ascend to Falun Dafa paradise.

The FLG's identity, both public and private, is strongly linked with the
issue of human rights. American acceptance and support is based on its
recognition as a human rights movement rather than on Li’s teachings as a
spiritual or cultivation system, and therefore the persecution of the FLG in
China plays a major role in the group’s identity.

As the ban continues, the FLG will continue to function as a social
protest movement with a focus on the human rights issue. It is likely the
group will continue to protest within China and without, while aso trying
to maintain, if not increase, its membership. There is a possibility the group
could reach a period of internal crisis if the situation in China does not
improve, if the practice of practitioners ‘sending forth righteous thoughts'
to ‘eliminate evil’ is seen as ineffective, and if the Fa's acts of retribution
are seen as insufficient. The question of when the final moment of Fa
rectification will arrive may cause anxiety within the group and require
further developmentsin Li’s teachings.
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For now, the crisis in China and the group’s involvement as a social
protest movement, along with the great cosmic battle between good and evil
and the longing of practitioners to reach Consummation, are the group’s
driving force.” On the one hand, the group struggles in the political sphere
for its right to practice freely in China and on the other hand, the group
strugglesto eliminate evil from the universe and reach Consummation. How
these goals will interact and affect one another is worth continued
observation and study.

The Chinese Government

The questions raised for the Chinese government are many and pressing.
The primary question is; is the ruler-sectarian paradigm still valid in the
twenty-first century? Do ‘heterodox’ sectarian and religious groups with
certain characteristics actually pose a threat and if so, what is the best way
to occlude that threat? This over-riding question includes other questions: Is
the use of intense national campaigns productive or counter-productive? Is
the goal of ‘keeping stability’ legitimately achieved through intense
campaigns if they cost the credibility and trust of the Chinese people? Are
these campaigns believable anymore to the Chinese people? Is the crisis-
management style of legitimating ‘ruthless and radical’ actions against
perceived ‘ contradictions between the people and their enemies’ still valid
in the post-Mao era?

Then there are the issues of violence in the culture starting with the
demonization paradigm and extending into the legal structure of detention
without trial and re-education camps, as well as the issues of police abuse
and use of torture outside the established official legal norms. Although the
press in China is incrementally gaining openness and the ability to report
more fredly, it may ultimately be a question of how much trust can be put
into the Chinese people to receive freely gathered news. It may also be a
guestion of how much trust can be put into the Chinese people to express
views and openly discuss and debate i ssues, even ones which differ from the
Communist Party line.

The Chinese government may truly believe that the teachings of the FLG
have been harmful to those who practice it, that the FLG organization is a
destahilizing influence, and that Li Hongzhi isapotential charismatic leader
with political intent, yet, the question remains; is the old paradigm still the
solution? The government needs to ask: what is our society lacking that
could cause a group like this to be such a threat, and what is our society
lacking that we must resort to burning books and banning beliefs? The early
answer given to the first question has been ‘ science’; the people need to be
educated so that ‘ science’ will win out over ‘superstition’. The early answer
has been development of a ‘social safety net’ to decrease the anxiety level
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so that people do not turn to such ‘irrational’ beliefs. However, education
and socia safety-nets will not prevent ‘irrationa’ ideas from being
promulgated, they will not prevent people from being attracted to them, nor
will they prevent ideas unpleasant to the CCP from being offered and
considered in the future. The question for the Chinese government is; how
much longer can the old paradigm be used?
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The period of Farectification is identified with the persecution that the practitioners
experience in China. The persecution is described asa ‘test’ of practitioners and referred to
asthe ‘time of tribulations'. It isimplied that the Fa-rectification process will be completed
and the Fa-rectification (as an end result) arrive, when the period of persecution of the Falun
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2001/5/30/10591.html. These testimonies by children about eventstaking placein the ‘ other
dimensions' came in series and were referred to in other postings.

Philip P. Pan. ‘ Falun Gong Seized City’s State-Run TV to Broadcast Message’, Washington
Post Foreign Service, Friday 8 March 2002, p.A20.

‘Excerpt from the Discussion about “Sending Forth Righteous Thoughts, Eradicating the
Evil”’, 3 June 2001, http://www.minghui.ca/mh/articles/2001/6/1/11708.html.

According to Reader (note 62) the loss of the political election and the harsh ridicule had a
major influence on Aum. After this, the group’s leader Asahara, changed his teachings from
striving towards the enlightenment of all beings to the salvation of hisfollowers as the elect
few, finally leading to the belief that the outside world was evil, intent on destroying Aum,
and deserving of retribution.

http://minghui.ca/mh/articles/2001/10/30/18838.html .

‘With appeal for data, Falungong promisesto deploy USjustice against China’, AFP, 5 Sept
2001. ‘The group has aready slapped US civil lawsuits on several top Chinese officials
during visits to the United States under legislation that extends US jurisdiction over foreign
cases of torture’. Also, see Barry Schweid, ‘ Expelled Protesters Rally in D.C’, 19 Feb 2002,
‘94 House members sent Bush a letter last weekend asking him to express concern over
what the Falun Gong calls a campaign of terror. In a separate letter, five US senators
expressed concern about restrictions on the sect and treatment of its adherents'.

Li Hongzhi, ‘Towards Consummation’, 16 June 2000, http://www.minghui.ca/eng/
2000/Jun/17/JingWen061700.html. Li says that ‘Disciples are waiting to reach
Consummation, and | can wait no more’. This theme of not wanting to wait anymore is
reflected in statements and testimonials by practitioners. It may be an indication that
practitioners are motivated in part by a sense of imminence. If so, this could fit into a pattern
of conditions necessary for religious messianism to turn violent. Rapoport states that two
conditions are necessary for thisto occur: ‘Believers must think that the day of deliverance
isnear or imminent, and they must also think that their actions can or must consummate the
process (note 54) p.197. As of June 2001 comments have begun to appear on the FLG
website warning practitioners not to become ‘ attached’ to reaching Consummation, possibly
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