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Like many people in America, 
Michael felt a connection with 
Chinese culture. 

Meditation. Tea. Erhu music. All 
of it resonated. 

So much so, that the native of 
upstate New York took up Chinese, 
and did advanced college course-
work in Chinese history and lit-
erature. He even traveled to China 
upon graduation. 

But it was only after studying 
Falun Gong that the Ivy League 
grad felt he could “really appreci-
ate” Chinese culture.

“I started to know the culture on 
a completely different level,” he 
says. 

“Falun Gong allowed me to see 
that there’s this profound spiritual 
dimension to the culture, be it in 
the concept of ‘virtue’ (德), how 
a landscape painting is done, or 
how you fold your hands when 
you meditate. And it was impact-

ing my life in tangible ways, like 
when people started noting how 
calm I now was.”

Many Chinese people were 
struck at how much he had con-
nected with their culture and its 
deeper facets.

“It opened up all sorts of doors 
and conversations,” he shares.

Lance, a project manager from 
Colorado, found that Falun Gong 
“ennobled” Chinese culture for 
him. For most of his life, Chinese 
culture somewhat kitch.

That changed with Falun Gong.

“I realized that Chinese culture 
isn’t just pagodas, Buddha statues, 
and chopsticks,” he recalls. 

“It’s much more of a profound 
weaving together of philosophies, 
decorum, and ways of treating 
each other.”

Living Falun Gong benefited 
Lance in at least one very unex-
pected way.

His in-laws, who are Taiwanese, 
originally were opposed to his 
marrying their daughter. Lance 
was “too American” they were 
convinced.

All of that changed, however, 
when the parents saw a photo of 
him doing Falun Gong’s medita-
tion. They immediately respected 
him.

“Their attitude completely 
changed, just like that,” Lance 
remembers.

Six months later, they were hap-
pily married.

Confucius is everywhere these 
days. 

Masses of dancers dressed as the 
sage paraded about at the opening 
ceremony of the Beijing Olympics 
in a show of unison.

His statue was erected on 
Tiananmen Square last year, 
opposite a major government 
building.

Institutes bearing his name, 
funded by the Chinese state, are 
popping up at colleges around the 
world.

It would seem to be good times 
for the philosopher-turned-
cultural-ambassador. He has 
seemingly found the political 
audience he longed for, yet never 
won, in his own times.

But peek under the hood, and 
something’s awry. Things are 
missing. Vast swathes of Confu-
cius’s philosophy are absent. His 
voice, altered.

Gone are exhortations to a life 

of simplicity and frugality, of 
delighting in the ritualized work-
ings of hierarchical relationships, 
of reverence for “heaven.”

Gone too are criticisms of 
oppressive rule. It was Confucius, 
after all, who declared to his 
disciples, “Tyranny is worse than a 
man-eating tiger.”

Call it Confucius Lite. 
The sage is at once everywhere, 

but nowhere.
Communist ideologues have 

selectively exorcised the prickly 
parts of Confucian doctrine in 
favor of an avuncular parody that 
has something for everyone, while 
threatening no one. 

The change is more than just an 
update, however. It is an appro-
priation for political purposes.

It also bespeaks of a larger, more 
unsettling question: can tradi-
tional Chinese culture cohabit 
with a China ruled by the Com-
munist Party? Or more specifically, 
will the Party allow it?

 In seeking an answer, there’s 
one thing to keep in mind: China’s 
ruling party isn’t very Chinese.

And it knows it.
China’s communist ideology 

was forged in Soviet Russia, and 
born out of the crucible of Marxist-
Leninist thought—in Europe. In 
the early 20th century, its atheist 
doctrines and violent inclinations 
were imported to, and imposed 
upon, the age-old civilization of 

China.
It was a terrible match.
Values that had prevailed for 

centuries such as propriety, har-
mony, kindness, and respect for 
elders were turned on their heads. 
“Struggle” became the new lingua 
franca, and violence its hallmark.

Under Mao, assaults on the 
culture were startlingly overt. 
Citizens were exhorted to “smash 
the old world” of traditional China. 
Buddhist temples were bulldozed, 
statues of Confucius attacked 
with sledgehammers. Classical 
novels were burned in orgies of 
“revolutionary” zeal.

While the hammers aren’t 
seen anymore nowadays, the 
discomfort with Chinese culture is 
still there.

Much of what today’s rulers 
espouse is diametrically opposed 
to the values, beliefs, and ideals of 
millenia of Chinese culture.

Tellingly, when authentic 
expressions of Chinese culture 
do emerge of their own accord, 

not mediated or managed by the 
Party, how does it feel? 

Threatened. 
Witness the Party’s bizarre 

efforts to stifle the classical 
Chinese dance company, Shen Yun 
Performing Arts. The company 
tries to revive classical Chinese 
culture, while the Party tries to 
pressure theaters around the globe 
into canceling its shows.

Or consider the contrast with 
Taiwan—a country with Chinese 
cultural heritage that is not ruled 
by the Communist Party. 
There, Shen Yun meets with 
no such suppression and 
has instead received official 
accolades.

All of this sheds a new 
light, then, on the Party’s 
adversity to Falun Gong.

In Falun Gong, Party rulers 
saw their inverse: a body of 
ideas and practices forged 
in Chinese antiquity, yet 
resonant with hearts 
and minds today. 

It was everything Party doctrine 
was not.

Falun Gong’s teachings on truth-
fulness, compassion, and tolerance 
bettered Chinese society, inspiring 
acts of altruism, kindness, and 
humanity. 

Party doctrine and its ideology 
of “struggle,” on the other hand, 
spurred corruption, intolerance, 
and acts of horrible violence.

Confucius would not be pleased.

Comrade Confucius?

A Deeper Connection

While the 
Party rushes to 
exploit Chinese 
culture, the fact 
remains: it ain’t 
very Chinese 

For many in the West, Falun Gong is serving as a 
window into a bygone culture

An American student of Falun Gong performs the practice’s meditation, 
tapping into a many centuries old Chinese tradition.
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“I realized that 
Chinese culture 
isn’t just pagodas, 
Buddha statues, 
and chopsticks.”

Confucius 
would not 
be pleased.


