Falun Gong Members Meet With Foreign Journalists 

By ERIK ECKHOLM 

BEIJING -- Members of the outlawed Falun Gong spiritual movement held a daring, clandestine meeting with a handful of foreign journalists Thursday to appeal for international pressure to halt the Government's relentless crackdown. 

Risking serious criminal charges for speaking out at an illegal meeting, Falun Gong members described a worsening pattern of harassment, arrests and even physical abuse since their movement was banned in July. They called for condemnation by the United Nations and human rights groups but they also insisted, against all evidence, that if national leaders only knew the facts, they would see the movement as wholesome and unthreatening. 

"What we want is not much -- we just want a peaceful place to practice," said Jiang Chaohui, a devotee who recently had to resign his assistant manager's job in a joint venture in the southern province of Fujian. He came to Beijing last week, he said, "to report the truth to the highest authorities." 

But like thousands of other practitioners who have converged on Beijing in recent days, dodging the police, Jiang, 35, has discovered that the right to petition the authorities for justice means little because the Government has decided that it must destroy the movement. 

The seven foreign reporters attending the meeting were spirited by a succession of cars to a suburban location. In a country where information is usually tightly controlled, the ability of the group to organize such an audacious meeting itself suggested why Communist leaders feel threatened. 

Falun Gong, which melds elements of Buddhism and Taoism with traditional qigong exercises that are said to harness cosmic forces in the body, has been wildly popular since its founding in 1992, especially among middle-aged and older people who believe that it enhances health. The writings of its leader, Li Hongzhi, who now lives in New York, advocate clean living and suggest that committed practitioners can even attain supernatural powers. 

But China's top leaders, who were shocked in April when thousands of Falun Gong members converged without warning at the Communist Party leadership's compound in Beijing to demand official recognition, portray the group as a threat to party rule and social stability. And Li, the leader, is said to harbor covert political goals and to exploit the gullible to enrich himself. 

Some 30 believers at Thursday's clandestine meeting vehemently rejected such characterizations. They included two policemen, both Communist Party members, from the northeastern province of Liaoning who said they had been forced by their superiors to choose between their careers and Falun Gong. 

"Our Master Li taught us the universal law unselfishly," said one of them, Wang Zhiguo, 37.  "So on Oct. 15 I took off my police uniform and came to Beijing," he said, adding that he hopes to convince national leaders that Falun Gong is no threat. 

After the group was declared illegal on July 22, a few dozen leaders were arrested while thousands more who refused to repudiate the philosophy have been temporarily detained and sometimes have lost their jobs. 

At Thursday's meeting, 11-year-old Qu Yuyan said he had not been allowed to attend his school, in the northeastern province of Heilongjiang, because he practiced Falun Gong. 

In the official news media this week, Falun Gong was labeled a "cult," perhaps setting the stage for harsher measures since cults are illegal. And with the announcement that many of the arrested Falun Gong leaders had obtained and distributed top-secret documents concerning the campaign against the movement, it is considered certain that show trials and long sentences for perhaps dozens of leaders are soon to come. 

"No responsible government will allow a cult to harm people's lives and security, destroy public order or social stability," a Foreign Ministry spokeswoman, Zhang Qiyue, said Thursday. The state press has compared the group to cults like Aum Shinrikyo in Japan, whose adherents released nerve gas in the Tokyo subway system in 1995, and the Branch Davidians who died fiery deaths in the United States. 

A second policeman at Thursday's covert meeting with journalists, Shi Jingsheng, 35, said, "The Government decided we are a cult because they have listened to false reports." 

Those who practice Falun Gong, he said, "cultivate themselves to be truly kind." When his bosses forced him to criticize Falun Gong, he said, "I couldn't bear it," so he left for Beijing. "I told my leader that I still wanted to be a good policeman and a good citizen," he said. "This is not contradictory: Falung Gong asks us to be better policemen and better party members." 

Thursday, for the fourth straight day, some of the many believers who have gathered in Beijing walked onto Tiananmen Square or around the adjacent Great Hall of the People as a form of silent witness, or protest. Dozens were seen being away led by the police to buses, which took them to detention centers or sometimes back to their home provinces. 

One speaker at Thursday's clandestine meeting, a 31-year-old hairdresser named Ding Yan from Shijiazhuang in nearby Hebei province, said she and others were badly mistreated after they were arrested on Tiananmen Square on Oct. 17. She said that her arms were twisted into painful positions before being handcuffed, and that she had been beaten in the face. 

Ms. Ding also described the long hunger strikes of another woman. Other speakers asserted that several members had died in custody in different locations. The authorities have acknowledged only that one woman killed herself by jumping off a train. 

The 30 adherents attending Thursday's meeting concluded it by demonstrating the key exercises that are said to keep the Falun -- an inner cosmic wheel -- spinning, drawing good forces into the body and expelling bad ones. 

At the very end, they chanted in unison one of Li's poems, "To Be a Person," which includes lines like, "Have serene assurance in yourself and don't strive for fame," and "To be free of lust, keep a pure heart and quell your desires." 

