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Dear Viewer,

The idea for Up the Yangtze was born in 2002, when I went on one of the

so-called Farewell cruises along the Yangtze with my parents and

grandfather. The aim of the Farewell cruise is to offer tourists the chance

to visit the area before it is flooded by the Three Gorges Dam. It’s very

surreal. Traveling from Canada to China was in itself an emotional

experience. We got off this 13-hour flight to Beijing and then took a flight

to Chongqing — the largest municipality in the world. They call it the new

Hong Kong. It’s where the cruise begins.

The whole sensory experience was overwhelming. The moment you get off

the bus, you’re surrounded by coolies carrying these heavy loads —

tourists’ luggage. So I got this idea of making a movie about tourists on

this Yangtze cruise boat — a kind of Gosford Park idea that shows the

social hierarchy, the lives above and below the decks. I realized that the

people working on the boat were all from the Yangtze area and that many

of their families were affected by the dam.

The other aspect was this sense of an apocalyptic journey — something

out of Heart of Darkness. It’s a strange landscape of chaos and decay —

like the photos of Edward Burtynsky. It’s very ghostlike along the river —

hazy and grey and difficult to see long distances. Then we visited the Ghost

City itself – Fengdu — famous in Chinese mythology as the site of the Gates

of Hell. In my mind, the Three Gorges Dam became the Gates of Hell.

There were so many metaphorical layers to explore, so I just went with this

idea of a surreal journey up the Yangtze.

Being Chinese Canadian — I grew up hearing my grandfather’s stories of

the old China — was also one of my motivations. It added a personal layer

to the project. But the story I wanted to tell was a bigger one about what’s

happening in China now.

Yung Chang

Filmmaker, Up the Yangtze
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Photo courtesy of Stephane Jolicoeur



4 Introduction
5 Background Information
5 The Three Gorges Dam
5 Background
6 Controversies
8 Selected People Featured

in Up the Yangtze
9 General Discussion Questions
10 Discussion Prompts
14 Taking Action
15 Resources
19 How to Buy the Film

Writer

Faith Rogow, PhD
Insighters Educational Consulting

Research Editor

Daniel McDermon

Guide Producers, P.O.V.

Eliza Licht
Director, Community Engagement and Education, P.O.V.

Jessica Lee
Outreach and Development Coordinator, P.O.V.

Irene Villaseñor
Youth Views Manager, P.O.V.

Research Editor: Daniel McDermon

Design: Rafael Jiménez

Copy Editor: Joan D. Saunders

Thanks to those who reviewed this guide:

Yung Chang,
Filmmaker, Up the Yangtze

© American Documentary, Inc. 3

Discussion Guide | Up the Yangtze

Se
as

on 21
Credits, AcknowledgmentsTable of Contents



The Three Gorges Dam — a contested symbol of the Chinese

economic miracle — provides the backdrop for Up the Yangtze,

a feature-length (83 minutes) documentary on life inside the

21st-century Chinese dream. Focused on the experiences of two

teens from families who are displaced as the construction of

the dam submerges their homes, the film puts a human face on

policy debates about the benefits and costs of huge public

works projects.

The teens find work on a luxury boat that provides Yangtze River

cruises for people — mostly Westerners — who want a final

glimpse of the legendary valley that is about to be forever

transformed by the biggest hydroelectric dam in history. Their

different genders and economic circumstances provide viewers

with interesting points of comparison.

The film’s powerful narrative of contemporary China serves as

a reminder that massive development projects inevitably

produce massive social change. That makes Up the Yangtze an

effective springboard for discussing the complex challenges

facing developing nations as well as the concerns of an

interconnected world in which everyone is affected by everyone

else’s environmental choices.
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Up The Yangtze crew in front of a 156 meter flood level marker

in Qu Kou Village.

Photo courtesy of Yung Chang



The Three Gorges Dam:

BACKGROUND

The idea for a great dam on the Yangtze River was first

proposed by Sun Yat Sen in 1918. Under the Communists,

Chairman Mao publicly supported the proposal, but

construction did not actually begin until 1994. When it is

completed in 2009, the Three Gorges project will be the largest

concrete dam in the world, rising 600 feet above the valley floor

(roughly as tall as a 50-story building) and creating a 1.24-mile

span across the valley. Behind the dam will be a 350-mile-long

reservoir, holding 1.39 trillion cubic feet of water (by comparison,

Hoover Dam’s reservoir holds 1.24 trillion cubic feet).

Officials in China state that the dam will provide inexpensive

electricity, which will help meet China’s growing demand for

energy. The dam is expected to generate 18,200 megawatts of

electricity, as much as 18 nuclear power plants. In addition, the

dam is anticipated to control flooding and improve shipping

navigation, which will enhance trade and tourism.
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The Yu home is flooded by the rising Yangtze River.
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CONTROVERSIES

The Three Gorges Dam has been controversial both inside and

outside China because it poses risks to people, historical and

cultural heritage sites, and the environment.

More than 1 million people who lived in the area flooded by the

dam have been displaced. The government has made

substantial attempts at resettlement, but there have been

complaints of inadequate housing, unfair compensation for lost

property, lack of economic opportunity for farmers resettled in

urban areas and vulnerable pockets of poor people who have

been left to fend for themselves. On the positive side, the dam

is projected to create new economic opportunities that will help

people escape from poverty.

Archaeologists, historians and international cultural organi-

zations have criticized the dam project for its destruction of

some of China’s cultural heritage — including the ruins of

ancient settlements and historic shrines dating to the third

century — and an increased threat to as many as 1,000 archae-

ologically significant sites. The project has included some

attempts at preservation, but there is little argument that some

sites will be submerged under many feet of water, making

study and access impossible.

Arguably the most contentious aspect of the dam is its impact

on the environment. The government and other proponents

argue that the dam will benefit the environment by allowing for

flood control and by producing clean, sustainable hydroelectric

power that will reduce China’s reliance on high-polluting fossil

fuels like coal.

© American Documentary, Inc. 6

Discussion Guide | Up the Yangtze

Background Information

Se
as

on 21

The 156 meter flood level marker in Qu Kou village.
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NPR and PBS

NPR

IN THE SPOTLIGHT: CHINA

www.npr.org/templates/story/
story.php?storyId=90408961

This page on NPR's website aggregates all

of the news organizations stories about

China, including stories about environment,

diplomacy, culture and economy.

TALK OF THE NATION: UP THE YANGTZE:

A DIRECTOR'S TAKE ON THE THREE

GORGES DAM

www.npr.org

Filmmaker Yung Chang talks about his

documentary Up The Yangtze, in which he

rides a luxury cruise liner up the famed

river in China and tells the story of two teenagers, a spoiled boy

from a middle class family and a timid teenage girl whose

family lives in a riverside shanty, and how they navigate the

changes being made by the construction of the Three Gorges

Dam. (June 18, 2008)

CHINA AND THE WORLD

www.npr.org

Anyone reading the headlines these days can see that China's

influence is being felt worldwide. Some media refer to this as

China's rise, while Chinese people see it as their country's

rightful return to the dominant position it held in Asia for much

of the last 2,000 years. Here, a look at China's evolving role in

the world. (March 31, 2008)

THE THREE GORGES RESERVOIR: A SERIES OVERVIEW

www.npr.org

In this three-part NPR special on the Three Gorges Dam, the

environmental, social and historical effects of the project are

discussed as those effected by the changes are interviewed.

(January 2, 2008)

GOING IT ALONE DOWNSTREAM TO CHINA'S THREE GORGES

www.npr.org

Anthony Kuhn, NPR's China correspondent, writes about his

experiences traveling through and reporting on the Three

Gorges Dam. (January 2, 2008)

TALK OF THE NATION:

THE NEW CHINA- OPPORTUNITY OR THREAT?

www.npr.org

This NPR Roundtable discussion considers author Clyde

Prestowitz stark argument about the decline of American

hegemony and the rise of China as a single economic

superpower. (July 21, 2005)
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Chongqing city at night.
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PBS

CHINA FROM THE INSIDE

www.pbs.org/kqed/chinainside

Although China is in the news more than ever, it remains

mysterious to many Americans. PBS's China From the Inside

series hopes to present and examine the past and present

ofChina with a thoughtful, critical eye. The website for the

series includes an interactive map (/www.pbs.org/kqed/

chinainside/soundmap/index.html) that features sights and

sounds from across China. (January 2007)

GREAT WALL ACROSS THE YANGTZE

www.pbs.org/itvs/greatwall

This PBS film explores the hopes for and impacts of the Three

Gorges Dam, using illegal footage and interviews with experts

from across the globe. Learn more about the dam project and

the Yangtze at the website for the film. (2000)

ONLINE NEWSHOUR: PAUL SOLMAN REPORTS:

CHINA ON THE RISE

www.pbs.org/newshour/bb/asia/china

NewsHour Correspondent Paul Solman traveled to China in the

summer of 2005 to produce a seven-part series on the Asian

nation's rise as a global economic contender and America's

anxiety that China will overtake the United States as a

superpower in the 21st century. (October 2005)

NEWSHOUR EXTRA: CHINA OPENS WORLD'S LARGEST DAM?

www.pbs.org/newshour

Hoping for increased trade and a solution to years of flooding,

China this week opened the Three Gorges Dam, a $24 billion

project that has led to criticism over the displacement of more

than one million residents. (June 18, 2003)

ONLINE NEWSHOUR: BIG DIG

www.pbs.org/newshour

Hoping for increased trade and a solution to years of flooding,

China this week opened the Three Gorges Dam, a $24 billion

project that has led to criticism over the displacement of more

than one million residents. (October 8, 1997)
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To order Up the Yangtze, go to www.zeitgeistfilms.com

The See it On PBS logo is a trademark of the Public Broadcasting Service and is used with permission. All rights reserved.

Produced by American Documentary, Inc. and
entering its 21st season on PBS, the award-
winning P.O.V. series is the longest-running series

on television to feature the work of America’s best contemporary-issue
independent filmmakers. Airing Tuesdays at 10 p.m., June through
October, with primetime specials during the year, P.O.V. has brought
more than 250 award-winning documentaries to millions nationwide
and now has a Webby Award–winning online series, P.O.V.’s Borders.
Since 1988, P.O.V. has pioneered the art of presentation and outreach
using independent nonfiction media to build new communities in
conversation around today’s most pressing social issues. More
information about P.O.V. is available online at www.pbs.org/pov.

Major funding for P.O.V. is provided by PBS, The John D. and Catherine
T. MacArthur Foundation, National Endowment for the Arts, The
Educational Foundation of America, The Fledgling Fund, New York City
Department of Cultural Affairs, New York State Council on the Arts,
Lower Manhattan Cultural Council, The September 11th Fund, and
public television viewers. Funding for P.O.V.'s Diverse Voices Project is
provided by the Corporation for Public Broadcasting. P.O.V. is presented
by a consortium of public television stations, including KCET Los
Angeles, WGBH Boston and Thirteen/WNET New York.

P.O.V. Community Engagement and Education

P.O.V. provides Discussion Guides for all films as well as curriculum-
based P.O.V. Lesson Plans for select films to promote the use of
independent media among varied constituencies. Available free online,
these originally produced materials ensure the ongoing use of P.O.V.’s
documentaries with educators, community workers, opinion leaders,
and general audiences nationally. P.O.V. also works closely with local
public-television stations to partner with local museums, libraries,
schools, and community-based organizations to raise awareness of the
issues in P.O.V.’s films.

P.O.V. Interactive

www.pbs.org/pov

P.O.V.’s award-winning Web department produces a Web-only
showcase for interactive storytelling, P.O.V.’s Borders. It also produces
a website for every P.O.V. presentation, extending the life of P.O.V. films
through community-based and educational applications, focusing on
involving viewers in activities, information and feedback on the issues.
In addition, www.pbs.org/pov houses our unique Talking Back feature,
filmmaker interviews, viewer resources and information on the P.O.V.
archives as well as myriad special sites for previous P.O.V. broadcasts.

American Documentary, Inc.

www.americandocumentary.org

American Documentary, Inc. (AmDoc) is a multimedia company
dedicated to creating, identifying and presenting contemporary stories
that express opinions and perspectives rarely featured in mainstream-
media outlets. AmDoc is a catalyst for public culture, developing
collaborative strategic-engagement activities around socially relevant
content on television, online and in community settings. These activities
are designed to trigger action, from dialogue and feedback to
educational opportunities and community participation.

Front cover: Tourists on sampans in the Lesser Three Gorges.
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