
 

   

	
September	15,	

2012 
 

	

Jared 

Flanery, 

University 

of Kentucky

The Raymond F. Betts Undergraduate Student Writing Award 

provides a $100 prize for the outstanding undergraduate research 

paper on a world history topic. The paper can consider American 

issues and material if the bulk of the paper has a world focus. 

Papers can be from any time in world history but must have been 

written for an undergraduate course taught for a Kentucky college 

or university during the academic year in which the award is given. 

All entries are accompanied by a letter from the supervising history 

professor recommending the paper. 

“A Great Plan Looms: The Three Gorges 

Dam as a Monument to Modernity” 
Nominated by Dr. Denise Ho, University of Kentucky History professor. 

Winner of the 

Raymond F. Betts 

Undergraduate 

Student Writing Award



1 
 

As the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) occupied Beijing and the mantle of the state in 

October 1949, the new regime confronted an apparent contradiction. The CCP gained power by 

means of revolution, the social process that upends traditional institutions, and simultaneously 

sought to institutionalize orthodoxy under the banner of socialist tradition. Construction on the 

Three Gorges Dam began nearly 50 years later, in 1994, by which time the Reform-era 

Communist Party had already abrogated its earlier ties with revolution. Still, the Three Gorges 

Dam, a massive hydroelectric project located in Hubei Province along the Yangtze River, claims 

its own history dating back to the republican period. As a large-scale industrial project that 

irremediably impacted energy infrastructure, the dam has long been associated with economic 

modernization and state-building on a revolutionary scale. Furthermore, the Three Gorges Dam 

served as a site for the inscription of the purported values of modernity: rationalism, progress, 

and efficiency. Throughout the history of the dam, both ideational and actual, Chinese leaders 

repeatedly sought to link the economic and ecological project with a grander purpose: a modern, 

unified China.  

Dam Background and Thesis 

The Three Gorges Project irrevocably altered the energy infrastructure of China. The dam 

is an example of a gravity dam with a massive reservoir created in order to reduce the risk of 

flooding. Of course, the primary function of the dam is to produce electricity. The dam’s 32 

turbines combine to generate 22,500 megawatts of energy in installed capacity, affording the 

project the illustrious title of the largest power station in the world. In terms of annual 

production, the power plant generated an ideal 85 terawatt hours of energy in 2010, which is 
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equal to about 30 million tons of coal.1 This displacement of fossil fuel usage is often connected 

with the increasing insistence on reducing greenhouse gases in order to combat runaway climate 

change. Clearly, the benefits of damming one of the world’s largest rivers in electricity 

generation are numerous. In addition to electrical production, the Three Gorges Dam provides 

further protection against flooding downstream through a reservoir, which functions as storage 

space for excess water. Finally, the project inevitably increases shipping capacity for those 

sections of the Yangtze River that widened and deepened.  

Yet the dam is not without controversy. 1.3 million residents of the Three Gorges area 

were forcibly resettled to make way for rising waters. Although the CCP has initiated multiple 

resettlement projects, especially over the past century of industrial modernization, none of them 

approaches this particular number, which was revised upwards as the project progressed. Dams 

can also trap river sedimentation in their reservoirs, which prevents essential silt downstream, 

leaving that area prone to more flooding. Shanghai might be made more vulnerable to inundation 

due to wetland erosion as surrounding sediments and silt dissipate.2 Sedimentation arose as a 

problem for Chinese dams before, and multiple engineers and technicians criticized the Three 

Gorges Project for ignoring these precedents. Lastly, a series of concerns surrounding 

increasingly threatened wildlife and other detrimental ecological impacts prompted significant 

resistance from both local population and national environmental organizations.3 

The CCP responded to these and other concerns by employing the discourse of modernity 

in order to present construction of the dam as both beneficial and inevitable. In the end, though, 

                                                            
1 “Three Gorges Dam: A Model of the Past,” International Rivers, accessed May 3, 2012, 
http://www.internationalrivers.org/files/attached-files/3gorgesfactsheet_feb2012_web.pdf 
2 Ibid. 
3 Dai Qing, The River Dragon Has Come! The Three Gorges and the Fate of China’s Yangtze River and its People, 
1998. 
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the state narrative of modernity failed to overwhelm the mounting opposition to the dam. Instead, 

the social, environmental, and cultural concerns surrounding the Three Gorges yield a conflicted 

conception of modernity that ultimately undermines the authority of the CCP.  

Memory, Monumentality, and Modernity 

The sheer scale and import of the dam evokes a sense of monumentality, or an enduring 

grandeur and significance. Yet the Three Gorges Dam serves as a monument to modernity, 

which carries a more subtle definition. In sociologist Anthony Giddens’ formulation, modernity 

refers to a “shorthand term for modern society, or industrial civilization.”4 It is no accident that 

Sun Yat-sen, the Republican leader who conceptualized a combination of Chinese talents with 

Western technical ingenuity, was the original advocate of the project. Rather than resigning the 

dam to the realm of industrial architecture, the Three Gorges Project should be viewed as a 

monument. In keeping with French cultural historian Françoise Choay, “the only authentic 

monuments that our era has been able to erect do not announce themselves as such.”5 In this 

case, Three Gorges is a structure that commemorates the living memory of the Chinese state’s 

modernization campaigns. According to both Karl Marx and Max Weber, modernity is “a 

condition that at once empowers and restrains.”6 A brief analysis of the twentieth century 

campaign for the Three Gorges Dam, to be expanded thereafter, reinforces the ambiguous duality 

of modernity. 

Throughout the twentieth century China transitioned from dynastic rule to several 

different state structures: the republican era (1912-1949), high socialism or the Mao-era (1949-

                                                            
4 Anthony Giddens, The Consequences of Modernity (Cambridge: Polity, 1990), 94.  
5 Françoise Choay, The Invention of the Historic Monument (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 11. 
6 Joseph Esherick, Remaking the Chinese City: Modernity and National Identity, 1900-1950 (Honolulu: University 
of Hawai’i Press, 2000), 11. 
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1976), and the Reform and Opening Up period under the CCP (1978-present). The heads of state 

in all of these periods supported and sought the construction of the Three Gorges Dam. 

Beginning in the 1950s and reaching its peak in the late 1980s and early 1990s, opposition 

activism effectively challenged the state narrative of modernity in relation to the project. In the 

middle of the century few were privilege to information surrounding the ultimately unsuccessful 

plans to construct the dam. Therefore only a few engineers and bureaucrats were able to openly 

oppose the proposed project. Still, opposition to the dam on technical grounds may have 

contributed to Chairman Mao Zedong’s reluctant decision to stall the project.  State support and 

the opposition campaign occurred concurrently and in fundamental conflict, and an evenhanded 

consideration of the Three Gorges Dam demands attention to both official and popular memory. 

Social historians such as Lynn Hunt and Eric Hobsbawm have “concentrated on the 

manipulation of society’s memory by different political regimes” in “an attempt to scrutinize 

how public notions of history are manipulated by dominant sectors of society.”7 The dominant 

sectors of society include the print media. Several Chinese newspapers and journals, either 

originally in English or available in translation, implicitly reflect the state’s effort at successful 

presentation of the dam. Although media like Xinhua or People’s Daily are not necessarily 

obsequious, they consistently demonstrate an attempt to elide the most salient criticisms of dam 

opponents. In a similar fashion, the state discourse of the Three Gorges repeatedly rejects the 

dual nature of modernity as both empowering and repressive. 

 The study of state representations of the dam depends on knowledge of the targeted 

publics. This includes those who have questioned the viability of the project or the capability of 

                                                            
7 Jun Jing, The Temple of Memories: History, Power, and Morality in a Chinese Village (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 1996). 
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the CCP. The domain of popular memory includes those groups “who do not necessarily adhere 

to the dominant, public, or official representations of the past.”8 As Chinese newspapers are 

dominated by official memory, and participatory research is at present impossible, the writings 

and interviews of prominent activist Dai Qing, in addition to secondary accounts, adequately 

encapsulate the alternative view of modernity. In both official and popular memory, the sources 

reveal the full complexity and destabilizing power of the Three Gorges Dam. 

The Three Gorges Project and the Unfolding State Narrative of Modernity  

Prasenjit Duara, the professor of Chinese history at the University of Chicago, situated 

the state as central in the construction of memory and authenticity. “The nation is the guardian of 

an unchanging truth it believes itself to embody.”9 Perhaps it is fitting, then, that the Chinese 

state consistently concluded that the Three Gorges Project would contribute positively to 

twentieth century modernization. As aforementioned, the great Republican leader Sun Yat-sen 

was the first to propose the construction of a dam along the Yangtze River in the early 1910s. 

Given the chaos of the republican period, which was overrun by civil strife and conflict between 

warlords, Sun’s proposal was more of a “romantic vision” than an incipient reality.10 However, 

this vision was connected with Sun’s desire for a long-term modernization program, including 

damming the Yellow River and exploiting fossil fuel reserves. In a speech in 1924, just months 

before his death, Sun said that “‘when that time comes, we shall have enough power to supply 

railways, motor cars, fertilizer factories, and all kinds of manufacturing establishments.’”11 

                                                            
8 Jung, The Temple of Memories: History, Power, and Morality in a Chinese Village, 16. 
9 Praenjit Duara, “The Regime of Authenticity: Timelessness, Gender, and National History in Modern China,” 
History and Theory 37 (1998): 288. 
10 Deirdre Chetham, Before the Deluge: The Vanishing World of the Yangtze’s Three Gorges (New York City: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2002), 117. 
11 Ibid. 
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In some respects, Sun Yat-sen founded the modern Chinese state. His Leninist 

organization of the Guomindang (or Nationalist Party) inspired both Chiang Kai-Shek and Mao 

Zedong, and he approached industrial modernization as a state-led campaign. Although authors 

argue as to when Sun first proposed Three Gorges, his most sophisticated argument for the dam 

came with the publication of The International Development of China in 1920.12 The book was 

dominated by potential water conservancy projects, some of them described in vivid technical 

detail. The idea of damming the Yangtze River clearly excited Sun, and he claimed the 

possibility of reaping 30 million horsepower in hydroelectric energy from the Three Gorges. Yet 

Sun, the progenitor of the populist political philosophy of Three People’s Principles, also insisted 

that the dam would benefit the public in addition to industry. “‘The benefit to the people will be 

enormous and the encouragement to commerce will indeed be great.’”13 

Like many republican revolutionaries, Sun deeply resented domination and exploitation 

by mostly Western powers since the First Opium War of 1839 to 1842, and hoped to reverse the 

century-long legacy of imperialism.14 As such, the scholar sought technological modernization as 

a way of “catching up” to especially the United States and United Kingdom. International 

Development actively requested financial aid from Western countries in that project, which Sun 

imagined would only require a few years of sustained investment. Employing a rhetorical tactic 

that later leaders would also adopt, Sun appealed to China’s ancient civilization in order to 

suggest a revolutionary revival of global prestige and power. “‘After the revolution, we must 

build a big dam across the Three Gorges and a huge hydroelectric power plant so that our ancient 

                                                            
12 Sun Yat-sen, The International Development of China (New York City: G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1922), accessed May 
3, 2012, Google Books. 
13 Liangwu Yin, “The Long Quest for Greatness: China’s Decision to Launch the Three Gorges Project” (PhD diss., 
Washington University, 1996): 475. 
14 John King Fairbank and Merle Goldman, China: A New History (Cambridge, Mass: Belknap Press of Harvard 
University Press, 2006), 280.  
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motherland will be lit up.’”15 Contemporary politics and a disappointing financial situation 

conspired against Sun’s vision, though, and it would be decades before construction began. 

Chiang Kai-Shek and World War II 

General Chiang Kai-Shek, Sun’s successor as leader of the Nationalist Party after the 

unifying leader died in 1925, contended with the twin threats of warlords and Japanese 

encroachment through an alliance with the nascent Communist Party. After violently purging the 

Party in 1927, however, Chiang further centralized the insulated Nationalist state along 

corporatist lines somewhat similar to Mussolini’s Italy.16 In terms of the Three Gorges Dam, 

Chiang was no visionary. Yet he strongly supported the dam, and even funded an international 

exploratory team of engineers to survey the Three Gorges in 1932.17 The team recommended a 

smaller dam at Gezhouba as a preliminary experiment, but the prohibitive cost of construction 

prevented any action. Years later, though, Chiang finally encountered a serious opportunity to 

modernize his country. 

 The Japanese invasion of 1937 threatened the existence of republican China but it also 

presented Generalissimo Chiang with an opportunity. Not only did the United Front with the 

Communists foreclose the possibility of internal rebellion, but China also possessed a great 

power as an ally for the first time. The United States funded myriad modernization projects 

within China, despite the latter’s position as the least prioritized front during the war. The Three 

Gorges Project first became a serious possibility during this time. Donald Nelson, an American 

businessman appointed as the head of the War Production Board, travelled to China and 

thereafter fiercely advocated for the construction of a dam. He even compared his role to the 

                                                            
15 Yin, “The Long Quest for Greatness”: 76. 
16 Fairbank and Goldman, China: A New History, 291-293. 
17 Yin, “The Long Quest for Greatness”: 221. 
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tradition of Christian missionaries in China, writing “‘there is a place…today for business 

missionaries to supplement the religious missionaries which have spread their gospel there.’”18 

The gospel of capitalist modernization entranced the Nationalist government, and China 

appeared to finally possess the support it required. 

Internally Generalissimo Chiang “emphasized a quintessential principle that large-scale 

hydraulic projects were the nation’s top priority and must be developed exclusively by the 

central government.”19 This announcement reflects Chiang Kai-Shek’s equation of the central 

government with the nation, but it also belies an independent nationalism that in this instance 

was subordinated to the promise of international development. Two weeks after the Japanese 

surrender in 1945, and after considerable lobbying by Nationalist China, the State Department 

granted the Department of the Interior authority to finance the infrastructure project. The Chinese 

Minister of Economic Affairs was ecstatic, and held that “‘[the dam] will serve as the basis for 

the modernization of China.’” Even after the beginning of the Chinese Civil War in May 1946, 

Nationalist Premier Chang Chun held on to hope, promising the Nanjing Rotary Club that the 

Three Gorges Project would continue “‘as soon as the situation improves.’”20 

New China: A Great Plan Looms 

 The situation did not improve for the Guomindang, and Mao Zedong and the CCP 

occupied Beijing in October of 1949. Harvard historian Judith Shapiro documented how the 

Maoist rhetoric of class struggle translated into environmental policy. Essentially, much in the 

same way people were mobilized to unseat the “counterrevolutionary” classes, mass 

mobilizations sought to overcome nature’s obstacles. Indeed, one very popular Mao-era slogan 

                                                            
18 Ibid., 225. 
19 Ibid., 122. 
20 Chetham, Before the Deluge, 119-122. 
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was “Man Must Conquer Nature.”21 Mao’s environmental thought directly contradicted 

traditional approaches that emphasized harmony between nature and human beings. This 

philosophy played out to disastrous results during the industrialization drive of the Great Leap 

Forward, a period from 1958 to 1961 of tragically misguided industrialization and famine that 

caused an estimated 20-30 million excess deaths.22 The Great Leap Forward’s campaign 

mentality demanded impossible agricultural quotas and resulted in massive deforestation. Mao’s 

rhetoric indicated disdain for the natural world as a limit to human freedom. In an essay 

criticizing Stalin, Mao declared that “‘Man’s ability to know and change Nature is unlimited.’”23 

 The period of high socialism’s flippant disregard for natural processes and integrity 

extended to water as well. Between 1949 and 1990 80,000 dams were constructed in China, 

while by 1980 almost 3,000 of them had collapsed, causing significant loss of life and 

environmental catastrophe.24 The largest of these was the Sanmenxia dam on the Yellow River, 

which because of inherent design flaws silted up and required immediate reconstruction.25 As a 

result, 300,000 people were forcibly relocated in a stunning precedent. Huang Wanli, a hydraulic 

engineer ahead of his time, criticized the Sanmenxia, asserting that sedimentation issues were 

inherent to so-called mega-dams. He argued that “to block the central stream of a river system 

was in effect to violate the laws of nature.”26 Still, Mao indicated after the Great Leap Forward 

and famine that “economic stability” was his first priority, followed by the construction of the 

Three Gorges Dam and a South-North Water Diversion System, which is currently being built. 

                                                            
21 Judith Shapiro, Mao’s War Against Nature: Politics and Environment in Revolutionary China (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2001), 67.  
22 Fairbank and Goldman, China: A New History, 368. 
23 Shapiro, Mao’s War Against Nature, 68. 
24 Shapiro, Mao’s War Against Nature, 64. 
25 Elizabeth Economy, The River Runs Black: The Environmental Challenge to China’s Future, 2nd ed. (Ithaca, New 
York: Cornell University Press, 2010), 52. 
26 Shapiro, Mao’s War Against Nature, 62. 
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“‘Let’s build a super dam at the Three Gorges,’”27 he told a ship pilot on a tour, it will “‘not be 

very expensive.’”28 

The benefits of a dam along the Yangtze River were quite clear to the leader of the CCP. 

Mao repeatedly referenced the essential ability to control floodwaters, especially after a 

devastating flood that killed over 30,000 in 1954. During the same tour of the region that Mao 

called for a “super dam,” he joked to Lin Yishan, the head of the Yangtze Valley Planning Office 

(YVPO), “‘please find someone to replace me as Chairman of the People’s Republic of China so 

that I will have time to assist you in building the Three Gorges Project.’”29 King Yangtze, as 

Mao dubbed Lin, did not accept the Chairman’s resignation, but he was repeatedly inspired by 

the interest and vigor Mao displayed toward the project. For years Mao appeared to deny any 

downside to the project, even though Lin’s 235 meter-high model of the dam would require two 

million people to be resettled. Mao argued that the residents resettled would be performing their 

patriotic duty. “‘Let thousands of people migrate from their homeland, it is a great contribution 

made by a generation to our country.’”30 At one point, ecstatic after a day of debriefings 

saturated by talk of the dam, Mao even composed a poem in honor of King Yangtze and the 

Three Gorges Project: 

Winds flap the sail 
tortoise and snake are silent, 

a great plan looms. 
A great bridge will fly over this moat dug by heaven 

and be a road from north to south. 
We will make a stone wall against the upper river 

to the west 
and hold back steamy clouds and rain of Wu peaks. 

Over tall chasms will be a calm lake, 
                                                            
27 Yin, “The Long Quest for Greatness”: 360. 
28 Yin, “The Long Quest for Greatness”: 330. 
29 Yin, “The Long Quest for Greatness”: 329. 
30 Chetham,  Before the Deluge, 156. 
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and if the goddess of these mountains is not dead, 
she will marvel at a world so changed.31 

 Despite Mao’s magisterial poem, there were many concerns with regard to rapid 

construction of the Three Gorges Dam, and, for the first time, genuine opposition. The first 

formal consideration of the Three Gorges Project by the enlarged Politburo of the CCP occurred 

just before the Great Leap Forward, in January 1958 in Yunnan Province.  At this meeting Lin 

Yishan, the head of the YVPO charged with drawing the blueprints for the project, debated Li 

Rui, an official with the Department of Energy. The two maintained their positions and rehashed 

this debate several times over the next forty years. Lin advocated a dam with a wall of 235 

meters, claiming that the project would be a “‘foundation for China’s industry and 

agriculture.’”32 Li, on the other hand, cautioned against overly grandiose projects that would be 

too expensive and require the resettlement of two million people. An intrigued Mao required 

both Lin and Li to write essays outlining their positions, and although Li’s essay was less than 

half his opponent’s in length, apparently Mao was more impressed by the skeptic’s essay. “‘We 

need scholars like him,’” Mao said, “‘we should train more scholars like him.’”33 Thereafter Mao 

and the rest of the Politburo remained cautious rather than speed production on the dam. Li Rui, 

for his part, later claimed that “[Mao] supported my view and criticized Lin Yishan’s unrealistic 

view…One should always be realistic and act according to the laws of nature.’”34 

 Fortunes in the Mao era shifted rapidly, and those who opposed the industrializing 

mission of the Three Gorges soon faced heavy pressure and repression. In 1957, many of Li 

Rui’s supporters were ousted from the Party as so-called “Rightists.” Li Rui, who somehow 

                                                            
31 Yin, “The Long Quest for Greatness”: 341. 
32 Yin, “The Long Quest for Greatness”: 340. 
33 Yin, “The Long Quest for Greatness”: 352.  
34 Dai Qing, Yangtze! Yangtze! (Earthscan Canada, 1994), accessed May 3, 2012, 
http://journal.probeinternational.org/three-gorges-probe/yangtze-yangtze/ 



12 
 

engendered sympathy and support from Mao in 1958, was purged from the CCP in 1959 at the 

Lushan Plenum. Li participated in the criticisms of Mao and the Great Leap Forward at the 

Plenum by Marshall Peng Dehuai and others.  For that and for opposing the Three Gorges Dam 

Li was labeled a “right opportunist” and suffered extreme indignity until his rehabilitation in 

1979.35 In part because of the political repression inherent in the Three Gorges Project, Judith 

Shapiro refers to the dam as a “monument to Communist Party hubris.”36 Yet this 

pronouncement ignores the origins of the dam, as republican leader Sun Yat-sen first suggested 

its construction. It also equates the Mao-era CCP with the Party that actually built the dam, 

which took place in a very different time indeed. 

Reform and Opening, Up 

 During the Cultural Revolution there was significant discussion and debate surrounding 

the Three Gorges Project, but the escalation political tension with the Soviet Union prevented the 

possibility of receiving essential technical aid.37 By the time the reformist Deng Xiaoping 

consolidated power in 1979, the prospects of the project were unclear. Just thirty years later, 

however, the state-owned China Yangtze River Three Gorges Project Development Corporation 

(TGPDC) had completed construction on nearly all the components of a 175 meter dam.38 In 

tracing the lineage of the Three Gorges Dam, it is clear that Deng Xiaoping made the final 

decision. He pushed the project forward because of its energy potential: “he realized that China 

would never be modernized without modernization of the Chinese energy industry.”39 The 

vernacular interpretation of the dam’s imminent construction differed widely from that of Deng 

                                                            
35 Shapiro, Mao’s War Against Nature, 53. 
36 Yin, “The Long Quest for Greatness”: 368. 
37 Shapiro, Mao’s War Against Nature, 14. 
38 Chetham, Before the Deluge, 145. 
39 “History of the Three Gorges Project,” People’s Daily, accessed April 2, 2012, 
http://english.peopledaily.com.cn/features/3gorges/history.html 
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and his successor, Jiang Zemin. Both leaders actively resisted the technical, social, and 

environmental concerns of a wide range of the Chinese public. Once Deng decided in favor of 

the project, though, there was little possibility of a reversal in policy. “‘I approve of the dam 

design. Be determined once decided! Don’t vacillate.’”40 

 As perhaps was evident with the pivotal Lin-Li debate of 1958, a number of technical and 

design issues persisted in problematizing the CCP’s modernizing vision. The omnipresent risk of 

excessive sedimentation prompted Li Rui and others to protest the apparently incipient project. 

In 1989 the nuclear scientist and journalist Dai Qing published Yangtze! Yangtze!, which 

included a series of interviews with relevant actors. In part because of that book, Dai Qing is 

now considered the most public dissident and intellectual against the Three Gorges Dam. In her 

interview with Li Rui, the retired engineer decried the 175 meter dam that would require 1.3 

million to relocate, reminded readers of Sanmenxia’s reconstruction costs due to sedimentation, 

and proposed several smaller dams and dikes instead. “Of course, dikes are not as grand as dams 

are and, hence, do not constitute a glorious testimonial to the builders.”41 In a similar fashion, 

Dai Qing lamented the grandiosity of China’s leaders and called upon so-called “red specialists” 

to reconsider their faith in technology.42 

 Perhaps mindful of Deng’s exhortation not to waver, the Three Gorges Development 

Corporation broke ground on the Three Gorges Dam in December 1994. During the construction 

process, at least, the so-called red specialists were able to avoid engineering issues such as 

sedimentation. One senior official told Xinhua that the project had thus far avoided difficulties 

                                                            
40 Yin, “The Long Quest for Greatness”: 400. 
41 Yin, “The Long Quest for Greatness”: 427. 
42 Dai Qing, Yangtze! Yangtze! 
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due to “‘scientific management’” and “‘profit orientation.’”43 The engineer-in-chief of the 

company, Zheng Chaoran, referenced strict quality requirements that allowed the main 

chronology of the project to proceed smoothly.44 In April1992, the National People’s Congress 

adopted legislation to approve the Three Gorges dam, which officially began construction in 

December 1994. In November 1997 the Yangtze River was effectively dammed, and the project 

neared its end in 2006 with the “major structure” of the dam complete. Finally, and most 

significant, the water level rose to 175 meters, the choice of Deng’s aforementioned 

exhortation.45 

  In any case, the flow of the Yangtze River was successfully halted. Reacting to the news, 

Li Peng, the Premier and the state official charged with managing the bureaucracy of TGPDC, 

grandiosely declared that the project was “‘a great achievement in the world history of 

engineering.’”46 In 2010, after the dam was essentially completed, a senior engineer and 

academic at the Chinese Academy of Sciences, hailed the project’s success in a popular 

engineering journal. Pan Jiazheng confirmed that the Three Gorges Dream, a long-term dream of 

engineers, forever altered history and was “the Chinese national treasure, a miracle and a 

pearl.”47 He also reflected the Chinese state’s view of the significance of the dam, and reiterated 

that the Three Gorges Project responds to “the urgent needs of the economic development and 

modernization of China.”48 Similar phrasing appears throughout print media and across the 

intellectual class, and reflects the state discourse of modernity of incipient industrialization and 

improvement through the Three Gorges.  

                                                            
43 Dai Qing, The River Dragon Has Come!, 9. 
44 “Cost, timing of Three Gorges Project tightly limited,” Xinhua News, November 6, 2002. 
45 “Completed works of Three Gorges Project meet quality requirements,” Xinhua News, November, 1, 2002. 
46 “History of Three Gorges Project,” People’s Daily. 
47 “Yangtze River Three Gorges stopped from flow,” Xinhua News, November 6, 2002. 
48 Jiazheng Pan, “The demonstration, decision process, and practice of the Three Gorges Project” Engineering 
Sciences (2011): 8, Eastview China Academic Journals. 
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 Few would question the impressive scale and technical feat of the Three Gorges Dam, 

especially if the concerns surrounding sedimentation are allayed over the coming years.  The 

discourse surrounding the social impacts of the dam, in contrast, is fundamentally contentious 

and confrontational. The forcible resettlement of at least 1.3 million people in the Three Gorges 

area remains the foremost social issue and critique of the hydroelectric project. As early as 1992, 

Li Boning, the state official with the authority over resettlement, argued that “doubts about and 

criticisms of the policy have basically been addressed.”49 Li made this claim in a chapter from 

his book Developmental Resettlement is Good. Multiple officials within the Chinese government 

employed the term “developmental resettlement” to rhetorically link an imposed social process 

with economic modernization. Liang Fuqing, the head of Resettlement Management for the 

Three Gorges Project Development Corporation, defined developmental resettlement as a 

“powerful push to the overall economic and social progress and sustainable development” of 

Three Gorges residents.50 State and TGPDC officials repeatedly stated that resettlement would 

not impede economic development in the region, and even argued that people would be the 

project would bring “about a big social and economic development and a better living 

standard.”51 This claim coexisted with the simultaneous reality of an estimated 21,000 hectares 

(around 51,000 acres) of farmland inundated due to flooding as a result of the dam.52 Li Boning 

indicated that the government was already engaged in relocating factories to reemploy migrant 

                                                            
49 Pan, “The demonstration, decision process and practice of the Three Gorges Project,” 4. 
50 Dai Qing, The River Dragon Has Come!, 50. 
51 Fuqing Liang, “Human Rights Protection Among Resettlers Displaced by the Three Gorges Project” Human 
Rights 2 (2004): 21, Eastview China Academic Journals. 
52 Ibid. 
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workers,53 and Liang Fuqing later claimed that all 250,000 urban settlers had been arranged 

jobs.54 

 Critics of the dam, meanwhile, firmly denied the claims of both the state and the state-

owned enterprise (SOE). Li Rui, in his interview with Dai Qing, reviewed the problem of 

relocating agriculturalists to higher ground in the mountainous region, where the land is less 

fertile. The population the size of a “small European country will certainly exceed the local 

environmental capacity.”55 Furthermore, there was some discrepancy in the state-owned media’s 

account of where the resettled residents actually ended up. In 2002 Xinhua reported one 

government official’s claim that the majority of the nearly 500,000 resettled migrants departed 

the region and moved to eleven more “economically advanced” coastal provinces.56 Just two 

years later China Daily reported that the vast majority of migrants, about 85% of which are from 

Chongqing Municipality, simply moved to higher ground in the mountains.57  

The discrepancy may arrive out of the fact that China Daily is comparatively free in its 

publication, and the state’s inclination to present resettled villagers as enjoying a better life in the 

city. Indeed, one description of villagers’ new urban life, in the Chinese journal Human Rights, 

presented the resettled population as being “lifted out of poverty” and the Three Gorges region as 

“embarked on the road to common prosperity.”58 The author continues by describing the radical 

changes in the lives of ordinary farmers, who “have completely changed their outlook…they 

                                                            
53 William Jones and Marsha Freeman, “The Three Gorges Dam: The TVA on the Yangtze River,” 21st Century 
Science and Technology Magazine, 2005. 
54 Dai Qing, The River Dragon Has Come!, 47. 
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wear fashions.”59 Despite the purported urbanity of resettled farmers, populist and intellectual 

critics of the social costs of the dam recount a fundamentally different narrative. Ding Qigang 

notes that a popular local saying in the Three Gorges region was “thinking about the Three 

Gorges we look forward to earning big bucks.”60 Local residents had been starved for 

development assistance, especially from the central government, as the project languished for 

years. Furthermore, the population may have perceived the consistent print media as an 

indication that the beginning of the project was inevitable. “Even those unwilling to move now 

believe that resettlement is inevitable.”61 Yet after one farmer actually moved, he spoke of a 

familiar theme among those subject to resettlement, worrying that he “would have to eat 

bitterness for many years” in a new, urban environment.62 

The social issues surrounding the dam are not confined to contemporary concerns; they 

also include controversy about historic preservation of the innumerable cultural relics in the 

Three Gorges Valley. Before the inundation, researchers discovered countless low water 

calligraphy carvings, in addition to several stonehouse temples, such as the famous one at 

Shibaozhai.63 The director of the National History Museum in Beijing, Yu Weichao, was 

interviewed by Dai Qing and expressed considerable frustration with the preservation process. 

The level of government funding was relatively low, as compared with both construction costs 

and the resettlement fund, and Yu mentioned that “recently unearthed [sites] are awaiting 

recognition” as worthy of protection.64 Although the government funded underwater protection 

for some sites, no sustained effort at discovering and safely removing cultural artifacts existed 
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60 Ibid. 
61 Dai Qing, The River Dragon Has Come!, 84. 
62 Dai Qing, The River Dragon Has Come!, 74. 
63 Dai Qing, The River Dragon Has Come!, 89. 
64 Dai Qing, The River Dragon Has Come!, 126. 



18 
 

until 1997.65 The rapid rate of construction and the relative absence of serious funding signified a 

lack of government concern to Yu. “Personally, I am someone with the highest national and 

ethnic pride, and so I do not wish to see China lose face on this issue.”66 Yu, who must construct 

a national narrative by way of museum, appealed directly to the state’s self-respect and solidity.  

Shao Weidong, a local relics protection official, by way of contrast, sought to link the 

modernizing effort of the dam with the preservation of the past. “Success will be achieved both 

in the construction of the grand dam and the preservation of heritage sites in the area.”67 Yet 

many sites were lost to the rising waters of the Yangtze. In rapidly developing a state-building 

project in the present, the Chinese government effaced the cultural achievements of the past. The 

unintended result of these and other social decisions is to contest the sustainability of the CCP 

and its version of modernity. 

Lastly, the existence of corruption within the Three Gorges Project evinces a conflicted 

narrative of development. In fact, this is another instance in which two state-owned newspapers 

contradict each other with reference to the official record. A 2002 Xinhua headline boasted a 

Three Gorges Dam “clear of corruption,” and lauded the transparency of a project “open to the 

scrutiny” of the government and the media.68 First, the article ignores something of a conflict of 

interest, as all three of the entities involved (TGPDC, the newspaper, and the Chinese 

government itself) are owned and operated by the government. Moreover, the author cites the 

general manager of the TGPDC, Li Yong’an, as saying the project was “free of graft and 
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embezzlement since its launch in 1993.”69 Once again the China Daily directly contradicts 

Xinhua. As an article from 2004 notes, over 200 local officials were caught embezzling 

resettlement funds and punished.70 Additionally, Deirdre Chetham notes that the auditor general 

of the People’s Republic of China estimates 7.4% ($2.14 billion) of the resettlement fund was 

embezzled.71 

In summation, the Chinese state was crippled by a series of social scandals in relation to 

the actual construction of the Three Gorges Dam: the massive resettlement of 1.3 million 

residents, the loss of archaeologically and culturally significant sites, and the prevalence of 

corruption among both local and regional officials. Here Dai Qing offers her most succinct and 

subversive assessment of the dam: “The project is encouraging corrupt economic practices in 

enterprises and in the government and will lead to an enormous waste of resources, all while 

destroying the environment and violating the rights of the people.”72 

Finally, some of the environmental aspects of the construction of the Three Gorges Dam 

merit attention. Several non-governmental organizations resisted the dam in order to protect rare 

and endangered species in the area. Half of the population of the Siberian crane resided in the 

Three Gorges, it is very likely that the Chinese river dolphin (Baiji) is now functionally extinct, 

and several other species are now at risk. As a result of the effects on wildlife and especially the 

risk of excess sedimentation threatening dam stability, engineer Li Rui argued that “the Three 

Gorges Dam will do more harm than good to the environment.”73 Yet these issues appeared 

irrelevant to Jiang Zemin, the President who actually oversaw the majority of the construction of 
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the dam. At a key milestone in 1997, Jiang orated, “‘from old, the Chinese people have had a 

brave history of carrying out activities to conquer, open up, and utilize nature…from ancient 

times, the Chinese people have had a strong struggle spirit of reforming nature, of Man Must 

Conquer Nature.’”74 Although rhetorically Jiang is attempting to identify this modernization 

campaign with those of ancient times, the most revelatory part of the passage is the reference to 

the Maoist slogan “Man Must Conquer Nature.” Although by 1997 the CCP had essentially 

accepted the principles of “socialism with Chinese characteristics,” or state capitalism, Jiang still 

felt it prudent to reference the exemplar of high socialism. The dominating nature of the 

campaign mentality applies consistently across twentieth century Chinese industrial 

modernization. 

Concluding Remarks: Modernity and Monumentality 

While the concept of the struggle against nature clearly carried over from the Mao to the 

Reform era, the contemporary leaders of China and the Three Gorges Dam were qualitatively 

different. While Mao and Deng received relatively little scientific education, Li Peng, the head of 

the TGPDC and the Premier under Jiang Zemin, graduated with technical degrees from Russian 

universities. Jiang studied mechanical engineering in Shanghai, while Li, appropriately enough, 

received a degree in hydraulic engineering in Russia.75 The new technocrats at the helm of the 

CCP finally managed to accomplish what a century of Chinese statesman could not - they 

successfully constructed the Three Gorges Dam. The dam stands as one of the greatest logistical 

and political achievements of human history, and, assuming an absence of system failure, will 

contribute to the energy infrastructure of the country as one of Jiang and Li’s prized “backbone” 
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projects.76 In addition to technical and infrastructural benefits Jiang further asserted that the 

Three Gorges “‘embodies the great industrious spirit of the Chinese nation.’”77 

 Key state proponent Li Peng identified the “real question” as one of “national strength” 

though,78 and here it is convenient to consider the actual implications of so great a plan. As 

Liangwu Yin correctly noted, since the 1980s “this unprecedented debate has been going on ever 

since. It is in essence the continuation of the Li Rui-Lin Yishan debate, but far more widespread 

[in the population] and more complicated.”79 When the Three Gorges Project arrived at a vote in 

the National People’s Congress in April 1992, 1,767 delegates voted in favor of construction, 

177 voted against, and 664 abstained from voting.80 Although this appears to be an indication of 

overwhelming support for the dam, by Chinese legislative standards the results reveal real 

opposition as well as substantial doubt and ambivalence toward the inevitability of the project.  

After nearly one hundred years of history surrounding the construction of a dam along the 

Yangtze River at the Three Gorges, this month the project will be officially completed. The 

dialectic of official and popular memories is confronted by multiple methods of understanding 

modernity. As one example, the influential New Left intellectual Wang Hui problematizes the 

discourse of neoliberal modernity in multiple writings. Opposition to economic globalization, in 

Wang’s view, also contests that modernity, and “the teleology of modernization that has 

dominated Chinese thinking for the past century is now being challenged.”81  
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The campaign for the Three Gorges Dam does not, as Judith Shapiro contested, 

correspond to “a last-gasp monument of the Communist Party.”82  Rather, the project represents 

the result of twentieth century history: the collision of efforts of the republican era, the Mao era 

of high socialism, and the most relevant and recent Reform era. The lineage of the project, aided 

by the rhetoric of its proponents, essentially accords with the broad themes of modernity, 

including inevitable progress and efficiency. If Wang Hui is correct in his judgment, however, 

the Three Gorges Project as a monument to modernity may be pressing unsustainable limits even 

as direct social protest has diminished. As Françoise Choay reminds us, “the purpose of the 

monument is to bring to life a past engulfed by time.”83 The fact of the commemorative function 

of the Three Gorges Project, then, implies a vision of modernity already in the realm of recent 

history, inundated in time.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                            
82 Shapiro, Mao’s War Against Nature, 205. 
83 Choay, The Invention of the Historic Monument, 13. 



23 
 

Bibliography 
 

Chao, Liang. "More bid farewell to Three Gorges." China Daily, July 15, 2004. 

http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/english/doc/2004-07/15/content_348413.htm (accessed 

April 2, 2012). 

Chetham, Deirdre. Before the Deluge: The Vanishing World of the Yangtze’s Three Gorges. New 

York City: Palgrave Macmillan, 2002. 1-296. 

Choay, Françoise. The Invention of the Historic Monument. Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 2001. 

"Completed works of Three Gorges Project meet quality requirements." Xinhua News, 

November 1, 2002. http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2002-11/01/content_615937.htm 

(accessed April 2, 2012). 

"Cost, time of Three Gorges Project tightly limited." Xinhua News, November 6, 2002. 

http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2002-11/06/content_619524.htm (accessed April 2, 

2012). 

Duara, Prasenjit. "The Regime of Authenticity: Timelessness, Gender, and National History in 

Modern China." History and Theory. 37. (1998): 287-308. 

Economy, Elizabeth. The River Runs Black: The Environmental Challenge to China’s Future, 

2nd ed. Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 2010. 1-364. 

Esherick, Joseph. Remaking the Chinese City: Modernity and National Identity, 1900-1950. 

Honolulu: University of Hawai'i Press, 2000. 

Fairbank, John King, and Merle Goldman. China: A New History. Cambridge, Massachusetts: 

Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2006. 

Giddens, Anthony. The Consequences of Modernity. Cambridge: Polity, 1990.  

Heggelund, Gorildst. Environment and Resettlement Politics in China: the Three Gorges Project. 

Burlington, VT: Ashgate Publishing Company, 2004. 

"History of Three Gorges Project." People's Daily. 

http://english.peopledaily.com.cn/features/3gorges/history.html (accessed April 2, 2012). 

International Rivers, "Three Gorges Dam: A Model of the Past." Last modified February 2012. 

http://www.internationalrivers.org/files/attached-files/3gorgesfactsheet_feb2012_web.pdf 

Accessed May 3, 2012. 



24 
 

Jing, Jun. The Temple of Memories: History, Power, and Morality in a Chinese Village. 

Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1996. 

Jones, William, and Marsha Freeman. "The Three Gorges Dam: The TVA on the Yangtze 

River." 21st Century Science and Technology Magazine, 2005. 

http://www.21stcenturysciencetech.com/articles/Three_Gorges.html (accessed May 3, 

2012). 

Liang, Fuqing. "Human Rights Protection Among Resettlers Displaced by the Three Gorges 

Project." Human Rights. 2. (2004). Eastview China Academic Journals (accessed May 4, 

2012). 

"Nearly Half a Million Resettled for Three Gorges Project." Xinhua News, May 14, 2002. 

http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2002-05/14/content_393060.htm (accessed April 2, 

2012). 

Pan, Jiazheng. "The demonstration, decision process and practice of the Three Gorges Project." 

Engineering Sciences. (2011). Eastview China Academic Journals (accessed May 4, 

2012). 

Qing, Dai. The River Dragon Has Come! The Three Gorges and the Fate of China's Yangtze 

River and Its People. 1998. 

---. Yangtze! Yangtze! Earthscan Canada, 1994. http://journal.probeinternational.org/three-

gorges-probe/yangtze-yangtze/ (accessed May 3, 2012). 

Shao, Weidong. "Relics in the Three Gorges Under Protection.”  China & the World Cultural 

Exchange. (May 2003). pg. 40-43. 

Shapiro, Judith. Mao’s War Against Nature: Politics and Environment in Revolutionary China. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001. 1-287. 

Sun, Yat-sen. The International Development of China. New York City: G.P. Putnam's Sons, 

1922. Google Books (accessed May 3, 2012). 

"Three Gorges Dam is clear of corruption." Xinhua News, November 5, 2002. 

http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2002-11/05/content_619510.htm (accessed April 2, 

2012).  

"Three Gorges Dam Safe, Reliable: Experts." Xinhua News, May 1, 2002. 

http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2002-05/01/content_379939.htm (accessed April 2, 

2012). 



25 
 

"Three Gorges Dam to Maintain Original Beauty, Splendor." May 21, 2002. 

http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2002-05/21/content_402888.htm (accessed April 2, 

2012). 

Wang, Hui. China's New Order. Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2003. 

"Yangtze River Three Gorges stopped from flow." Xinhua News, November 6, 2002. 

http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2002-11/06/content_620233.htm (accessed April 2, 

2012). 

Yin, Liangwu. The long quest for greatness: China's decision to launch the Three Gorges 

Project. St. Louis: Washington University, 1996. 1-635. Ph.D. Dissertation. 

Zheng, Jiayu. "New Life in a New Town." Human Rights. 2. (2004). Eastview China Academic 

Journals (accessed May 4, 2012). 

 

 

 


