Wild Grass, Ian Johnson:  “Turning the Wheel”

Notes:  3 April 2008

Falun Gong – Identifying it

· Politically well-organized

· Exercise group

· Moral/ethical philosophy

· Not a plot to overthrown government; inward looking group

· Degenerate version of Buddhism? False Buddhism?

· Historically:

· animistic religions, Taoism, Buddhism, Confucianism

· CCP: Accepts Buddhism, Catholicism, Islam, Protestantism, Taoism

· Others are lumped under Taosim or “folk superstition” (banned)

· Late 1970s: CCP end “personality cults” like Mao, admits that the party leader is not god, etc. ( spiritual crisis

· Qigong: (Chi) energy; (Gong) discipline/practice

· Taoism/Buddhism use these ideas (medicine, etc.)

· Qigong calls itself science, an exercise regime, a branch of medicine

· This fits “scientific Marxism” vs. feudal/folk superstition 

· Fad/craze in 1990s: breathing, meditation, etc., but also supernatural powers! (psychic powers, youth, cancer cures)

· The Dharma Wheel spins in your belly

· Also:  A response to Science of West; preservation of culture

· Also: Qigong is anti-Marxist b/c admits Marxism doesn’t satisfy

· Religion:  Dharma Wheel is ancient cosmology.  “Falun” = Dharma Wheel
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Counterclockwise swastika – wheel of law

Yin-Yang – wholeness, balance, totality (Taoism)

Falun Gong – Philosophy 

· Strict path based on traditional Buddhism

· Truth, Benevolence, Tolerance 

· Live upright life, speak truth, live heterosexual life

· Exclusivity – Be Falun Gong or be in hell.  (Very different from most Asian philosophies which are inclusive.)

· Extra-terrestrials

· Human life is transitory

· Proclaim faith; it’s false to practice privately

· Definitions of Cult (common): marriage within group only, isolation from normal society, resist traditional jobs, apocalyptic visions, suicide and violence accepted, covert, seductive, hierarchical structure around central personality with total commitment  (Nov. 2000: UN official calls Falun Gong a cult.)

· Can all religions be violent?  Do organized religions define cults?

Government Response –

Initial non-response wasn’t tacit approval as FG suspected, just ignorance

Protests/demonstrations of FG captured gov’t attention

· If inward-looking, not transparent/public, so suspect.  If people practice en masse, then it should be an organization; organizations are run by gov’t

· If publicly protesting direct policy, open threat to government

· If not one of five recognized religions, a cult

· 1999: 10,000 protest silently 

· 1999: Supreme Court bans cults; cases filed by Falun Gong not accepted; Office 610 established to crush FG

Arrests –


Chen Zixiu – Fines and arrests from lower CCP chapters, beaten, tortured,  

& killed: “no measures are too excessive”



-Death certificate not accessible! Daughter Zhang motivated to find

truth, but no allies (except UN publicity shields her)

-Petitions Office. . . .Public Security Bureau. . .


Organizers get sentences up to 12 years


Master Li flees China in 1998; goes to US


laogai – reform-through-labor camps

Crackdown –

2000 – Lunar New Year holiday; dozens beaten and arrested

Falun Gong adherents purged from businesses, organizations

bao jia – the systems pushes responsibility for following orders onto neighborhoods: “transformation centers,” efforts to bypass gov’t statistics collections, illegal fines, and “results immediately,” 

Media –

TV stations alternatively provide negative (gov’t) and positive (demonstration-motivated) documentaries

Three Not’s:  Not for, not against, not label it

Foreign press – protests are old news. So how could FG regain attention?

CCP Organization –

· 55 million.  Few at the top, spreads down to neighborhood watches

· Protests are allowed in the Constitution, but embarrassments are not.  (Local CCP tells Ms. Chen not to participate in them.)

· Is Falun Gong causing CCP troubles or does it correlate to them?

· Does CCP cause a spiritual vacuum?  Communism and capitalism aren’t religions!

· If Falun Gong discussed openly, exposes paradox of religious policy:  to discuss whether allowing a new religion to join . . . It can’t allow the discussion of FG as a religion

Falun Gong goes underground. . . 

“Life is a test to see if you can be a good person.”

“The great hermit lives in the city.”

Bamboo bending in the wind.

In China, “people have a right to protest, but individual efforts . . . are doomed to failure” . . . .  The current system is at a dead end, but its death is not in sight” (273).  

