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A Model and a Case Study

A. A Theoretical Model; Gatekeeping and News on “Cultic Extremism”

B. A Case Study: The McDonald’s “Cultic” Murder of 2014 in Zhaoyuan, China



A. A Theoretical Model

Governments and Selected Media (gatekeepers)

Fake News (mechanism)

“Cultic” Extremism (produced “information”)

Gatekeeping (intended result)



1. Gatekeeping



Gatekeeping and 
Food

´ The concept of gatekeeping was 
introduced in 1943 by social psychologist 
Kurt Lewin (1890-1947) by studying food. 
Thousands of food items are available in 
shops and supermarkets, yet a normal 
family consumes only a limited number 
of them. Who are the “gatekeepers” 
deciding which, among thousands of 
food items potentially available, would 
“pass the gate” and land on our family 
table? 



Gatekeeping and News

´ David Manning White (1917-1993), a 
professor of journalism at Boston 
University, applied  Lewin’s theory to 
the media, starting from a famous 
1950 article. He followed for several 
weeks an editor of a mid-sized town 
newspaper, whom he called “Mr. 
Gates,” and studied how he opened 
or closed the gates, allowing only 
some of the news he received to 
reach his audience



21st Century Theories 
of Gatekeeping

´ With the advent of the Internet, modern 
theories of gatekeeping, developed by 
authors such as Pamela Shoemaker 
(above: see Gatekeeping Theory, with 
Tim Vos, 2009) and Karine Barzilai-Nahon
(below), became much more complex. 
The core, however, remained the same: 
among millions of news, we are reached 
only by hundreds in a given day or 
week, and this process is not 
spontaneous but is the result of the work 
of gatekeepers



Gatekeeping, Manipulation, 
Governments

´ According to its theorists, gatekeeping 
is not necessarily sinister. Even the best 
newspapers cannot cover all the 
news they become aware of, and 
some gatekeeping is unavoidable. 
However, gatekeeping always offers 
possibilities for manipulation and 
censorship, the more so in totalitarian 
regimes, where there are officially 
appointed gatekeepers in the shape 
of censorship offices and the editors of 
leading regime media



2. Fake News



The Trump Effect

´ “Fake news” became a household name after it was used by Donald Trump in his 
presidential campaign in 2016 (and in his first presidential press conference in 2017). It 
was also adopted by his opponents to denounce the maneuvers of Trump’s domestic 
and international (i.e. Russian) supporters 



Definitions of Fake News

´ Scholars became interested in fake news and how they differ 
from simple “false news” since 2016, and proposed several 
definitions, some of them by philosophers

Neil Levy (University of Oxford): “Fake news is the presentation of 
false claims that purport to be about the world in a format and 
with a content that resembles the format and content of 
legitimate media organisations”

Regina Rini (York University, Toronto): “A fake news story is one 
that purports to describe events in the real world, typically by 
mimicking the conventions of traditional media reportage, yet is 
known by its creators to be significantly false, and is transmitted 
with the two goals of being widely re-transmitted and of 
deceiving at least some of its audience”



Definition by Axel Gelfert

´ Another philosopher, University of Berlin’s Axel Gelfert, proposes a simpler definition: Fake 
news is the deliberate presentation of (typically) false or misleading claims as news, 
where the claims are misleading by design



Fake News and Cognitive Biases 

´ Gelfert argues that skilled producers of fake news exploit four pre-existing cognitive biases

v confirmation bias: we accept new information if it confirms our beliefs and prejudices

v repetition effect: “if they continue to say it, it should be true”

v priming: use of words that trigger a nonconscious memory reaction, e,g. “cult”

v affective arousal: emotions lower our defenses, e.g. “they kill people”



3. “Cultic” Extremism



Religion and Fake News

´ Gatekeeping and fake news are often 
at work in the contested domain of 
religion

´ As early as 1960, David Brion Davis had 
studied how what we would today call 
“fake news” were used in the 19th

century against Catholicism and other 
minority religions in America



The Cult Wars

´ Jim Richardson and others noticed the same phenomenon in creating a widespread 
“cultphobia” during the “cult wars” and beyond. News were selected to present a 
stereotype of “cults” as invariably “extremist” and malign



4. Gatekeepers



Governments as Gatekeepers

´ Traditionally, private “moral entrepreneurs”, 
mostly part of the anti-cult movement or 
influenced by it, organized gatekeeping, 
trying to allow only negative news about 
“cults” to pass the gate

´ In recent years, public actors entered the 
field. Russia has emerged as a leading 
producer of fake news about both the 
Jehovah’s Witnesses and Scientology, 
whose persecution at home it tries to justify 
internationally 



China and Xie Jiao

´ Not unlike Russia, China has the problem of justifying internationally the persecution of 
several religions, particularly those it lists as xie jiao

´ Being active in a xie jiao is a crime punished by Article 300 of the Chinese Criminal Code 
with a jail penalty of three to seven years “or more”

´ Xie jiao (whose translation as “evil cults” is inaccurate) means “heterodox teachings.” Lists 
of xie jiao were compiled since the late Ming era, and Emperors decided which religions 
were xie jiao, based also on political reasons. Definitions are vague and, for all practical 
purposes, a xie jiao is a group listed as such in the official list of xie jiao



B. Case Study: Falsely Attributing the 
McDonald’s Murder to The Church of 

Almighty God

´ 1. The Chinese Regime vs The Church of Almighty God

´ 2. Fake News About the McDonald’s Murder

´ 3. The McDonald’s Murder and Theories of Violence in New Religious Movements



1. China: The Regime 
vs. The Church of 
Almighty God



The Church of Almighty God (CAG)

´ CAG, considered by the Chinese Communist 
Party (CCP) as a quintessential xie jiao, is a 
Christian new religious movement founded in 
China, in 1991 and credited by the 
government with some four million members. 
It teaches that Jesus returned to Earth and 
incarnated as Almighty God, a woman born 
in China, and now living in the U.S., who 
teaches the fullness of truth. Most of her 
utterances are collected in the book The 
Word Appears in the Flesh



Confronting the Red Dragon

´ CAG is perceived by CCP as a fierce enemy. In fact, it believes that CCP has always been 
“resisting God,” and cruelly arresting and persecuting Christians, and that what the CCP does, 
proves that it is indeed the evil Great Red Dragon of the Book of Revelation

´ However, it also teaches that the Great Red Dragon would fall by itself under the weight of its own 
errors, and there is no appeal to a revolution



CAG Persecuted as a Xie Jiao

´ CAG has been listed as a xie jiao
since 1995. CAG’s statistics claim 
that more than 300,000 CAG 
members have been arrested in 
China to date. Figures are difficult to 
confirm, but there are frequent 
references in CCP’s own literature to 
extensive anti-CAG campaigns. 
There is also believable evidence 
that many CAG members have 
been tortured, and some died while 
in custody in highly suspicious 
circumstances 



An Organized Plan

´ A document leaked by CAG to scholars, allegedly distributed by the anti-xie-jiao 
specialized unit of the police, Office 610, of Zhanjiang, Guangdong and implementing a 
nationwide teleconference against CAG of June 16, 2014, presents a credible plan by the 
CCP for filtering information and spreading fake news about the CAG internationally in 
order to justify persecution. It is an example of organized, manipulative gatekeeping by a 
totalitarian regime



2. The McDonald’s Murder



Mother of All Fake News: The McDonald’s Murder

´ Not coincidentally but, if we believe the 
leaked document, pursuing a deliberate 
plan,  the mother of all anti-CAG fake 
news is the murder of a woman, Wu
Shuoyan (1977–2014), in a McDonald’s 
diner in Zhaoyuan in 2014. That the murder 
occurred was unfortunately very much 
real. The fake news part is that it was 
perpetrated by CAG



Independent Investigations

´ I was among the Western experts invited by 
CACA to two 2017 conferences in Zhengzhou 
and Hong Kong to discuss the notion of xie jiao
and The Church of Almighty God. I went there 
with an open mind



A Different Movement

´ However, based on documents published by the same Chinese authorities, I concluded that 
the McDonald’s murder was perpetrated by a different religious movement, with a similar 
name but not related to CAG. It venerated a different living Almighty God, one God in two 
persons, its two female leaders Lü Yingchun and Zhang Fan. All scholars who studied the 
documents share my conclusions



Unequivocal Statements 

´ Lü Yingchun (at trial): “Zhang Fan and I are 
the unique spokeswomen for the real 
‘Almighty God.’ The government has been 
cracking down on the Almighty God that 
Zhao Weishan believes in, not the ‘Almighty 
God’ we mention. They are fake ‘Almighty 
God,’ while we are the real ‘Almighty God’”

´ Zhang Fan (interview): “I never had contacts 
with The Church of Almighty God”



The Machine at Work

´ A few days after the incident, Chinese media falsely attributed it to CAG

´ BBC (with great fanfare) and The Telegraph picked up the story though their 
correspondents in Beijing

´ Some 20,000 Western media had attributed the homicide to CAG by December 2017

´ Different voices were suppressed through effective gatekeeping



3. Learning from the Murder



The Perverse Effect of Gatekeeping

´ When scholars such as David 
Bromley and myself started 
studying the documents of the 
trial of the McDonald’s assassins, 
we realized that the gatekeeping 
process, whose aim was defaming 
The Church of Almighty God, had 
left the essential out of the gate



The Core Story
´ The essential was the extremely 

interesting story of the small religious 
movement, the self-styled “Real Almighty 
God,” which was responsible for the 
homicide. It never had more than 30 
members and in the end was reduced to 
Zhang Fan, her live-in twin soul and “co-
God” Lü Yingchun, her father Zhang 
Lidong (executed with her in 2015), her 
sister, her teenage brother, and her 
father’s lover



The Case of the 
Solar Temple

´ The story of the “Real Almighty 
God” group confirmed 
several conclusions scholars of 
new religious movements 
came to after the Solar 
Temple’s homicides and 
suicides in Switzerland, France, 
and Canada in 1994-1996, 
about what kind of new 
religious movements may 
actually commit homicides



The Road to Murder

´ They are in general small groups (as 
opposite to the CAG, whose members 
are in the millions), which perceive 
themselves as under attack by both 
secular and cosmic forces, and whose 
road to murder is gradual (in the story of 
the “Real Almighty God,” killing a dog 
perceived as embodying an evil spirit 
was a crucial passage towards killing 
humans)



In Conclusion

´ A serious study of the Zhaoyuan 
McDonald’s homicide of 2014 would add 
significant insights to the discussion aimed 
at identifying which, among thousands of 
new religious movements and millenarian 
movements, are likely to commit serious 
crimes

´ However, for several years, effective 
gatekeeping prevented such a study, 
filtering all news except the (false) ones 
attributing the homicide to The Church of 
Almighty God
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