From Heaven to Earth: A Historical and Cultural View of Qigong in Contemporary China
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The beginning of 2020 shocked the planet with the COVID-19 pandemic. China, the country where the deadly virus was first reported, was struck heavily. When Chinese people were fighting against this pandemic, something called baduanjin came to people’s attention. It’s reported that, together with many Western and Chinese medicines, baduanjin, became one of the alternative therapies studied for COVID-19. According to some medical experts, it can “strengthen patients’ body, enhance their immune system, and be helpful in adjusting their mental states as well” (Wu & Su, 2020). The exercise’s curative effects were even recognized by Chinese government. In a guidance document for COVID-19 patients issued by the National Health Commission of PRC, baduanjin was recommended as a “traditional health cure” to patients. 	Comment by Nicole Ruskell: This needs a citation.
People who are familiar with Chinese culture would know that baduanjin is not a medicine at all, but a sect of qigong, a survivor of a gigantic qigong renaissance movement that started infrom the late 1970s and ended in the late 1990s. When it came back into the spotlight during the pandemic, the medical function it has alleged, its relation to the government’s will, and its nature as “science”, all appeared to be an echo of theat faded qigong movement. Different from what it has been in the past, this time, baduanjin whas been deprived of its enchanting power that was generally widely and greatly enjoyed by a varietysects of qigongg. sects. According to the official definition as a “health qigong”, or pure bodily exercise, it no longer bears any relation to religiosity or mysticism. 
As a massive and religious movement, the qigong movement ever created a marvelous scenery in on the land of China in a very short time, and then rapidly faded out of people’s visionsight rapidly. Generally speaking, the development of qigong in contemporary China has been a process from the heaven to the earth, or, using Max Weber’s terms, a process from enchantment to disenchantment. It would be very interesting to investigate this dramatic transformation of qigong and its relation to those political, economic, and cultural changes that happened in contemporary China. In this paper, I wi’ll examine the short history of the qigong movement and illustrate how and why, asbeing a representative of new religious movements (NRMs) in contemporary China, qigong rose and fell along with the profound and intricate political, economic, and cultural changes since China’s “Reform and Opening-up”. FristFirst, I will trace the historical origin of qigong, and define its religiosity based on a discussion of the connotations of qi in ancient China. Then, I wi’ll providgive a both an historical and cultural understanding of how and why qigong rose and to becoame what was referred to as aa “fever” in the 1980s-1990s. The third part will concentrate on its decline and the various reasons behind it. Lastly, I’ll conclude this paper with a few short remarks. 
I. “Qi” and “Qigong”: Some Historical and Cultural Backgrounds
Terminologically, qigong is, in David A. Palmer’s words, a rather “modern catch-all term” for traditional Chinese breathing, meditation, and gymnastic exercises, signifying “an infinitely extensible mixture of traditional self-cultivation, physics, diet, Daoist immortals, morality, sports, UFOlogy, nationalism, military science, Buddhism, master–disciple relations, corporate management, apocalypticism, sexual cultivation, neo-Marxism, martial arts, mass trances and quiet sitting, tooth grinding and saliva swallowing, and so on. ” (Palmer, 2010 185)
Nevertheless, the first appearance of the term qigong in Chinese literature can be traced to Xu Xun (239-374), a Taoist Master (tian-shi) and the Founder of Jing-Ming School (Jingming zong), one of the main schools of the Taoist religion. However,But it’s it wasn’tnot formally applied to the exercises and the new religion that we are talking about today until the 1950s, when Liu Guizhen, a qigong master in Tangshan, Hebei Province, began to popularize among people a set of exercises and theories based on qi with the purpose of promoting people’s health. He, and then published a book entitled as “The Practice of Qigong Healing” (Qigong liaofa shijian), which in turn made the name qigong quickly and widely known in throughout China. (Zhang, 2018; Lu, 2005 174; Karchmer, 2002 312)
Though Chinese people’s acquaintance with this termits name is fairly recentshort, the practice of qi can be dated back as early as 4,000 years ago. According to some researchers, as early as the legendary periodage of the sages Yao and Yu, there appeared to be qigong-like practice among the primitive Chinese. In Spring and Autumn seasonsPeriod (approximately from between 771 to 476 BC), there wasere written historical medical or historical literatures documenting a qigong-like “dance” or “Direct and Guidance (of Qi)” (Daoyin) in healing practice. ( LÜ, 2006) Though we don’t know it for sure how much similar of the original practice of qi was to today’s qigong, we do know that those primitive practices, mingling combining with various forms of medical, exerciseing and religious practices, have been passed down and been recorded from generation to generation, and then provided outpouringthus providing inspirations to contemporary qigong.
[bookmark: _Hlk39255528]The term “qigong”,” literally means the exercise or cultivation of qi. In Chinese language, “qi” means air, breath, vapor, or “vital energy”, whilst “gong” means exercise, power or achievement. These notions of qi, especially that of “vital energy”, have been generally adopted by international scholars trying to providgive an etymological explanation of the term (for example, Ownby, 2003 233; Karchmer, 2002 311; Kipnis, 2001 36; Li Junpeng 2014 183;. Lu Yunfeng 2005 174; Li & Fu, 2015 535, etc.). But as Eric Karchmer has rightly pointed out, “in all the classic discussions of qi that predate this century, the energetic notion of qi is radically different than the concept of energy as taught in the modern sciences.”(Karchmer, 2002 313) We need not equate physical energy with qi, ; otherwise we’ll be losing the religious and spiritual significance of qigong. Philosophically speaking, qi is neither material nor spiritual alone. It seems does not fall under any Wwestern scientific or philosophical categories, and contains both material and spiritual connotations. Then, what is qi and w? Why is there a the practice of qi atfter all? As to these questions, I will’d rather provide some historical and philosophical understandings concerning them.
In ancient Chinese cosmologies, qi has been seen as the principle of the whole universe, or, so to speak, the principle of making and sustaining the universe. As early as Pre Qin-Period (time before Qin Dynasty), this idea has been firmly held by many thinkers and can be found in various texts of that time. For example, in Laozi’s Dao De Jing (Tao Te Ching, or The Book of the Way), which is one of the most original and prominent texts of ancient Chinese philosophy andthat has providedlaid down the theoretical foundation for Taoism, it says: “The Dao produced One; One produced Two; Two produced Three; Three produced All things. And All things…are harmonized by the Breath (qi) of Vacancy.” (Dao De Jing, C 42) This cosmological and metaphysical connotation of qi has been adopted and adapted by various schools of following thought schools ofin Chinese philosophy, whether they are Taoist or Confucian. For many ancient Chinese thinkers (e.g., for Zhangzai, a prominent Confucian philosopher in Song Dynasty for example), there is nothing that is not qi, for everything is composed of qi and therefore is essentially qi. In other words, qi is the ultimate being and reality of the whole universe including human life. 
This has given qi a very great significance of qi to human life. For many Chinese thinkers, the principle of life is nothing but qi. As Zhuangzi, the second Taoist sage has claimed that, “all under the sky there is one breath (qi) of life”, and that “LThe life is due to the collecting of the breath (qi). When that is collected, there is life; when it is dispersed, there is death.” (Zhi Bei You, C. 1) In the light of this understanding, qi has been seen as a vital force circulating in the human body and thusen being crucial for human’s well-being. Obviously, this typical characterization of qi was determinative for all practices related to qi, such as traditional Chinese medicine, bodily healing and exercising, religious practices and qigong as well.
It should be well notattended that, as a unified explanatory factor of being, qi’s work on human beings is both physically and mentally, which means in turn that for ancient Chinese, qi could have had a very strong spiritual and ethical sense;, that is, it has been the key to the fullest perfection of one’s life, or, in Wwestern philosophical term, eudaimonia. For a Taoist, if the ultimate goal of life wasere said to be longevity and returning to the Great Dao (da dao), then it must be related to the cultivation and preservation of qi that can give a person tranquility and then integrate him into the bodywhole body of the universe. Therefore, a role model of the human being for Taoism should have been a “xian” (the immortal) who can manipulate qi well.[footnoteRef:1] A similar stance is reflectedhas also shown in Confucian philosophy, but with a much stronger moral implications. For example, Mencius ever famously stated that the way of achieving one’s moral perfection, or the say, of or becoming a noble man (junzi), which is the role model for Confucians, lies in “nourishing one’s vast, flowing qi”. (Gong Sun Chou I C.2) This moral implication of qi has even been represented in many Chinese idioms and phrases that related to moral evaluation, for example, “zheng qi” (literally upright Qi) for describing a man of justice, whistlewhilst “xie qi” (literally un-upright Qi) for a man of vices.  [1:  For example, in Zhuangzi, it says: “Blowing and breathing with open mouth; inhaling and exhaling the breath; expelling the old breath and taking in new; passing their time like the (dormant) bear, and stretching and twisting (the neck) like a bird--all this simply shows the desire for longevity. This is what the scholars who manipulate their breath, and the men who nourish the body and wish to live as long as Peng Zu are fond of.” (Ke Yi, C.1)] 

Generally, it seems that in traditional Chinese philosophy, qi is not only deemed as the vital principle for human existence, a driving force for human actions, but also as a determinative factor for human nature, morality and happiness. It’s in this philosophical light of qi that traditional Chinese religions, Chinese medicine and other forms of health exercises that centered on qi have developed a mature and time-honored theoretical system with a in the long history. While qigong, from this angle, is nothing but a contemporary, and new form of embodiment of this concept.
More importantly, from its metaphysical and ethical connotations, qi has inevitably derived a mystic and transcendent characteristic. It i’s commonly agreed by ancient scholars that as the principle of the universe and human life, though prevailing in and nourishing everything in the universe, this qi can neithernot be grasped norand spoken of, as it were. Roughly speaking, it i’s shapeless and immaterial, and therefore transcends the domain of human knowledge. Because of this characterization, qi has incited, aslike Rudolf Otto would say, a “numinous” power for thein ancient Chinese and has thus then been incorporated into various religions, among which Taoist religion is a typical case.
SUndoubtedly, since the Taoist religion emerged in the late East Han dynasty (about 1,800 years ago), its scholars and “theologians” had tended to identify qi with Dao, since there are so many agreements between the notions of these two concepts. Just as Dao has claimed to be the “mother” or “ancestor” of everything in Laozi, qi is thus believed asto be the impersonal creator of everything by religious Taoists. It has even been believed to beas the origin of the Three Purities (san qing, 三清), the trinity of the three highest Gods in the Taoist pantheon. This conceptualization of qi has thus given it a solid religiosity. What i’s more, this religiosity of qi is not only represented in Taoist belief, but also in its practice. For example, to cultivate one’s qi for longevity and happiness, various Taoist schools have developed various methods of Lian Dan, namely, making pills of immortality, which can be generally classifiesorted as the Outer Alchemy (wai dan) and the Inner Alchemy (nei dan). The so-called outer alchemy is to collect specific materials, such as cinnabar, realgar, and minerals generally involving mercury, sulfur, lead, and arsenic, etc., to make pills for taking. But what could interests us more is the so-called inner alchemy, which metaphorizes the human body as the Dan stove (dan lu) and qi, along with Jing (or life essence) and Shen (or spirit) as the chemical elements that can be formed together into Dan. In this practice, a practitioners uses techniques such as meditation, visualization, breathing and bodily posture exercises, to preserve histheir life essence and improve the qi flowing in theirhis body. This “nei dan”, or the inner alchemy, has been regarded by historians ofn qigong as a main source of today’s qigong. (Chen, 2003 8; LÜ, 2006) 
If we have realized the religious connotation of qi and the highly involvementgreat importance of qi in traditional Chinese religions, then it i’s plausible to think that, as a contemporary embodiment of this mystic and transcendent qi, qigong, like its historical antecedents, could have been religious. 
As scholars have often pointed out, contemporary qigong is a combination of various historical sources, including Taoism, Buddhism, Confucianism, some sectarian folk religions, mystical spiritual practices, traditional Chinese medicine, and even martial arts. The diversity and complexity of its source have suggested a double nature of qigong. On the one side, we could say, it is a form of healing or bodily exercise, since its primary goalmain performance is to attain health through meditation, breath control and bodily movement. And this is what both the Chinese authoritiesy and qigong practitioners themselves wanted to label it, though with different intentions. (Chau, 2010 23) But on the other side, we cannot dispel its religiosity for good reasons. 
The reasons for claiming qigong’s as a form of religiosity could be different and various, among which its the belief in qi is a first and foremost one. As most scholars would agree (al, though it’s hard to define what religion is), it’s safe to say that religion typically consists usually in of a fundamental belief in ultimate and supernatural beings, or spiritual beings, whether this ultimate being is personal or impersonal, transcendental or immanent. For it i’s this sort of belief whichthat has distinguished religion from all the other ideological systems, cultural phenomena and social entities and then formed all the essential features we could find in a religion. If this is true, then we can by no means exclude religiosity from qigong, since its core believe, as we just said above, lies in qi, which is very mystic and religious. Essentially, qigong is a practice that is based on the mystic qi and aimsing at a connection and unity of between one’s body, self and the universe, which have been found being a goal in various religious traditions, such as Taoism, Buddhism, Hinduism, etc. Qigong, therefore, parallels in this sense many religions, especially those Eeastern ones. Then, if we have alleged the latter as religions, why should we deny the former’s religiosity?

Here I’d like to point out another factor implied in the contemporary view of qi that has contributeds greatly to Qigong’s religiosity but remains insufficiently unexamined sufficiently by most scholars. If we look at the qigong movement in cContemporary China, we could find an apparently new understanding of qi that has been absent in its historical antecedents;, that is, qi’s transmissibility from person to person. As people have observed, in many qigong groups, the qi one practitioner cultivatesting through exercises is generally believed to be something that can be transferred from one person to another and then confer a certain identity to him among his group. Generally, it’ is thought that qi can be given or taken away by a master to or from a disciple. Additionally, ind It i’s thought that the more you have qi, or the more skillfully you manipulate qi, the more privilege, superiority and authority you wi’ll have over other persons in a certain qigong group. For example, the master is generally thought of as possessing the most amount of qi and thus having the highest authority over his group. And when a disciple has attained at a certain level and been considered as having enough qi, then he can then become a new master and organize a new group in which he would be deemed as the center. (Cf. Palmer, 2008 76-9) 
It i’s interesting that all these traits of qi can be also found in Mana, the spiritual life force energy or healing power that permeates the universe, an idea foundthat being dominant in Melanesians and Polynesians’ religions. The understanding of qi as a power that can be transferred between the nature and human beings, as we said above, is certainly traditional, but the notion that qi is also transmissible between persons is fa fairly new one. Apparently, tThis new understanding of qi had never got any influence from the Melanesians and Polynesian view of Mana, but arguably derived from Chinese Wuxia xiaoshuo (martial art novels), which were faddisha fever of which also came up at the same time when as qigong ‘fever’ swept upthrough mainland China.[footnoteRef:2] Whereatever controversy there could be over where this notion of qi came from, it has been widely adopted by its practitioners and shaped qigong to be more religious.  [2:  When analyzing the development of qigong fever, Nancy Chen has sharply noticed the relationship between qigong fever and Wuxia (sci-fi) fever happening at the same time. But unfortunately, she has missed the conceptual connections between qigong and Wuxia, though she did admit how Wuxia fever had a notable influence on qigong craze in the 1980s. (Cf. Chen, 2003 9 & 59)  ] 

Besides its a core belief in qi is quite  a religious one, many others factors of qigong, such as its practices paralleling other religion’s (for example, meditation), personality-cult, notable “dynamics of Charisma” [footnoteRef:3]and so on, have also evidently strengthened its religiosity.[footnoteRef:4] But a detailed and full discussion of qigong’s religiosity is by no means the focus of this article. What we’re doing here is for nothing but to ensure that qigong, as a new thing happened in contemporary China, has been qualified to be a religion or an NRM. At this point, it may be justified to say that the qigong movement we are going to discuss below is “the largest expression of urban religiosity” in China during the last 20 years of 20th century (Chau, 2010 23).  [3:  As to this point, David A. Palmer has contributed a valuable study which apprehends “the dynamics of charisma” of qigong at three levels: as the embodied experience of individuals; as the emotional connection between masters and followers; and as a collective movement within a macro-social context. See Palmer, 2008, pp. 69-89.     ]  [4:  It’s very clear that qigong, as many scholars have argued (based on a Western view of religion), can be seen as a religion, and the movement of it as an NRM. (Cf. Kipnis, 2001 32-40; Ownby, 2003 223-4; Li, 2014 183) But it’s important to note that, based on a common Chinese view of “religion” which is quite narrow compared with the concept of religion in the West, qigong could have been excluded from what have usually been called “religions”. (Cf. Goossaert, 2005 13-20) ] 

II. The Rise and ExplosionBoom  of Qigong from 1970s to early 1990s
On February 17, 1988, a man named Zhang Jialing suddenly became the focus of Chinese people’s talkingpublic discourse. Just one day before, on the stage of the 1988 CCTV Spring Festival program, the most widely watched TV program in China, Zhang demonstrated before a billion-person of audience what the incredible things he could do. Clothing Wearing a yellow qigong costume, waving his hands to the audience with a confident smile on the his face, he stood on two balloons and kept them intact. This show was called qinggong, which literally means the art of being light or of dodging, alleging itself as a sort of qigong that could make a person overcome the gravity from the earth. Zhang’s shocking performance was definitely not the first time qigong came to the public attention;, before that, there had been countless reports and rumors of qigong spreading in China since the late 1970s. Zhang’s great success was not but anjust a verification of those reports and rumors, and the a very best example of what qigong had achieved in China in 1980s. 
[bookmark: _Hlk40808046]As we’ve notesaid above, qigong was not a completely new phenomenon in China, since there were many similar practices which had been widely adopted in Taoism, Buddhism, Confucianism, folk religions, sectarian movements, and Chinese medicine before 1949. But it was not untill the late 1940s and the early 1950s that it emerged rose  as a single category, seized public attention and went spread to a much wider society at large. Most historical studies on qigong have agreed that it was Liu Guizhen who brought qigong to the public vision eye and categorized it as an independent healing practice. In 1948, Liu suffered a severe ill of gastric ulcer and returnedwent back to his hometown, Tanshan, in Heibei province. From Liu Duzhou, a local master of neiyang gong (the art of internal nourishing), he learned to heal his body by cultivating qi. He got was cured miraculously quickly soon, and then began started to promote this cure in the clinic he was in. In 1954 and 1956, with the support of high officials, Mr. Liu successively eestablished two “Qigong Sanatoriums” which served government officials and party leaders in his hometown Tangshan and Beidaihe. TAnd then, in 1957 and 1959, he published two books which to introduced to Chinese society to his experience of “qigong”, a new term picked carefully chosen from some ancient literature to conceptualize all the practices similar to his neiyang gong, and then attained official acknowledgment. For his “great contribution to people’s health”, he wasgot officially praised and received an award from the National Ministry of Health in 1955. At the same time, inspired by Mr. Liu’s unexpected success, Sshanghai started to established its own qigong sanatorium in 1957 and then similarlyalso received an award from the National Ministry of Health. Since then, qigong started to riserose from the ashes of the overits 4,000- year-s old history and gained a new wave of popularity. (Cf. Palmer, 2003, 82-3; LÜ, 2006)
It has been proved again and again that in its comparativelyfairly short history, qigong was never freegot rid of the influence ofrom the political powers. When it hadn’tBefore it had been promoted atto a national level yet, qigong’s development was suddenly forced to aborted in 1966, the year that the Great Cultural Revolution beganstarted. During thise fanatical ideological movement, which that aimeding to smash all “the Four Olds” (sijiu, namely old thoughts, old cultures, old customs and old habits) and establish a new culture for “the proletariat”, qigong, because of its connection with Chinese tradition, especially with earlierthose past religions, was stigmatized as one of the so-called “survivorsals of feudalism” and then swept out of the public areas, together with other religions and superstitions. But the new cultural “revolution” failed to stop people from practicing qigong privately and secretly, though its political tentacles had extended to every corner of China. 
AJust as an old Chinese proverbidiom says, a thing turns into its opposite if pushed too far. As soon as the extreme Leftistm atmosphere being was dispelled in 1978, when Deng Xiaoping came to power and announced China’s “Reform and Opening-up”, qigong, as like many other things banned duringin the previous decade10 years, unsurprisingly came backreturned to public life unsurprisingly. In 1979, under the light of the rehabilitation movement pushed forward by Deng, qigong took off its hat of beingshed its label of “survivoral of feudalism” and was officially re-recognized officially as a sort of “mass health activity”. When a lot of political authorities who had ever supported qigong in the past got back returned to power, they focused on waysand started racking their brains for resorts that could  to restore Chinathis big country as soonquickly as possible. It was in this context that, qigong came to their mind again. Being seen as a convenient and cheap method to attain health, qigong was quite interesting toed those political figures. In 1979, a group of qigong masters showed up in Beijing, the very political heart of China, and demonstrated its medical and even magical effects to in face of leaders from the central government. In 1980, the past qigong sanatorium in Tangshan was reopened and started  began to recruit trainees. A year later, the Association for Scientific Researches of Chinese Medical Qigong (zhongguo zhongyi qigong kexue yanjiuhui) was founded in Baoding, Hebei. (Cf. Zhang, 2006) An unstoppable boom of qigong boom had begaun.
When recalling the history of the great “Reform and Opening-up” that aroused a comprehensive and complicated change in political, economic and cultural life of Chinese peoplein China, Chinese scholars like to apply “spring” as a metaphor to it. It was indeed a spring for all the Chinese people and traditions and stuffs that had suffered a lot induring the “unprecedented” “ ten-year-long calamity”. So it was for qigong. With the whole-hearted supports from the governments at all levels, scientists, medical experts, and mass medias, qigong created a real fever in this old country and charmed Chinese people in the years following years. Countless qigong sects emerged like bamboo shoots after a spring rain, among which Zhong Gong (or Zhonghua Yizhi Yangsheng Gong), Xiang Gong, Ziran Gong, and Falun Gong were the most notable cases. MVast masters of qigong came to the stage and occupiedtook over the headlines of all medias overnight. The so-called “Four Greatest Masters of Qigong”, namely Zhang Hongbao (founder of Zhong Gong), Yanxin (founder of Changshou Gong), Zhang Xiangyu (founder of Ziran Gong), Tian Ruisheng (founder of Xiang Gong), were not only well-known by ordinary people, but were also fêted asbecame guests of honor in government officials’ houses. These sects and masters pushed qigong to become a nationwide movement. It is’s estimated roughly that, by the late 1980s, the number of Qigong practitioners had risen up to 60-200 million. (Cf. Karchmer 2002 312; Ownby, 2003 234; Li, 2014 181-2) This number might have been shrunk, but never been exaggerated. 
Thise fever of qigong fever created a remarkable scenesry  throughout the country. If someone were to travel back to that time, she they would probabdefinitely be amazed and even bored by that scenery. When walking out of one’s home, she would find withit would be no surprise to see manya lot of people, aged who are from over 70 to years old to only 5 years old;, males andor females;, working class;, officials or even intellectuals, gathereding in gardens, squares, playgrounds, sidewaysalleyways, streets, or any other public space you could have imagined, doing some danceing-like, slow-motion movements, or sitting on the ground and meditating, or even lying on the ground like a fish out of water. Those people wcould keep as silent as a stone, or make strange but rhythmical sounds from their mouth. Their faces and gestures might look stiff, peaceful, or rather wired, but generally, they looked mystic. They might have worn a specific uniform what they  called as  “Liangong fu” (a fairly loose costume for martial art and qigong exercise), or sometimes just as you would see,they would hold a pot or pan aloft on top of their head, which they claimed to be helpful for receiving “the message from the deep universe”. Wherever she walks, she could hear gGossip could be heards that talking everywhere about a certain qigong sect or mighty master. When sheUpon enterings into a book store, she one wwoould find that many of the books, CDs, and video tapes are boreentitled with some a qigong sect’s name, which are unsurprisingly on the best-selling list. When she enters into aIn the stadiums, auditoriums or hotels, she would encounter a large groups of people who attendedare attending a so-called “power-inducing scientific lectures” (daigong kexue baogaohui), seeing a master speaking and directing on th on the stage, while the audience was crying, screaming, laughing and shouting following the master’s baton, just like having beenas if they were charmed and or possessed. Even when she goes back to home and turns onthe TV, or radio and , or picks up a newspaper, she would find what they ares were talking about is just the same thing—Qigong.[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  During his fieldwork on Qigong in Sichuan in 1993, David A. Palmer experienced and recorded a typical scenario of this sort of fever. (Cf. Palmer, 2008, 71-2; 2010 183-5) ] 

This is nothing but a common scenario that every Chinese person at that time would have unavoidably witnessed. By the late 1980s, qigong had become the biggest cultural phenomenon in Chinese society, penetrating every area, every class and every corner of China. It swept across the country at a sosuch an unexpected speed that even many years later, Zhang Tiange, a co-founder of “Beidaihe Qigong Sanatorium” and a majorin figure of the sponsors of the qigong movement, still feltels uneasy about it. When reflecting on that history, he acknowledgeds that “its trend of development was developing too fast to be heold at that time…then this caused an extremely chaotic situation afterwards, and finally brought hinderanceshindrances and even catastrophe to the cause of qigong” (Zhang, 2006).
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OThen, one may wonder, how could this be? Or more specifically, how could qigong, being an NRM, rise up to its prime in the era of “Reform and Opening-up”? The explanatory factors for this may be various, and as complicated as the components that consisted of qigong itself. Generally, we can categorize these factors or driving forceses as the external and the internal ones, as many researchers have done. But whether external or internal, any factor that had contributed to qigong fever was a piece of the a bigger picture of a drastically changing era, and therefore must be understood and defined in concrete historical, social and cultural circumstances that have existeding in China since the “Reform and Opening-up”. In general, qigong fever is nothing but a product of its time. Here, rather than giving a comprehensive explanation, I’m concentrating more on how qigong fever in question was fertilized by the concrete historical, social and cultural changes in China.
One of the greatest reasons for the boom of qigong might have been some urgent need in for Chinese people in 1980s. But this need iswas not necessarily a need for religion or spiritual life, as some scholars would say, for religion or spiritual life. The claim that this qigong fever should was due to Chinese people’s extreme thirst for religion or spiritual life which had been deprived in the Great Cultural Revolution[footnoteRef:6] is questionable. For this claim has presupposed religion as a rigidly demanded necessity for Chinese people. But this has missed the point, though seemingly to be plausible. First, thoughFirst, despite becoming a n indeed religious movement in the late 1980s, qigong never explicitly claimed itself to be a religion,religion; instead, it always kept trying to avoid a recognition of itself beingas a religion and disguised itself in the form of “health and healing exercise”. Take Falun Gong, for example, even after it turned to be a wellwas widely acknowledged as a new religion, it kept saying it’s “not a religion”. (Cf. Kipnis, 2001 38; Li, 2014 184) Thus, when people started to exert themselves with to qigong exercising, a need for religion or spiritual life was hardly a driving force to that. Second, though religion has constituted a big part of Chinese history and culture, Chinese society itself, being profoundly shaped by Confucianism and then Marxism, was highly secularized, and thus focused more on secular life than a spiritual one. In the long history of China, religion had never been an indispensable and first need of general Chinese people. Even when they did practice religion, the motive or goals in them  was often secular and pragmatic:, generally wealth, health, power, marriage and offspring. Indeed, for many Chinese, religion is just a wishful way to achieve those secular goals rather than salvation. Even for one who is an atheist, it would be a natural thing to go to a Buddhist or Taoist temple, burning incense and praying for his or his family’s well-beingwell being. This kind of spirit could have been rooted in the notion of Chinese term “zongjiao” (religion), which literally means civilizing and teaching the mass through rituals, the notion of which is arguably practical rather than spiritual.  [6:  For example, Yang Fenggang inclines to ascribe the boom of his so-called “grey market” of religion, including qigong, to the unsatisfied need for spirituality and religion because of the government’s restriction and suppression of religion during Mao’s era. (Cf. Yang, 2012, 99) When examining the Falun Gong case, Li Junpeng follows this route and thinks that the boom of qigong mainly caused by “rapidly growing” “demand for religion” or “spiritual needs”, and the “demand-supply imbalance” in religion. (Li, 2014, 184)  ] 

WThen, what was exactly was the need that had drivendrove so many Chinese people to embraceing qigong with so much enthusiasm? Clearly, this need, considered within the concrete historical contexts, was nothing more than an urgent need for medical service. When describing what the situation in China was in after the Cultural Revolution, people like to say it as “there were hundreds of things to be fixed” (bai fei dai xing). A sound and efficient medical system, which had been ruined by the previous revolution, was on the list of must-be-fixed things. On the people’s part, they urgently needed an extra way than the weak existing medical system to satisfy their huge demand for medical and hygienic supply. 
O, on the government’s part, if it was determined to push China forward to be a modern and strong country, then one of the most important and urgent missions must be cateringwas to cater to  people’s thirst for health by all means. In my opinion, this was the most important and realistic reason why the whole nation in 1980s had so much interest in qigong, which had alleged itself a cure for any disease, including tumors, cancers and those normally incurable diseases. For those healthy people, qigong was a method for them to prevent illness, for those already sick people, it was a cure and hope for their life. Since it seemed to be an effective, efficient, convenient and cheap way of providing health care to the people, it was also And this was also why the governments at all levels had promoted qigong so much in 1980s., since it had seemed to be an effective, efficient, convenient and cheap way of providing health care to people. This motive was becoming stronger and stronger in 1990s when public hospitals began to bewere marketized and pushed the medical healthcare prices to so high that it blocked many ordinary people out of hospitals. If someone were to make a statistic, he they would probably find a positive correlation between the cost of getting a medical service and the number of qigong practitioner in 1990s.    	Comment by Nicole Ruskell: Shouldn’t this just be done, instead of suggested?
Undoubtedly, promoting health in people was not the only motive for both the people and governments and people advocating qigong to the extent of a ‘fever.’ It cshould also be due to an implicit expectation for national pride, or even to a sort of nationalism. As to this point, the deep involvement of political powers in qigong fever could have given us a hint. As many scholars would have acknowledged, though mainly being a folk movement, qigong itself cannot could not have gone to the extent of a fever if without the support from of political powers. When tracing the origin of the qigong movement, we can easily find a lot ofmany  names of important political figures and state-run news agencies who had were deeply involved in as a huge “pushing hand”.[footnoteRef:7] One may wonder, then, why those political powers would likewanted to reach outextend such a support.? One reason for it, as we just said above, was to develop a convenient way of catering to people’s want need for improved health. Another reason, which has not been recognized fully by scholars, was to cultivate and cater to Chinese people’s pride inof their nation.  [7:  David A. Palmer has documented in detail how political powers pushed the qigong movement in 1980s and the 1990s. (Palmer, 2003 84-94)] 

As we all know, China is a country that has a very long and glorious history with an outstanding civilization and culture. This ever has formed in Chinese people a very strong sense of national pride for Chinese people. But this pride had been hurtdeprived by the nation’s poverty and backwardness since the late Qing Dynasty. Mao’s variouscommunist movements, like the Great Leap Forward, tried to give Chinese people thea delusion that this nation had restored its past glory. But when China opened its gate doors to the world, especially to the Wwest, Chinese people’s eyes got were opened and they suddenly realized what the status of the nation was holding in the world previously, by ain contrastmparison with its highly developed wWestern counterparts. This situation evokedre-aroused the whole nation a strong feeling of humiliation and shame, feelings thatwhich had been accompanying with the Chinese people since the Opium War. 
The awakening of national consciousness thus urged people to find a possible ways to rejuvenate the country. Besides political and economic reforms enforced by the governments, there were also many non-governmentalcivilian efforts in Chinese society, among which were cultural reflection and re-construction was the mainstream. One cultural strategy to achieve the rejuvenation, in many intellectual’s’ eyes, was to resume the pathway that China had ever walked on in the first half of 20th century, but interrupted by the following revolutionrevolutions and wars;, that is, to learn from the Wwest and introduce “Mr. Science” and “Mr. Democracy” (i.e., Wwestern science, technology, and democracy) into China. But there was another way of achieving the same goal. And it seemed even more considerable and preferable in the face of thewhen the nation encountering a very strong shock brought about by comparison towith the wWest. This strategy was to champion the traditional culture and re-interpret it in a modern context. Being inextricably intertwinedvening with the traditional culture, qigong thus became a promising embodiment of this strategy and a reflection ofmirror of the national pride. 
This expectation of qigong was clearly expressed when its public image in public had beenwas exalted from “a traditional way of medicine” to a “national treasure” in the late 1980s. At that time, a practitioner would probably be told that the practice of qigong was not only for health, but, additionally, to carry forward a traditional culture and preserve a national treasure. This narrative was agreed commonly agreed upon by both people both withininside and outside qigong. Even in 1995, in the midst ofwhen there happened a hot debate between the proponents and opponents of qigong’s status as a over whether it’s  sciencetific or anti-scientific, on an important official newspaper, the “Workers’ Daily,” on 6th July, it’s reported that “all of the proponents and even many of the opponents” agreed that Qigong was “is a medical treasure of the Chinese nation, a science that can bring great well-being to the whole of human kind,”,” and “to study Qigong, which isleading to a great scope to our mother country’s scientific and cultural treasure, is ourthe sublime task of ours.”(Cf. JM, 1995) This nationalistic narrative seems have accompanied with qigong from its beginning and down to the presenteven to today. 
Theis nationalistic motive behind the qigong movement was not only shown in the “national treasure” image of qigong, but also reflectedshown, as we just quoted, in itsthe description of it as a “modern and advanced science.”. As its many new religionscounterparts in the Wwest haved often done, being a new religious movement, qigong itself adopted the self-designation as a science carefully and deliberately as one of its main legitimation strategies, and this strategy went smoothly because it fitted very well into a nationalistic will to exalt China’s international status by science. As David A. Palmer has remarked, when it’s legitimated in this way, qigong served ashad been rendered to be “an attempt to reconcile opposing visions of tradition and modernity which have confronted each other throughout the 20th century, holding out the hope of China regaining its traditions and dignity while becoming a leader of world scientific development.”（Palmer, 2003 95）
If you open a book about qigong published in late 1980s and 1990s, you would be shocked and think you’ve picked a wrong one, for you would meet a lot of scientific terms and theories on the pages, such as atoms, electronics, electromagnetic wave, quantum dynamics, thermodynamics, etc., and even experiment reports in detail, saying how top scientists had proved their gongfa to be reaching the frontline of science by certain “strict and rigorous scientific procedures”. These stories were not all boast, some of them did happen in reality. Indeed, those experiments had been done as early as 1979, when some of the advocates of qigong in Shanghai, including both masters and scientists, wanted to portray it in a materialistic framework and promote it with the help from science. In 1980s, the same sort of experiments was done more frequently, especially when the national power came to the field of so-called “qigong science”. In 1986, to advance “qigong science”, two institutes were founded in Beijing, one was “Chinese Qigong Science Researches Association” (zhongguo qigong kexue yanjiuhui), and the other one was “Chinese Somatic Science Researches Association” (zhongguo renti kexue yanjiuhui). Both institutes were led by Zhang Zhenhuan, a military general and the head of the Commission of Science, Technology and Industry for National Defense, and consulted by some renowned scientists, like Qian Xuesen, a leading physicist, the father of China's aerospace industry, and a national scientific idol. Under the leadership of these two organizations, a lot of experiments were done by universities and research institutes at all levels. (Cf. Palmer, 2003 87-94; Karchmer, 2002 318-22) Most of those experiments seemed having produced a very positive results in proving the authenticity and great potential of qigong. Along with it, a new term which had appeared in 1979 achieved a great deal of media attention and made well-known to the public. This is so-called “teyi gongneng” (paranormal functions of human body), sometimes alleged as reti kexue (somatic science).[footnoteRef:8] According to its narrative, human body had a great potential of doing paranormal and magical things, such as reading by ears, remote viewing, mind reading, mind control, mind shifting and so on, and most importantly, these functions could be developed out for everyone by practicing qigong in a certain way. Experiments on qigong and this teyi gongneng reached its peak and full “success”, when it’s reported by official media that in a standard and strict experiment hosted by scientists from Tsinghua University (one of the top two universities in China), Yanxin, a famous master, successfully changed the molecular structure of various substances from a distance of more than 2000 kilometers by his external qi.[footnoteRef:9] Though nearly all of these experiments were proved to be defective and fake later in 1990s, along with this legitimation strategy running, qigong successfully attained a positive face as “advanced science” besides “traditional medical treasure” showing to Chinese people.  [8:  Teyi gongneng was another fever intervolving with qigong fever. It started with a report in 1979 that a young boy called Tang Yu from Sichuan could “read” written symbols (characters, numbers, diagrams, etc.), not by using his eyes, but by touching the piece of paper (folded to conceal the text) to his ear. Since then, a lot of similar events were reported and made a fever about teyi gongneng in 1980s. (Karchmer, 2002 318-9; Palmer, 2003 87-8; Chen, 2003 59-65)]  [9:  Eric Karchmer has provided a detailed description of several main of these experiments. (Karchmer, 2002 318-22) ] 

It must be admitted that for qigong itself, its appealing to science was a quite smart move to promote itself to be a national movement, for this not only created an agreement between qigong and the dominant ideology in China, but also captured the national will to glorify China by science and technology. As a country ruled by a communist party, China had been advocating atheism and materialism as its official ideology since 1949. Science thus become an essential part of the official ideology, since it had been taken as a natural ally with atheism and materialism, to the extent that even the term “scientific”, in official use, had become a fixed adjective preceding “atheism”, “materialism” or “socialism”. Besides, Science’s power of truth affirmation, and its function of shaping our way of life also strengthened its ideological status. For the Chinese in 1980s and 1990s, the word “science” was not a neutral noun that refers to a particular system of knowledge, the summit of human reason and knowledge, but also even had a specific axiological meaning related to the terms “true,” “right,” and “good”. When judging whether a belief, statement, or act was right or wrong, a Chinese person would state that it was or was not “scientific.” For qigong, then, if it claims itself to be “scientific,” all of its beliefs are likely to be accepted. But this was not the only reason why science had stepped in this movement so smoothly. Behind the nationwide belief in Qigong’s scientificity, there also existed a notable and strong ambition from the nation’s side to push forward China’s science and win the science race among nations. For those scientists, government officials, official medias and even many practitioners involved in this movement, qigong and the related renti kexue were exactly “the dawn of a new scientific revolution”, otherwise they wouldn’t have extended their arms to a folk movement. It was especially so after Deng Xiaoping put forward his famous slogan that “science and technology is the first productive power” in 1988. Qian Xuesen, a leading scientist and a zealous supporter of qigong and reti kexue, ever believed they “may lead to a new scientific revolution in the twenty-first century, perhaps even greater than the early twentieth century scientific revolution led by quantum mechanics and relativity theory”.(Li & Fu, 2015 538) Even in the end of 1999, when qigong fever had faded away while the new century was coming, this prospect was still haunting over some of its believers. Sun Kaifei, a philosopher and member of the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, said emotively in a forum on qigong that “(it) will bring about a new science, a new scientific culture for human kind, which must be done by us Chinese. Chinese is totally qualified to, and completely can, go to the forefront of the world (in Science) …therefore the cause we are engaging in is of a great significance.”(Sun, 1999 6) This promising image of qigong, together with its role as “national treasure”, undoubtedly catered top-down Chinese people’s longing for a national pride and then made itself widely accepted among Chinese people. 
Besides an urgent need for health and a general will to promote the national pride, the great transformation of China also produced dramatic changes in people’s life style and mindset, which in turn also gave a great impetus to qigong movement. More specifically, people’s need for a new way to express themselves, to ease their anxiety and feeling of loss in a new era, and to establish a normal social life, formed a fertile soil for qigong fever.
The national “Reform and Opening-up” created not only a booming economic development and a more and more loosen political atmosphere, but also awakened Chinese people’s personal consciousness. When marketing economy had brought with its great power the spirit of modernity to everyone’s life, when people’s life center had been shifted from politics to private wealth and interests, a form of individualism inevitably grew in society little by little. And this sense of individualism was also greatly promoted by a cultural reform movement which introduced a lot of western cultures and ideas into China in 1980s. As we said above, being in some sense a resume of the “New Culture Movement” that was started from the early 20th century and then aborted in 1949, this cultural movement can be considered as the other way of pushing forward China than digging in traditional cultural resources in which qigong was included. But it doesn’t follow that the former one would go against qigong because its opposition to the latter, on the contrary, by introducing western individualism and making Chinese people take a more and more positive stance to personal stuffs, it did contribute to qigong fever in 1980s. Anyway, along with the awakening of personal consciousness fostered by marketing economy and this cultural movement, what Chinese people wanted in a new ear was not healthy and wealthy only, but also an open expression of their personality, or to say, to be unique and different. As anyone grew up in that time has witnessed, in the light of the spirit of individualism, Chinese people started to try colorful and sometimes even exaggerated clothes, to express their inner part by literature and arts, to practice break dance, to listen pop music and rock, and to do everything that could make them different from their past being and from the other people. Qigong, like all the other prevailing fashions, was also warmly welcome by many people, especially those young, since its mysticism and the possibility of being “extraordinary” it had promised looked so attractive, novel, “cool” and thus perfectly matched with people’s longing to be different, or to say, to be an “individual”. 
Of course, not all the practitioners were just seeking to be different in qigong. For many others, qigong’s attraction also came from its consolation power which could relieve their anxiety and ease their feeling of loss in a drastically changed era. Before the great reform, the social order in China was fairly homogenized in terms of economy and politics. Most Chinese people believed they were, just as the political propagandas had said, equal and the “master of the country”. They lived in poverty, but somehow enjoyed a form of economic equality, since this poverty was universal and undifferentiated for most of the people. Their normal life was interrupted frequently by sorts of political movement, but as they firmly believed, they were the “ruling class” and the “master of the country”, for under Mao’s “grand democracy of the people”, everyone had a voice in political life, and even, the poorer a person was, the higher political status he enjoyed. But the “Reform and Opening-up” happened in 1980s broke everything. When economy had become the center of people’s life, when “capitalistic” polarization was growing in the society, many people, especially those who couldn’t catch the pace of the time, suffered a great feeling of loss and frustration. They felt they had been abandoned by the country and got lost in a new era. Meanwhile, they found the outdated ideologies, like Marxism and Confucianism, had lost their charms and thus couldn’t give them a protection. At this moment, qigong, as a way of attaining inner peace and tranquility, came in and comforted them very much. It’s particularly so when they integrated themselves into a certain qigong group where each member had stripped off his social masks and become equal being a practitioner. Besides, qigong even provided a chance for them to shift their social identity and hierarchy. In a qigong group, the distribution of power had its own logic, which depended on the level a practitioner had achieved rather than on their social status or wealth. In terms of this logic, a superior could be a subordinate, while a subordinate could become a superior. Qigong group was therefore like a sub-society, in which one’s social identity and position could be shifted and re-established. This possibility also balanced those practitioner’s feeling of loss in their real life in a drastically changing age. 
A keen for social life also drove a lot of people to the arms of qigong. In the past Mao’s era, if there was social life, it’s not more than political assemblies, where everyone was required to stick to their political role and social identity, saying what he was asked to say, doing what he was forced to do. But in 1980s, along with the process of all-around reforms, Chinese people finally started to get back to their normal social life, since the enhance of productivity freed people from hard work and saved them more time for leisure, and the relaxed political atmosphere also gave people more opportunities to develop a normal interpersonal relationship with the others. Thus, as a civilian group activity, qigong, like those ball rooms existing in large streets and small lanes in 1980s, provided a perfect space for this trend. For those practitioners, practicing qigong was not an occasion for them only to do bodily and spiritual exercise, but also to exchange information, express their view on public affairs, and to extend their social relationships. People found their tedious life had been greatly enriched in qigong, and this gave them a strong motive to participate in a qigong movement and push it forward. 
Again, it seems that above factors can fall under the name of “spiritual need”. But these “spiritual” needs, at least in the time before qigong movement turned to be evidently religious in the mid-1990s, were not actually for “spiritual life” in a religious sense. Even if qigong had no elements of religion, as a popular movement, sub-culture, and sub-society, it could still have functioned in the way we just spoke of. Actually, as we said above, the way of Chinese people treating religion is fairly pragmatic. Therefore, if they did seek for satisfying their spiritual needs in qigong, these spiritual needs were, just as what we have illustrated, other than religious ones. Similarly, when scholars think that the qigong fever in question was due to a so-called “belief vacuum” or “ideological vacuum” or “normative breakdown” that appeared in post-Mao China (for example, Chan, 2004 676-7; Kipnis, 2001 42), they might have used wrong category. For according to what I have experienced in that time, there was no real “vacuum” of ideology, since there were multiple and mutually competitive ideologies including the official, western and traditional ones prevailing in the society. Even if there was a “ideological vacuum”, it was not this vacuum, but the phycological needs that we have stated above made people to embrace qigong.  
In all, under the great influence of above factors, namely, people’s urgent need for health, the national eager for restoring sanctity, and the change of people’s lifestyle and mindset produced by the “Great Reform and Opening-up”, qigong inevitably and quickly developed to be a nationwide movement and a “fever”. Till the late 1980s, it had been the biggest folk movement and the most important sub-cultural trend in China. Undoubtedly, some factors within qigong itself, such as its highly and well controlled organization, the setting up of a charismatic leader, its legitimation by science, its “direct-sale” marketing strategy, and so on (Cf. Palmer, 2008 69-89; 2010 182-202; Chau, 2010 1-31), should also be into account of this development. But as we have said above, they’d better be understood and defined within those concrete historical and cultural circumstances. In some sense, even these internal factors themselves were a result of the profound changes happened in 1980s-1990s. For example, if economy and commerce hadn’t become the center of Chinese society, qigong would not use a marketing strategy to allure its “customers”. And, if there was no support from political powers, scientists and mass medias with a nationalistic intention, its use of science could not have been an apparently successful strategy of legitimation. We can even say that, without the end of Mao’s era, people’s expectation for a new charismatic leader would have no chance to be actualized in qigong. Thus, the qigong fever was nothing but a product of its time. And this also suggests that, once the spirit of its time changed again, the status of qigong it enjoyed would have to be changed in follow. 
III. The Decline of Qigong movement in the Late 1990s and the 21th Century
As an old Chinese idiom says, a thing that rises suddenly will fall quickly. The fate of qigong was an exact example of it. After not more than 20 years of boom, qigong movement went down radically in the late 1990s. The decline, in some sense, started from an accidental event, but considering in a bigger historical context, it seemed to be an inevitable outcome of a new age. 
On April 25,1999, about an estimated 10,000 to 30,000 practitioners of Falun Gong, which was a qigong sect that emerged and made a great success in the early 1990s, appeared at Zhongnanhai in Being, where the central government lies, the most politically sensitive location of China. They kept silent and disciplined, sitting on the ground, with few banners in hands. Then, this 13-hour protest was extremely politicized and made worldwide known overnight. In some observer’s eyes, this startling protest was “the largest demonstration in China since the Tiananmen Square protests of 1989 and had significant political repercussions”. (Li, 2014 195) Since then, qigong wave in China hit its bottom. Many qigong sects were banned, among which Falun Gong was the first to bear the brunt, many qigong masters were forced to dismiss their organizations and some of them, such as Li Hongzhi, Yanxin, Zhang Xiangyu, even had to go abroad to take refugee, and practitioners, especially those of Falun Gong, were demanded to give up their practice and take an “education” for “ideological transformation”. All propaganda machines, whether big or small, began to criticize Falun Gong, labelling it as a “xiejiao” (literally evil religion), and disclosing how this qigong sect cheated people for money, led people to dangerous thinking and spoke against science and most importantly, the party. Associated with this big ban of Falun Gong and other sect members, the whole qigong movement was halted.
The tension between qigong movement and the state had been indicated years earlier than Falun gong’s demonstration. As early as qigong movement started to rise and mingle with teyi gongneng, there was controversy over whether they were scientific or not. In the beginning of 1980s, Yu Guangyuan, a renowned economist and philosopher, published a series of articles speaking publicly against so-called “somatic science” (qigong and teyi gongneng), claiming it “nothing but cheating by using magic”, and “essentially a pseudoscience”. (Cf. Xin, 2002 13-4) By his personal influence, these articles were spread widely among academia, qigong circle, and political figures, and then ignited a struggle between proponents and opponents of qigong. In 1982, in order to cease this confrontation between two sides, the General Secretary of CCP, Hu Yaobang, ordered the propaganda department “not to introduce and disseminate it (namely somatic science) any more”, then, the Central Propaganda Department of CCP issued a document to all medias instructing them “Three Not” policy, namely, “not to disseminate, not to criticize, and not to debate” over qigong. But this didn’t successfully lower the temperature of the qigong fever, nor ceased the fight between those proponents and opponents. The more influences qigong had made, the more dissenting voices against it there were. And this fight became white-hot in the mid-1990s. In the spring of 1995, the horrific “Tokyo subway sarin attack” committed by Japanese cult Aum Shinrikyo shocked the whole world and warned people the possible dangers of cults and NRMs. This provided a destructive cannon to those voices against qigong, since being an NRM, qigong movement itself did bear a lot of similarities with Aum Shinrikyo movement. Since then, a lot of criticism of qigong appeared on official medias, pointing to the hazardous sides of qigong and paralleling it to Aum Shinrikyo. In August, 1996, seven ministries and commissions of Chinese government jointly issued a document entitled with “Guanyu jiaqiang shehui qigong guanli de tongzhi” (A notice on strengthening the management of social qigong), demanding local governments to direct qigong activities to a “healthy way” in the name of “greatly promoting science and firmly combat superstitions”. A month later, to respond the government’s demand, a forum named “Defending Scientific Spirit, Opposing Ignorance and Superstition”, hosted by the China Association of science and technology, was held six times in a row. Qigong, especially those sects advertising paranormal powers, were severely criticized and denounced to be “pseudoscience, superstition, magic, and cheat” under the disguise of “science and traditional culture” during these forums. This clearer and clearer hostility against qigong completely infuriated qigong groups and those adherents. And this mutual hostility went out of control finally. In April, 1999, He Zuoxiu, a prestigious physicist and atheism advocate, published an article to warn youth people to stay away from qigong, in which Falun Gong was specifically criticized as a harmful pseudoscience. This article became the flashpoint of Falun Gong’s anger. Li Hongzhi, the head of Falun Gong, organized first a small-scale demonstration in the School of Education of Tianjin Normal University, where the editorial board of the magazine in which He’s article was published was. Then, to impose greater pressure to the authority for an official rectification of its fame, Li Hongzhi took a self-destructive step to show its muscle to the central government. The demonstration at Zhongnanhai happened and brought a crowning calamity to itself and the whole qigong movement.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  As for the interact and combat between Falun Gong and the political power and scientific community in 1990s, please see Li Junpeng, 2014 188-98; Kipnis, 2001 37-40; Li & Fu, 2015 545-6; Chen, 2003 175-9. ] 

The crackdown of Falun Gong and other qigong sects did awake Chinese people from the dream of a “Utopian” (Palmer, 2008) fabricated by qigong. Along with the disintegration of qigong sects and the large-scaled anti-pseudoscience propaganda, the enchanting power of qigong started fading away from people’s memory. When it came to a new century, the qigong fever was gradually replaced by new “fevers”, such as the craze for Confucian classics, the craze for institutional religions especially Christianity, and the boom of other mass movements (for example, the very populated “square dance” movement). And all qigong-related activities also became strictly supervised by the government. In 2001, shortly after the crackdown of Falun Gong, the Chinese governments postulated a series of laws and regulations to strengthen the supervision and control of qigong movement, and the State Administration of Sports also established a branch called “Regulatory Center for Health Qigong” to implement effective management of qigong. In 2004, directed by the regulatory center in question, four new forms of health qigong were created based on some traditional sects and started to promote in people. The qigong form we mentioned in the introduction of this paper, Baduanjin, was among those four officially recognized qigong sects. Undoubtedly, in the first 20 years of 21th century, qigong still enjoys a certain degree of popularity in Chinese society, but this time, it has taken off its cloth of mysticism and religiosity and finally returned to its originally alleged role, that is, a health and healing exercise.  
Qigong fever’s fading away was not necessarily due to Falun Gong’s aggressive and dangerous challenge to political authority. Even if Falun Gong didn’t make the shocking political event, qigong movement itself would have probably gone to its end. Falun gong’s bold and reckless move just accelerated qigong’s process of declining. The reasons for its fall were as various and complicated as the reasons for its rise. In one sense, we can say qigong fever itself was its gravedigger, indeed, since the qigong movement went like storm and stress in 1980s, it had sowed the seeds for its decline. If we consider this issue on the qigong’s own part, then it’s clear the following factors has contributed a lot to that fall.
First, its rapidly growing but uncontrolled organization formed a serious challenge to the state power and aggravated the historical and innate tension between popular religions and the state. 
Historically, China was a country fed up with numerous civil wars and civilian uprisings. And these wars and uprisings often mingled together with folk religions and sectarian movements, using their mobilization capacity to organize people, and using their religious beliefs to get justification as well. As early as in the Qin Dynasty, Chen Sheng and Wu Guang’s Uprising, the first large-scale peasant uprising happened in Chinese history, took advantages of disguised “divine oracles” to launch a rebellion against the cruel Qin court. In the long history of China, this scenario appeared again and again. A lot of Chinese religions, like Taoism in the late East Han Dynasty, Buddhism in Yuan Dynasty, the “White Lotus Sectarianism” from Yuan to the early Qin Dynasty, and even Christianity in the late Qin Dynasty, whether being established or secretive, had ever played a crucial role in some certain historical crises. Even there were no rising rebellion, religious groups, or any large-scaled groups, being as secret societies, constituted naturally a latent challenge to the central political power, since by numbers of people and great capacity of mobilization, they existed as a power that could go beyond the state’s control. Therefore, for the central government of China of any time, religions and quasi-religious organizations are always implying a possible devastating power against it and a great threat to the state’s stability.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Some scholars, for example, David Palmer and David Ownby, have given helpful illustration of the tension and interact between the popular religions and the political powers in the history of China. (Cf. Palmer, 2011 21-72; David Ownby, 2003 223-43) ] 

These powers could also be used by the state to reinforce its governing and ruling at some moment, like the Boxer Movement in the late Qin Dynasty in the early 20th century, but they became the adversary of the central government much more often. In China, the balance between the marginal powers, i.e. these religions and organizations, and the central power, i.e. the state government, depends on whether the former can be and is willing to be tamed by the latter, and on whether there is an agreement of interests between these two. In qigong’s case, this was very clearly showed. When qigong movement was under the control of the state and met the national will to promote people’s health and China’s science, it stayed in peace with the national power and even gained great support from it. When it’s going beyond the control and resisted publicly to be disciplined by the national power, like what Falun Gong did, it went to be suppressed quickly. Even if a certain qigong group were not going to stand against the political authority, once it showed great power in organization and mobilization, it would be taken as a possible threat to the state and to be imposed a limitation on itself. Take Falun Gong as an example, it became an enemy of the state might not because of a demonstration, but because that demonstration was a well-organized one. As Cheris Shun-ching Chan put forward, it’s rather “the extremely orderly and disciplined manners of FLG petitioners” that really shocked the CCP leaders and made them determine to deal with it with iron feast. (Chan, 2004 678-9) 
Second, the failure of qigong’s strategy of legitimation by science and its growing religiosity also triggered the state power and mainstream people’s unease and concern. 
As we said above, using science as its legitimation strategy was a quite smart move for its development. But when this move went too far, it went failed inevitably. This failure, was not only because of its obvious misuse and abuse of scientific terms, concepts, and theories,[footnoteRef:12] nor only because of its debunked deceptions in those “scientific experiments” and failure in producing replicable experimental proof of its claims (Cf. Karchmer 2002, 318-22; Palmer, 2003 96-7), but also because of its usurping of science. If we look at the history of how qigong interacted with science and the science community, we could find a remarkable change of the relationship between qigong and science, especially when the so-called teyi gongneng became the focus of those scientific “experiments”. In the beginning, qigong’s appealing to science was not but to lend science’s authority to prove its function as a healing and health exercise. At this stage, normal science took qigong as a research object and everything was going in the framework of science. But when teyi gonneng came to the central spot of this field, with a nationalistic motive behind it, the line between science and qigong became more and more blurred. When involved people concerned more and more how qigong could change the modern science and lead a “scientific revolution”, science itself gradually lost its independence and became a pure tool of qigong, and its norms and paradigms were even replaced by qigong’s. Its usurping of normal science even went to the extent that some advocates of qigong arrogantly demanded scientists for a redefinition of science and its methodology. In September, 1995, Ke Yunlu, a famous novelist and a huge trumpeter of so-called “new science” (i.e. qigong) and “new century” (that is, a new age led by qigong), wrote a letter to four Chinese American Nobel prize winners, reporting to them “a lot of proved facts” about teyi gongneng, and in terms of his so-called “qigong science”, astonishingly asking them to “re-think” the common principles that normal human science had followed as golden law, such as “the repeatability of experiments” and “the neutrality of observers”.(Zhu, 2000 45-7) Thus, qigong was not a claimed “scientific” thing waiting to be proved by science any longer, but become a standard of science, at least became an authority over science. This reckless usurping of science naturally triggered the mainstream academia’s deep concern, and this concern finally led to a great debate over whether qigong and the related teyi gongneng were science or pseudoscience, which involved a lot of scientists, philosophers, and big medias and journals in 1995 and the following years. This debate resulted in an officially supported evaluation of qigong as “pseudoscience”. As He Zuoxiu put forward years later, “the highest goal of scientific work is to describe the world in an accurate and unbiased way. In order to achieve this goal, every scientific worker should do his work in accordance with scientific paradigms…(but) those fake scientists share no common goal with the real science community, neither acknowledge the common scientific paradigms, this has therefore led a fierce combat between science and pseudoscience.” (He, 2007 17) [12:  I have illustrated elsewhere how qigong, taking Falun Gong as a typical case, has misused and abused science discourse. (Cf. Wang, 2019 134-159) ] 

Not only the usurping of science provoked deep concerns in many intellectuals, the continually thickened religious color of qigong also stirred worries among the defenders of dominant ideology. As we said above, qigong seldom called it as a religion in the beginning, instead, it always stuck to its role as a sort of healing practice. But when the fever went, the claimed paranormal powers and charismatic masters conferred more and more mysticism on it, meanwhile, by connecting itself with those traditional religious resources and promising “universal health and bliss” to its practitioners, it also attained “an implicit form of messianism” (Palmer, 2003 94). Thus, qigong had become in the following years a distinct religion, at least a quasi-religion in nature. This is clear from the well-known case of Falun Gong, which has been thought “fulfills most of the criteria” of NRM (Chan, 2004 683). In some sense, qigong could be even seen as “revitalized and innovated” version of traditional religions (Cf. Chau 2011). And this religious notion of qigong inevitably made a conflict between itself and the dominant ideology, i.e. Materialism and Atheism. As we know, China, being shaped by Confucianism, has been a highly secular society in its history. The famous Confucian teaching, “awing those gods and spiritual beings meanwhile keeping aloof from them”, had already been firmly followed by Chinese people and the government. Additionally, as we just said above, religion had been connected closely to those uprisings and rebellions that caused nationwide chaos. Thus, Religion was often excluded from political power and dominant ideology in the history. This tendency was extremely strengthened since the CCP came to power and established a new China under the guidance of Marxism. In this new China, religion was further identified with feudal backwardness, superstitions and even “opium of the people”. Thus, when qigong movement showed its clearer and clearer face of being a religious movement, it increased the state power’s vigilance of a possible enemy both in political and ideological senses. This has been clearly shown in the government’s furious denounce of Falun Gong by saying it “aims to overwhelm materialism and the Communist Party”, and characterizing the fight against Falun Gong as “an extremely complicated, life-or-death political struggle”. (Chan, 2004 679-80) Even if there were no public challenge to the state power demonstrated by Falun Gong, qigong movement as a whole would have been restricted and disciplined by Chinese government because of the rising ideological conflict between religious qigong and China’s official beliefs. 
Third, its cultic and over-commercial trend, as well as its obsessive power over people had caused many illegal and harmful outcomes, which resulted in turn in the government’s interference and its discredit among people.   
The rapid growth of qigong movement was rather brutal. Before the crackdown of Falun Gong in 1999, there was no specific and strict regulations or laws on non-government organizations including qigong groups. With a less restriction and affirmation from the law, especially when it had been married with political powers and official medias, qigong movement formed a tacitly allowed “gray market” (Yang, 2006) that ran by its own rules and then rendered its activities going wild in 1980s and the early 1990s. Being centered on a charismatic leader (the grandmaster), and highly organized by a tight hierarchy, any qigong group could form a certain sort of “independent kingdom” in the society. In this “kingdom”, the god-like grandmaster was especially likely to be an arbitrary ruler, and the comparatively smaller leader group often enjoyed unrestricted power over the rest of the members. Besides, most groups in this NRM seemed have an extraordinary interest in financial profit, which coincided the theme of the Reform Age, “making money”. Except collecting membership fee from their followers, they also made profit by all sorts of qigong-related commodities, including “scriptures”, books, courses, audiovisual products, souvenirs, and even so-called “qi-imbued products”. (Palmer, 2008 85) In Zhong Gong’s case which has been carefully examined by David Palmer, this commercialization trend had been put to its extreme, when its founder Zhang Hongbao asked his provincial and national cadres to study business administration and achieve MBA level, with the purpose of being “a well-run, profitable enterprise”. (Palmer, 2010 194) 
These two common trends of most qigong groups, i.e., cultic organization and profit-chasing activity, produced at least two outcomes that had undermined the authority of themselves. One was the discredit of those qigong sects, since either the absolute power of the sect leaders, or the making profit motive, seemed to be undermining their glorious images. These groups had been expected to be run in a democratic way and every member in it should have enjoyed a certain form of equality, and the leaders, being charismas, had been expected to be self-sacrificing and self-forgetful rather than being interested in commercial profit from their followers. But these two trends made the whole thing look like a business and those leaders look to be distrustful and hypocritic in those practitioners’ eyes. The other outcome could have been more serious. Alongside with the expansion of the sect leaders’ personal ambition and power, many illegal things happened within their “independent kingdoms”, like sexual crimes, money cheat, abusive violence, etc. These illegal things couldn’t have avoided alert and punishment from the government. As early as 1994, 5 years before the crackdown of Falun Gong, some qigong sect leaders, such as Zhang Hongbao, had already been accused of economic crimes or other crimes. (Palmer, 2010 195)
Another negative side seemed also attached with qigong movement. This is so-called “zouhuo rumo” (literally, possessed by the devil), which refers to a certain disordered mentality state of a qigong practitioner, including illusion, mania, depression and other unstable situations. (Cf. Palmer, 2008 74) Usually, this was likely to happen to those who is extremely obsessed with qigong. Though in qigong’s terms, it’s caused only by practitioner’s deviation from the right and proper belief and practice, unfortunately, it did happen among those practitioners and was reported often. One of the most well-known cases might be Haizi (Zha Haisheng), a poetry genius and a zealous fan of qigong. Haizi committed suicide in 1989, left behind hundreds of stunning poems he wrote with great gift. Why he had decided to end his life was a myth for researchers over several years. But some of his last notes were exposed years later, suggesting that his personal tragedy was probably caused by his obsession with qigong. It’s reported that at the last phase of his life, he had been tormented by illusory visions and manic-depressive psychosis. He realized this situation was related to his practice of qigong and thought it as “zouhuo rumo”. But he couldn’t get rid of it, and finally killed himself. In the last note to his family, he asked his brother to revenge two of his acquaintances who had introduced qigong to him, but he still said, “before you revenge for me, you’d better learn qigong well first.” (Haizi, in Dong 2018) Haizi was never the first victim of qigong obsession, nor the last one. Indeed, there were a great deal of recorded and unrecorded cases of this sort of tragedy. For example, Chinese society has witnessed a lot of Falun Gong practitioners died of suicide, self-burning, and being asked not to go to doctor when in even severe illness, not mention those self-injured or being injured by some of its practitioners. It’s a really ironic thing for qigong to see some people was disturbed, harmed and even killed because of practice of it, considering it had promised health and tranquility to its practitioners. Undoubtedly, this negative by-product of qigong also undermined its own credit and reputation. 
The above three factors considered from qigong itself seem to be devastating enough for qigong movement in 1990s. But these aren’t sufficient explanation of the fall of qigong movement as a whole yet. As what we’ve said above when probing the rise of it, to illustrate how qigong movement fell to its bottom, we still need to look at those external factors in concrete social and cultural contexts.
If the boom of qigong resulted from an urgent need from people and the nation for a sound and good health system, then it’s reasonable to say that this boom will definitely fall when that need has been satisfied. Indeed, this is exactly a good reason why qigong has lost its attractiveness to most of the people today. Being seen as one of the “New Three Mountains” (the other two were housing and education), “difficult to see a doctor” was once one of the biggest problems the ruling party of China, CCP had faced in 1980s-1990s. But, benefited from a miraculous growth in economy and financial revenue, Chinese government gradually attained ability to tackle that problem. From the mid-1990s, the central government started a war against the weak health care system. By a series of reforms and efforts from the mid-1990s to 2010s, a nationwide and universal health care system, including a “basic medical insurance system” covering all urban population and a “new rural cooperative medical system” covering most rural people, has been finally established and kept being improved, by which most of the citizens of this country could be treated well in normal diseases and some of the critical illness at a low cost. At the same time, by opening medical field started to private medical institutions and constructing more public hospitals with advanced medical equipment, China has also established a sound and resourceful hospital system. As a result, the medical problem has been greatly relieved, and the people’s need for health care has been greatly satisfied. Qigong, being an unproven alternative health resource, has thus inevitably seemed not so appealing for people anymore. 
Besides, if the central concern of the government was to re-establish the country from ruins left by the “Great Cultural Revolution” and to regain its position in the world nation community, then this has been gradually achieved by rapid economic development and massive progresses and innovations in science and technology since 1990s. On the one hand, when China entered into the second wave of reform and opening-up in 1990s, it had learnt enough from the past and adopted a steadier and more realistic route to make development, from which those radical measures of pushing this country forward, including a great leap of science had been excluded. On the other hand, when China kept on enhancing its education system especially the advanced education system, increasing the popularization of science among people, and standing firmly against pseudoscience and anti-science, qigong gradually lost its mystery in ordinary people, and failed in catching the national will by its superficial scientific claims as well. This was quite a frustration for qigong’s legitimation strategy by science, for his had not only caused a much-lessened interest of people in qigong, but also made qigong divorced from the political power and official medias. Meanwhile, qigong movement, as a mass and religious one, was gradually becoming an object to the Government’s concern on social stability that had caused by wealth polarization, corruption and social injustice in Chinese society since 1980s and gone to extreme in the late 1990s. As we’ve seen in Falun Gong’s case, this change gave the whole qigong movement a vital strike.
The situation of qigong movement got worse when there were more and more resources for Chinese people to comfort their spiritual needs. Along with the prosperity of cultural undertakings, especially with the popularization of internet since the late 1990s, people found more and more alternatives for leisure, amusement and social intercourse, and these alternatives seemed to be even more accessible and convenient than qigong. Of course, these alternatives cannot really satisfy people’s deep need for spirituality, or to flatten their rising uneasiness and anxiety. This seemed to be the last chance for qigong to capture people’s love, but unfortunately, it missed again. In 1990s, with untied national policy of religion, religions, especially those officially recognized ones, namely, Buddhism, Taoism, Islamism and Christianity (mainly the Catholic and Protestantism), got rapid expansion on China’s land. These became strong competitors to qigong in the market of religion, since they held a legal status in the country, and being traditional and institutional religions, had more complete and perfect forms as well as experiences in providing spiritual services to people. Among these religions, Protestantism might be the most popular one, being extended to many dense-populated areas, especially those undeveloped rural areas, and embraced by people of all ages, especially those young who had been fascinated with its novelty and exoticism. In all, no matter in what sense, the religious climate had changed and turned to be disadvantageous for qigong. In the new century, the social functions that qigong ever had in 1980s and the early 1990s has de facto been took over by its various competitors. In light of this change, qigong movement inevitably fell from the heaven to the earth in the late 1990s and the new century.
Conclusions
Above,We ha we’ve examinedlooked back to the history of the qigong movement in contemporary China and tried to providgive explanations for its rise and fall as a mass movement and NRM. There remainUndoubtedly, there are still many issues that haven’ not been touched upon or that need to be treated in a more detailed way, such as the interaction between qigong and the state power, the social structure and dynamics of qigong groups, the shaping role and influences of qigong on contemporary Chinese society, economy and culture, etc. These issues may have exceeded this paper’s intention, but are not totally irrelevant. 
By a rough back tracinge of qigong’s recent history, we have found that both its rise and fall were influencedcaused by a complex oficated factors and drives. For qigong’s rise, we mainly focused on the external factors that had driven qigong movement to become a ‘fever,’ which awere people’s need for health, the national will to restore China’s glory, and the change of thementality and mindset of people in a dramatically changing era. For its fall, we initially examined firstly those internal factors, including its rapidly growing but uncontrolled organization, its failure to obtain scientific in legitimacy,tion by science and possible hostility with the dominant ideology, and the troubles caused in practice by its innate cultic style, its overly-commercial characteristics, and its leaders obsession withve power. WAnd we also examined those external factors that has made qigong lose its  most charm forto people, including the improved medical system, China’s development of science and education, and the increasinglymore and more prosperous markets of cultural product and religion. In all, we insist that whbothether qigong’s rise andor fall, should be examined within itsthe concrete historical, social, and cultural contexts, since all theose factors were that has made it rise and fall, are determined by their time, namely, the dramatically changing in the post-Mao era.  
We can surely define the qigong movement from different perspectives. Historically, it was actually a constituent part of the big picture of China’s “Reform and Opening-up”, and essentially a social, political, cultural, and even economic movement in China’s road to modernization and rejuvenation. Sociologically and culturally, it wa’s a focal point where the various and complicated social, cultural, and ideological forces have  converged and diverged – a , and a mirror representing the immense and profound transformation of social structure, mentality and culture in contemporary China. From a religious perspective, it has been an epitome of the booming new religionNRMs in post-Mao China, and it has also embodiedindicated the fate of manyall NRMs in China in the future. But in general, the story of qigong, being a definiteparticular product of a special time and from the specific Chinese cultural soil, has reflected the entire whole nation’s painful struggle in a period of radical transformation. 
Will there be a second wave of qigong fever? Nobody knows it for sure. WEven though, we can be sure that it still has fertile soil in China, since there are still many people practicing various forms of qigong, though under the supervision of authoritiesand regulation by law, and, as we’ve seen in the baduanjin case in the pandemic of COVID-19, being a traditional cultural resource, it hasn’t been and won’t be completely abandoned by a the country that walking on the way of seeking a developmental model that is unique and continuous with its 5000 years oflong history and traditions. IMore importantly, the disruptionturbance and anxiety, which accompanied the the general modernization, technicalization and commercialization of social life has brought to people, still exist. there and goes to be more serious. Besides, there are still many issuesfields and myths in the natural worlde waiting to be explored and solved by science. All of these have left a great space for a future development of qigong, as well as of other new religions. From the perspective of the Sociology of Religion, asAs many sociologists of religion haves argued, the secularization movement, or the disenchantment of the world is never likely to be complete, Thusalways in a form of “pendular”, or to say, as long as peoplepeople in this world has still have a need for spirituality., a necessary result of a long process of secularization or disenchantment would be not more than a de-secularization or re-enchantment of the world. This may be true for qigong too. It’s always an open possibility that qigong will return from the earth back to the heaven one day. .
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