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On June 5, 1989 one day after the Chmese almy 3 deadly cmshmg of the 1989
Tiananmen Square protests in Beijing, a single, unarmed young man stood his
ground before a column of tanks on the Avenue of Eternal Peace. Captured on film

.+ and video by: Western journalists, this extraordinary conﬁ ontatmn became an icon -

of the Str ug;,qle for ﬁeedom around the world.

| Seventeen years later, veteran filmmaker Antony Thomas goes to China in search
“of "The Tank Man." Who was he? What was his fate? And what does hé mean for "
a C_hma that today has become a global economic powerhouse? g

Drawing on interviews with Chinese and Western eyewitnesses, Thomas recounts
the amazing events of the spring of 1989, when a student protest that began in
Tiananmen Square, the symbolic central space of the nation, spread throughout
much of the rest of China. Several weeks later, when the government sent in the
army to end the demonstrations, the citizens of Beijing poured into the streets in
“support of the students. "You had a million people on the street, minimum. ... That
was unprecedented definitely in modern Chinese post- revolutzonary hlstory, says
John Pomfret, who was in Beijing at the time, reporting for the Associated Press.

The demonstrations ende:d in a massacre on the night of June 3-4, when the
severnment sent the iroops into the city with orders to clear Tiananmen Square.
Eyewitnesses recount what happened -- from the first shots fired in the city's
outskirts, to the students' withdrawal from the square in the early hours of June 4,
to the Tank Man's courageous stand the following day.

From there, Thomas 1001{5 at what the Tank Man's life might be like in today's
China. China observers and scholars, including Orville Schell, talk about the
turning point the nationwide unrest of 1989 represented. "After the massacre of
1989, [Chinese leader Deng Xiaoping] in effect said, 'We will not stop economic
reform; [but] we will, in effect, halt political reform.™

Almost two decades later, the educated elite who led the protests of 1989 have
benefited handsomely from China's rapid economic growth, but many Chinese
workers still face brutal working conditions and low wages. "A lot of factories do
not even have one day off," says labor expert Dr. Anita Chan who has been
researching working conditions inside China for 15 years. "That means seven days
a'week, 13 hours a day."
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* In faot some experts see. ihe emer gence of two Chmas one. modem wealthy and
- urban; the other rural, poor and disenfranchised. There is ev1dence that unrest
¥ among workers and peasants is gr owmg, in 2005, there welé more than 87 OOO

%

"civil dls%mbances in the countly

| .' "If we in the West are not aware of tl‘ns the leaders in Beijmg are very much so
and this is theu‘ top concern. They know that the stability is very fragile.'

. The Chmese govemment has responded to thig ﬂlreat by crackmo down on dlssent
and on thémedia. The regime has managed to erase the Tank Man's image, famous
throughout the world, from Chinese memory. Thomas shows the iconic picture to
undergraduates at Beijing Unwemty, the nerve center of the 1989 protests; none of
them recognize it. Central to the regime's struggle to control information is its
filtering of the Internet, a complex undertaking that raises serious issues about the
role of Westem IT companies in China's censarship Strateg)?.
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In the fac’e of ofﬁczai silence about 1989 and the Tank Man,j the program concludes
with Thomas' quest to find out what became of the Tank Man and who he was. In
the end, his identity remains a mystery, but the symbolism of his act of defiance
continues to have power. "That story . is not getting weaker because of time.
Because we don't know who he is, it's actually getting stronger, " says Xiao Qiang
of the China Internet Project at thu University of California dt Berkeley. "In the

long ﬁame of history ... human freedom, comaﬂ"e dignity W1H stay and prevail, and
that $ what that picture will testify [to] forever.’ :
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Question to Consider: Tank Man

» . Why do you think Western journalists risked their own freedam to film/photograph footage of
. the protests?

e Why do you think the Chinese military did not fire at the Tank Man?

s What type of message does the government send to its people by imposing martial law?

s Why did it appear as if the Tank Man represented the “ordinary person” in China

How would you evaluate the leadership of Deng Xiaoping? Give him a grade A - F, and explain!






