Falun Gong and the Internet:
Evangelism, Community, and
Struggle for Survival1

Mark R. Bell and Taylor C. Boas
ABSTRACT: In this paper we argue that studying Falun Gong’s use
of the Internet is essential to understanding the movement as a
whole. Falun Gong has made skillful use of the Internet for three of
its most important functions. In the area of information distribution,
the Internet has become an important vehicle for disseminating Li
Hongzhi’s teachings. To strengthen the integrity of a globally-dispersed community, it has proven useful for organizing face-to-face
gatherings and for online experience sharing. In Falun Gong’s struggle for survival as a movement, the Internet has helped practitioners
bring pressure against the People’s Republic of China (PRC) government, especially at the international level. But Falun Gong’s
Internet use has not guaranteed success in these tasks. Reliance on
the Internet has paved the way for the emergence of a splinter sect
and challenges to Li’s authority, and the PRC government has effectively countered much of Falun Gong’s Internet use within the country.

T

hroughout history, technology has often facilitated the spread
of religion. Indeed, it is frequently stated that the most important difference between Jan Hus and Martin Luther was the
availability of the printing press.2 More recently, radio and television
have assisted the spread of evangelical Christianity in the United
States. It is not unreasonable to posit, therefore, that the Internet may
play an important role in the growth of religious movements that
embrace it.
Although the exact size of Falun Gong is impossible to determine,
and the Internet’s precise birth date is difficult to specify, it is safe to
say that Falun Gong is the largest religious movement born alongside
the rapid global proliferation of the Internet.3 Certainly, its growth has
coincided with an Internet boom, in China and around the world. The
People’s Republic of China (PRC) established its first Internet connection in 1993, and its user community has grown rapidly since 1997,
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reaching 45.8 million by the end of June 2002.4 Globally, the number
of Internet users rose from 26 million in 1995 to over 600 million in
2002, by which time virtually every country had established a connection.5 In comparison, Falun Gong emerged in 1992 and grew rapidly
in the latter half of the decade, both within China and around the
world. Chronologically and geographically, it has been well positioned
to take advantage of the Internet.
There is a widespread perception from around the world that the
Internet has been central to the growth of Falun Gong. Western press
accounts often emphasize the movement’s embrace of technology; the
New York Times has described it as a “vast, silent, virtually invisible movement…that came together not on the streets but on the Internet.”6
The Chinese government and official state media have likewise
acknowledged the importance of the Internet for the movement’s dissemination of information.7 Critical Chinese academics have called it
“a radical movement [pioneered] through ‘traditional’ spiritual methods with innovative communication networks.”8 Western academics,
both critical and sympathetic, have pointed to the significance of
Falun Gong’s Internet use.9
Even the movement’s leader Li Hongzhi has noted the importance
of the Internet for Falun Gong’s organizational efforts. When asked
how 10,000 people came together to protest in front of Zhongnanhai
(the Chinese leadership compound in Beijing) on 25 April 1999, he
replied, “they learned it from the Internet.”10
Admittedly, many such assertions of the importance of Falun
Gong’s Internet use are anecdotal or overstate the case. Undoubtedly,
the vast majority of Falun Gong adherents in the PRC are not Internet
users, especially the many practitioners who are elderly or come from
rural provinces. While it is used more extensively at present, the
Internet could not have been a major factor in Falun Gong’s initial rise
in the PRC, where the numbers of Chinese with Internet access were
still relatively small. Even now, there are many other variables that
explain the tenacity and growth of Falun Gong practice, both within
the PRC and around the world.
Nonetheless, a look around the Internet reveals that Falun Gong
has established a significant online presence. Discussions of Falun
Gong are commonplace on China-themed chat rooms and bulletin
boards. Email news lists deliver daily updates to interested subscribers
around the world.11 Falun Gong’s shortwave radio station, launched in
the summer of 2000, also broadcasts on the Internet in streaming
audio.12
Most important is Falun Gong’s presence on the World Wide Web.
Practitioners maintain hundreds of sites around the world; most contain content in both Chinese and English, while others feature such
languages as German, French, Russian, and Portuguese.13 Together,
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the Falun Gong websites offer a number of different features: online
teachings of Master Li, news of crackdowns in the PRC, warnings of
police movements, announcements of gatherings around the world,
experience sharing (practitioners’ testimonials), and statements to
counter PRC propaganda. In June 2000, Li designated one of Falun
Gong’s websites, minghui.org, as an official site, giving it (and the
Internet in general) tremendous authority among practitioners.14 The
English language version of mingui.org is clearwisdom.net.
This discussion aims to highlight Falun Gong’s use of the Internet
and its implications for the movement in three areas: 1) instruction
and dissemination of literature; 2) strengthening of community and
identity; and 3) struggle for survival against the PRC. Two considerations should be noted at the outset. First, much about Falun Gong,
including its Internet use, is markedly different within the PRC than
without. In consequence, we will distinguish between the two throughout the following analysis. Second, we consider that the Internet is
neutral in and of itself and has effects only in the sense that people use
it as a tool. Just as Falun Gong uses the Internet to its own advantage,
the PRC government and others have shown that they can use the
Internet against Falun Gong.
Our central argument is that studying Falun Gong’s use of the
Internet is essential to understanding the movement as a whole, both
within the PRC and around the world. Falun Gong has skillfully used
the Internet as a powerful new tool of instruction, strengthening of
community, and struggle against the PRC government. But the
Internet is not a panacea, and its use does not guarantee unqualified
success in any of these arenas, as our analysis will demonstrate.
INSTRUCTION AND DISSEMINATION OF LITERATURE
One of the principal aims of Falun Gong’s Internet use is the distribution of religious or instructional material to current and potential
practitioners. The movement’s websites have grown increasingly
sophisticated in this respect, and one can often find audio and video
content in addition to images and text. One purpose of the websites is
to guide practitioners in performing Falun Gong’s five central exercises. Diagrams on the sites explain the movements, and some have
added instructional videos and music clips that can be downloaded
and played during practice.15
In addition to providing instructional information and practical
aids for exercise, the Internet also serves as a key vehicle for the dissemination of Li’s teachings.16 Almost all Falun Gong web pages link
to sites where one can download Li’s books for free, in a variety of languages. Many of them also provide text or audio files of his public lec279
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tures. Rather than relying on a central website to distribute this material, many local sites store their own copies, facilitating access to the
teachings from around the world and making it nearly impossible to
eliminate or block them.
Most importantly, the Internet has allowed for the distribution of
Li’s recent teachings, known as jingwen.17 These articles have not been
collected in book form, so they are only available on the Internet or as
printouts and photocopies. The online publication of jingwen has
allowed Li to provide encouragement and guidance to practitioners
during the difficult times over the past years. Several of these articles,
including “Towards Consummation” and “Eliminating Your Last
Attachments,” are considered particularly providential and have
gained centrality within the movement.18 Li’s online articles cannot
easily be accessed by most Internet users within the People’s Republic
of China, but followers outside of the country regularly send them into
PRC by email, and a few tech-savvy Falun Gong members in the PRC
circumvent government controls to download jingwen from overseas
websites. These can be further distributed as printouts or on computer disks. As one practitioner in the PRC brags (albeit a likely exaggeration), “when Master Li issues a new message [online], 99 percent of
the followers in Beijing will have it within three days.” 19
While the dissemination of religious information via the Internet
has some effect inside the PRC, its greatest impact is at the international level, where Falun Gong uses the Internet as an effective tool of
evangelism. Curious individuals outside of the PRC can log onto the
Internet and download Falun Gong literature for free, exploring the
practice in the risk-free environment of their own homes. Informal
surveys of practitioners in the United Kingdom have revealed that
many first explored Li’s teachings via the Internet. Indeed, the truest
testament to the Internet’s importance for distributing religious information may be the fact that Li himself has adopted it as the principle
means of communicating with his followers.20
In summation, we can say that Falun Gong has aggressively taken
advantage of the Internet’s capacity for low-cost dissemination of
information. The Internet has become an integral instrument for distributing literature and an effective tool of evangelism.
COMMUNITY
As a globally-distributed movement that emphasizes group cultivation and is centered on a leader in absentia, Falun Gong faces inherent
challenges to the integrity of its community. The Internet has offered
ways to overcome these obstacles, but it has also created its own set of
problems. Falun Gong has used the Internet to strengthen its com280
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munity in two ways: facilitating the organization of face-to-face local
gatherings, and creating a sense of global community. But the Internet
has also paved the way for splits within the movement and challenges
to Li’s authority, and Falun Gong has been forced to impose an element of hierarchy on its websites in response.21
Despite its extensive use of the Internet, Falun Gong is not a “virtual” movement, existing solely online. Li’s teachings imbue the movement with a strong impetus toward group practice.22 The Internet cannot replace this personal contact between practitioners, but outside of
the PRC it serves to facilitate face-to-face gatherings. Falun Gong uses
the Internet extensively to organize and announce workshops and
conferences around the world, as well as regular practice times for
group exercise. It is easy to find a local contact almost everywhere in
the world, from Ireland to Israel, and some sites list instructors who
will travel to teach interested groups where there is no established
Falun Gong community.23
While the Internet cannot eliminate the need for face-to-face gatherings, some aspects of Falun Gong are more amenable to a virtual
environment. The Internet has proven particularly useful for experience sharing, in which members discuss the benefits they have
obtained from the practice and the struggles they have overcome in
pursuing it.24 A few years ago, experience sharing was mostly limited
to small group meetings, as it still is in the PRC. At the international
level, however, this activity is increasingly carried out on the Internet.
Chat rooms facilitate experience-sharing, as do daily emails on the
Minghui distribution list, which always carry at least one experience
sharing story. Many Falun Gong websites feature sections on experience sharing, and the Minghui website was originally established for
this purpose.25 Aside from the distribution of jingwen, experience sharing is the most important of Falun Gong’s religious activities facilitated by the Internet. Indeed, Li himself has endorsed the Internet as a
vehicle for experience sharing—in October 2000, he posted a positive
comment in response to an experience sharing piece that had been
published online.26
Experiences and other information shared by practitioners around
the world have contributed to a global sense of community and solidarity within Falun Gong, with the Internet as one of the central ties
that binds it together.27 After reading of the trials and tribulations of
those within the PRC, overseas practitioners often claim to be inspired
by their courage and to take lessons from their cultivation experience.28 Likewise, practitioners inside the PRC look to evidence of
external support such as commendations given out by elected officials
and resolutions passed by the United States Congress.29 They also take
encouragement from events like World Falun Dafa Day, which was celebrated in numerous cities around the world. The Internet is the main
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vehicle for the distribution of this type of news, and it would be difficult for members to stay so informed without websites and email lists.
Challenges to Li’s Authority
Use of the Internet has allowed Falun Gong to overcome certain
challenges it faces in maintaining a sense of community within a global movement. In addition to facilitating face-to-face gatherings and
online experience sharing, the Internet has allowed for a movement
centered on a single leader to spread and flourish despite his physical
absence. But reliance on the Internet has created problems for the
movement as well — in particular, opening the way for challenges to
Li Hongzhi’s leadership and authority.
Soon after the PRC government began its crackdown on Falun
Gong in July 1999, Li (in exile at the time) largely disappeared from
public view. The only major “sighting” of him consisted of a photo
posted on Falun Gong websites in January 2000, showing Li meditating in the mountains and supposedly watching over his followers from
afar. In May 2000, a “splinter group” of practitioners in Hong Kong
gathered around Belinda Peng Shan-Shan (a former contact person
for the movement), claiming that she had obtained supreme enlightenment and was now the rightful leader of Falun Gong. They pointed
to the online photo as proof that Li was now removed from the world
and that Peng could legitimately take his place.30 In response, a statement attributed to Li was posted online, reaffirming Li’s role as master and harshly repudiating Peng’s claims.31 In the following months,
a propaganda battle broke out between the two sides, with frequent
denunciations posted on rival websites.32
Peng’s splinter sect has subsequently done little to weaken Li’s centrality to the Falun Gong movement as a whole, but it appears to have
convinced him that a distributed system of websites poses certain dangers to Falun Gong. In the wake of Peng’s leadership challenge, a few
of Li’s close associates began a major consolidation of Falun Gong
websites, establishing a hierarchical structure with Minghui as the central site. In the summer of 2000, leaders distributed a notice that Falun
Gong sites should mirror the articles and postings on Minghui. Li concurred, stating that “on important matters, practitioners must watch
the position of Minghui Net.”33 Since then, Minghui (along with its
English version Clearwisdom.net) has become the dominant presence
among Falun Gong websites.34 When the North American site
buhuo.org questioned the authority of Minghui, it was placed under
the direct control of Minghui’s webmasters and eventually eliminated.35 Subsequently, editors of the movement’s central site have shown
little tolerance for deviations from the official line.36
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The above analysis should demonstrate that Falun Gong makes
extensive use of the Internet to disseminate religious teachings and
facilitate the strengthening of community. At the same time, the
movement’s leaders have discovered that the Internet has its limitations and can be dangerous as well as beneficial. This is a lesson which
the PRC government is also learning, as it responds to Falun Gong’s
use of the Internet in its struggle for survival.
STRUGGLE WITH THE PRC GOVERNMENT
Undoubtedly, the aspect of Falun Gong’s Internet use that has
most captivated public attention has been its struggle with the PRC
government. Within the PRC, Falun Gong practitioners have staged
both mass demonstrations and individual protests, and they continue
their now-banned practice despite widespread arrests and intimidation. Internationally, Falun Gong has developed an effective and influential public relations operation, seeking to influence foreign governments and global public opinion. In these and other elements of its
struggle for survival, Falun Gong has used the Internet to aid in its
efforts. But the PRC government has also sought to counter the movement’s Internet use, both within the PRC and globally, and the
Internet provides no guarantee of success for Falun Gong.
Within the PRC, Falun Gong’s use of the Internet for struggle
against the government has taken two major forms: organization of
activities and passing information in and out of the country. The
movement’s organizational Internet use first came to international
attention in April 1999, when 10,000 people gathered in front of
Zhongnanhai to protest the publication of an article that had harshly
criticized Falun Gong. Subsequently, both Li and PRC officials pointed to the use of email as a factor in the group’s ability to mobilize such
large numbers. While most of these practitioners probably heard
about the event through word of mouth, cell leaders apparently used
email more widely in the planning stages.37 It is possible that email
served a similar purpose in the planning of more recent demonstrations, such as the extensive National Day protests on 1 October 2000,
though hard evidence of this possibility is lacking. With increased government surveillance of Internet use by suspected Falun Gong members, however, organizing via Internet has become more dangerous.
Beepers and pay phones are less likely to be monitored and may be
emerging as the logistical tools of choice for the movement’s underground activists.38
The most important use of the Internet for Falun Gong practitioners within the PRC is probably to pass information into and out of the
country. As mentioned above, practitioners abroad can send material
from Falun Gong websites (such as Li’s new articles) to members in
283

Nova Religio
the PRC with email access, and tech-savvy practitioners within China
can circumvent government controls to download Falun Gong material directly from the Internet. All of this information can subsequently be distributed in print form or on computer disk. Likewise, practitioners within the PRC can send news of government crackdowns out
of the country via email, to be posted on Falun Gong websites. These
sites sometimes report on the latest tactics used by authorities and
warn of locations where persecution is becoming particularly intense
— information which can subsequently be sent back into the PRC.39
In response to Falun Gong’s use of the Internet within the PRC and
to the political dangers of the medium in general, the government has
sought to control the Internet in a variety of ways.40 The first of these
involves technological measures. With direct control or at least strong
influence over much of the Internet infrastructure in the PRC, authorities have been able to prevent most people from accessing Falun
Gong information on the Web. Falun Gong websites in the PRC have
long since been shut down, and those overseas are blocked by a
national firewall; surveillance software seeks to identify those who try
to circumvent these controls. Email is less amenable to censorship, but
the government has been willing to take extreme measures when necessary. During the July 1999 crackdown on Falun Gong, for instance,
authorities apparently shut down one of the country’s major Internet
service providers for two days.41
Second, the government has used well-publicized crackdowns to
discourage use of the Internet for forbidden purposes. In addition to
targeting human rights and democracy activists, Chinese authorities
have arrested several Falun Gong practitioners for their Internet use.
Zhang Ji, a student from northeastern China, was charged with “using
the Internet to spread subversive information” after emailing news of
police crackdowns to members abroad. Wang Zhenyong, a former professor, was arrested for downloading Falun Gong material from foreign websites and distributing it via email. Li Yixiang, an engineering
student and Falun Gong practitioner at Tsinghua University, was
arrested after posting notice on the Internet of plans to withdraw his
Communist Party membership. During part of his “re-education,” he
wrote a long article for the People’s Daily criticizing Falun Gong and
specifically mentioning his Internet use as part of what led him
astray.42
The third way that the PRC seeks to restrict the spread of Falun
Gong’s information on the Internet is the promotion of self-censorship. To remain in the good graces of government regulators, Internet
chat rooms regularly employ monitors to wipe forbidden messages
from the screen and suspend the privileges of frequent offenders. New
rules released in November 2000 require chat rooms and bulletin
board operators to limit discussions to government-approved topics.
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Likewise, Internet content providers have long shied away from posting any controversial political material, and new regulations make law
out of what were always the unwritten rules of the game. The operators of Internet portals are now allowed to post news only from state
media sources, and they are held legally responsible for any subversive
content under their purview, including anything to do with “cults.”43
Finally, the PRC seeks to counter Falun Gong’s presence on the
Internet (and in society in general) with an aggressive propaganda
campaign. In addition to denouncing the movement in print and
broadcast media, the government has gone head-to-head with Falun
Gong on the Internet, posting numerous critical articles in the online
version of the People’s Daily and maintaining several anti-Falun Gong
websites.44 After several purported Falun Gong members attempted
suicide by self-immolation (and one succeeded) in Tiananmen Square
on 23 January 2001, the Chinese government posted gruesome photos
of the burn victims in an attempt to discredit the movement.45
While most popular observers have focused on Falun Gong’s
Internet use within the PRC, there is far more international use of the
Internet in the movement’s struggle with the PRC government. As in
the PRC, some of this Internet use is for logistical purposes. Websites
and email lists around the world facilitate the organization of demonstrations, such as the vigils held in front of the PRC embassy during the
2000 experience-sharing conference in Washington, D.C.
Most important at the international level, however, is the use of the
Internet for publicity and public relations to influence foreign governments and global public opinion. Overseas sites offer content in
Chinese, but also in fluent English and other Western languages.
Clearly, they are designed to exert influence beyond the overseas
Chinese community. Interestingly, many of Falun Gong’s foreignbased sites portray a different image of the movement than would be
most familiar to practitioners in the PRC. Young Westerners are featured prominently in photos on many sites, and the movement frames
its message in terms of freedom of religion and human rights, concepts with greater resonance in the West than Falun Gong’s philosophical tenets. Many sites offer extensive news of PRC government
crackdowns on practitioners, including those who have died or been
tortured in captivity.46 Furthermore, foreign websites allow Falun
Gong to respond to PRC propaganda. For instance, to counter the
claim that Li has used the movement for personal enrichment, many
foreign-based websites state clearly and prominently that there is no
charge for instruction or practice and that materials can be downloaded free of charge.
Just as the PRC has sought to block Falun Gong’s Internet use within the country, so it also seeks to counter the effectiveness of the
movement’s overseas Internet presence. Over the past several years,
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Falun Gong sites from Ireland to Canada have been subject to hacker
attacks that have been traced back to the PRC. Some attacks have
sought to disable the sites, others to replace their normal content with
anti-Falun Gong messages.47 But PRC efforts to shutter the movement’s foreign-based websites should be considered an occasional and
temporary annoyance at worst. Falun Gong webmasters have responded defensively, setting up mirror servers around the world for their
most important sites and duplicating and distributing information
whenever possible.48 With no direct control over the Internet outside
of the country, PRC authorities have few real tools to limit the international flow of Falun Gong’s information.
Beyond the question of which side is winning the cyberwar lies the
more important question of what effect Falun Gong’s Internet use is
having on the relevant players in the game: the PRC government, the
PRC public, foreign governments, and the global public. What difference does the Internet make in this struggle? Much attention has been
heaped upon the supposed threat that an Internet-empowered Falun
Gong poses to the PRC government, but the seriousness of this challenge has undoubtedly been exaggerated. Initially, the Internet may
have significantly helped Falun Gong’s efforts to organize public
demonstrations such as the gathering of 10,000 people at
Zhongnanhai. Now, isolated protests continue, but effective surveillance and crackdowns on Internet use have rendered the medium substantially less useful as an organizational tool. Furthermore, Falun
Gong’s Internet use may have led the PRC government to repress the
movement more harshly than it otherwise would have done, putting it
in the category of something that must definitely be stamped out
rather than merely contained.49
Similarly, there has been some speculation about how the Internet
may have helped Falun Gong influence opinions of the PRC public,
especially the growing middle class where almost all of the PRC’s
Internet users can be found. But while Falun Gong has many middleclass members, the resonance of its message among middle-class
Internet users as a whole may be limited. The movement’s anti-technology, anti-materialist message (which practitioners somehow seem
to have reconciled with Internet use) directly contradicts the materialism that is such a defining characteristic of the PRC’s up-and-coming
technophiles. While admittedly inconclusive, both survey and anecdotal evidence suggests that there is minimal support for Falun Gong
among PRC Internet users who are not already practitioners.50
It appears, therefore, that Falun Gong’s use of the Internet has not
significantly impacted the PRC government or public in ways that are
beneficial to the movement. What about the effect of the movement’s
Internet use in the international sphere? One definite focus of Falun
Gong’s public relations efforts has been the United States and other
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foreign governments. The United States Senate and House of
Representatives have passed resolutions condemning PRC crackdowns
on the movement, and Falun Gong practitioners have testified before
Congress in hearings on human rights and trade with the PRC.51 The
group’s global Internet presence likely helped its story find a sympathetic ear in these legislative bodies. But Falun Gong’s plight (and the
issue of human rights in general) has certainly taken a backseat to
such concerns as trade and security when real decisions are made on
PRC policy in Washington.
The most successful use of the Internet in Falun Gong’s struggle
with the PRC government, therefore, appears to be in its impact on
Western public opinion. The movement has successfully portrayed its
efforts for survival in the PRC as an issue of human rights and freedom
of religion. At the global level, it has ensured that its interpretation of
events prevails over that of the PRC government. Western press coverage has been overwhelmingly supportive of Falun Gong and critical of
PRC authorities, and negative assessments of the movement outside of
the PRC are few and far between.52 Undoubtedly, the extensive information which practitioners have posted on their websites provides a
ready resource for sympathetic journalists with tight deadlines.53
CONCLUSION
The overview presented in this article should demonstrate that
studying Falun Gong’s use of the Internet is essential to understanding
the movement as a whole. Falun Gong has embraced the Internet in
three of its most important functions, and it has skillfully and effectively made use of the medium in a variety of ways. In the area of information distribution, the Internet has become an important vehicle for
disseminating Li’s teachings. To strengthen the integrity of a globallydispersed community, it has proven useful for organizing face-to-face
gatherings and for online experience sharing. In Falun Gong’s struggle for survival as a movement, the Internet has helped practitioners
bring pressure against the PRC government, especially at the international level.
But Falun Gong’s Internet use has not guaranteed success in any of
these tasks. In particular, reliance on the Internet has paved the way
for the emergence of a splinter sect and challenges to Li’s authority,
and the PRC government has effectively countered much of Falun
Gong’s Internet use within the country. Certainly, Falun Gong can use
the Internet as a tool to promote its own interests, but others can also
use the Internet against Falun Gong. In the end, success will be determined not by the technology itself but by the efforts of those that
employ it.
This point is an important one to keep in mind when evaluating
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Western attitudes toward Falun Gong. In general, governments and
media in the West have shown sympathy toward Falun Gong and have
been critical of the PRC’s efforts to repress it. But many of these same
journalists and government officials have accepted without reservation
the conventional wisdom that the Internet guarantees freedom in the
PRC if only given enough time.54 Newspaper articles on the movement
with headlines such as “The Web Is Mightier Than The State” presume
a certain inevitability to Falun Gong’s eventual triumph in the PRC.55
Statements by prominent politicians, such as Bill Clinton’s claim that
cracking down on the Internet in the PRC “is like trying to nail Jello
to the wall,” serve to reinforce the same ideas.56 Our analysis suggests
that these assumptions are mistaken, misleading, and even dangerous
for the movement’s future survival. For those who really want to support Falun Gong, as their public statements might suggest, it is not
only wrong but irresponsible to assume that the Internet alone will
solve the movement’s problems. Proactive steps are necessary for anyone who hopes that Falun Gong may one day practice as freely in the
People’s Republic of China as it does around the world and on the
Internet.
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