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SOME DEATHS ARE MORE
EQUAL THAN OTHERS
By Li Jianhong

The governments and media of two different countries display very

different levels of concern in cases of tragic loss of life.

In a tragic coincidence no one could have predicted, two disasters occurred recently in

close succession in the United States and in China. The first cost 33 lives; the second 32.

On the morning of April 16, 2007, a mass shooting occurred on the campus of Virginia

Tech, claiming 33 lives and wounding many. It was the deadliest campus shooting in

U.S. history.

In the early morning of April 18, an accident involving an industrial steel ladle

occurred at Qinghe Special Steel Corporation in Tieling City, Liaoning Province. The

ladle was moving into pouring position above a teeming platform when it suddenly

sheared off from the blast furnace, spewing 30 tons of white-hot molten steel into a

room five meters away, where workers had gathered for a routine shift change. Thirty-

two workers were killed and six injured. This was the deadliest steel industry accident

in recent years in China, a country where industrial accidents are all too frequent.

Recalling what happened, a lucky survivor said, “It was a nightmare come true.”

As the molten steel that had engulfed the workers cooled, it formed a steel block meas-

uring 70 square meters.When families of the dead gathered to view their loved ones,

the police refused to allow them in until the bodies were identified. Officials said that

they were going to have to identify the bodies through DNA testing because the victims

had been burned beyond recognition.

Both incidents resulted in the loss of innocent lives; both are equally heartrending. But

considering the media coverage and the response from people in all walks of life in the

two countries, I cannot help but sigh. The fateful coincidence of these two tragedies

shows that not all lives are considered equal.

Immediately after the Virginia Tech massacre, all major U.S. news outlets reported the

story.WhenVirginia Governor Timothy Kaine heard the news, he cut short a visit to

Japan and returned home. At noon on the day of the shooting,White House

spokesman Dana Perino said that President Bush was “shocked and saddened” and

expressed his deep concern for the victims’ families and the students and professors of
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Virginia Tech. The police launched a full investigation into the incident that same day.

The day after, students, professors and members of the community came together at

the Virginia Tech campus to remember the 33 victims in a memorial service that was

attended by President Bush and his wife. The president ordered all national flags to be

flown at half mast in memory of those who had died.

I found out about the Tieling accident from the Internet the morning after it happened.

That evening, I made a point of watching the entire 7:00 broadcast of China’s national

television network, CCTV. The main news stories that evening were these:

• Hu Jintao has urged China’s modern theater professionals to reflect the aspira-

tions of the people and celebrate the spirit of the age

• Wen Jiabao chaired an executive meeting of the State Council to review the econ-

omy’s first-quarter performance

• China’s economy grew by 11.1 percent in the first quarter

• Jia Qinglin [chairman of the National Committee of the Chinese People’s Political

Consultative Conference] met with Tunisian President Zine al-Abidine Ben Ali

• Jia Qinglin arrived in Accra on a state visit to Ghana

• Wu Guanzheng [a member of the Politburo] met with the president of the Span-

ish Senate

• A ceremony in memory of the Yellow Emperor was held in Xinzheng City, Henan

Province

• A campaign has been launched to cleanse the Internet of obscene and porno-

graphic content

Not a single news itemmentioned the Tieling accident. The evening’s news program

ended with a piece about a package the Virginia Tech killer had mailed to a TV network

midway through his rampage.

Disappointed, I checked the CCTVWeb site and did an online search for the news sto-

ries fromApril 18, the day of the Tieling accident. The day’s lead story was that Hu Jin-

tao had sent a message of condolence to George Bush over the mass shooting incident

at Virginia Tech. The follow-up stories were:

• Hu Jintao met Pakistani PrimeMinister Shaukat Aziz

• The Chinese Propaganda Department,Ministry of Education and the General

Political Department have jointly issued a document entitled, “Implement Com-

rade Hu Jintao’s Important Instructions in the Circular on LaunchingWide-

Ranging Activities to Learn from Comrade Fang Yonggang”1

• Jia Qinglin met with the Tunisian president

• Chinese Vice President Zeng Qinghong met with German minister of defense

and Chad’s minister of foreign affairs.
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• Wu Guanzheng met with Spain’s first deputy prime minister.

• China has boosted its railway speed for the sixth time with the introduction of

new high-speed trains. China has “entered the era of high-speed rail”

• Localities across China are taking measures to ensure the safety of rail services

There was no mention of the Tieling accident anywhere. It was as if this tragedy, which

had taken 32 lives earlier that day, had never happened in China.

Among the news stories for April 18, there was also the headline, “It has been con-

firmed that the suspected shooter in the Virginia Tech attack was a Korean student.”

I then checked the news for the day before, April 17. Because of the time difference with

the United States, the Virginia Tech shooting was reported in the first news program

broadcast by CCTV that day. There were three reports on the shooting:

• Li Zhaoxing [China’s foreign minister] sent a letter of condolence to US Secretary

of State Condoleezza Rice over the shooting rampage at a Virginia Tech

• TheVirginia Tech shooting incident cost 33 lives

• The Foreign Ministry spokesperson answered reporters’ questions about the Vir-

ginia Tech shooting incident

The death of 30 students struck down in the prime of life, a professor at the height of

his career and an elderly professor who gave his life to save his students fills me with

sorrow. But the senseless death of my 32 compatriots fills me with indignation. How

can it be that when 30 young students are killed on an American university campus,

CCTV devotes three days of continuous coverage to the story, the Chinese foreign min-

istry expresses its shock, and the Chinese foreign minister and President Hu Jintao send

messages of condolences, but when just as many Chinese compatriots are killed in an

industrial accident, not a word about it is said in the Chinese media? Our country’s

leaders continued to make scheduled appearances at theater performances and official

receptions for foreign dignitaries, but when did any of them shed a tear of sorrow for

the death of their compatriots?

As usual, the fragmentary reports on the incident that did appear in the Chinese media2

focused on such-and-such a leader issuing “important instructions,“ and high-level

officials rushing to the scene of the accident to deal with the aftermath. The gruesome

deaths of the victims and the grief felt by their family members were hardly mentioned

at all. The media’s cold packaging of the tragedy completely obscured the heavy loss of

life and deep distress it caused. It was only on the Internet that I was able to find mes-

sages mourning the workers who died in the accident:

• “The steel mill was near my home. From the top of our apartment building, I was

able to see the factory building. It was horrific! Two brothers died together, and a

father and son too. All were rural migrant workers. Pitiful!”
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• “To warn future generations and comfort the souls of the departed,we demand that

the block of molten steel be turned into amemorial to industrial safety in China.”

• “What a tragedy! I suggest that the molten steel be recast into a memorial to

honor the dead workers.”

• “In America and otherWestern democracies, people who die in such accidents

are never nameless.”

LIAONING PROVINCE LAUNCHES RIGOROUS EFFORT TO DEAL WITH CAUSE OF HUGE SAFETY
ACCIDENT AT QINGHE SPECIAL STEEL CORPORATION

By Yang Chengjun, Xinhua Net, April 18, 2007

At 7:45 a.m. onApril 18, a newly constructed production line at Qinghe Special Steel Corporation in Tieling City, Liaon-

ing Province, experienced an accident in which a ladle of molten steel dropped on workers, causing the deaths of 32,

including three who were rural migrants, and injuring six, two seriously.After the accident, Liaoning Province’s top offi-

cials and heads of relevant departments rushed to the scene to apply the law in determining the cause of this accident that

caused somany fatalities.

This reporter arrived at the head office of Qinghe Special Steel Corporation around 11:30 a.m., and found a crowd of

more than 100 people gathered around the building; some family members of workers were weeping bitterly. The local

police had already taken control of the area and prevented anyone from going in or out.Around 3:30 p.m., this reporter

accompanied provincial officials into the company’s office.

The location of the accident was at a new production line of the company. Entering the workshop seven hours after the

incident, this reporter could still feel a

wave of heat, and the ground was cov-

ered with slag that had formed after the

molten steel had cooled, some of it up

to 20 centimeters thick. This reporter

stood on a piece of slag that was still

warm, and very soon felt the heat per-

meate the soles of my shoes.

The fallen steel ladle remained on

the ground like an enormous wok, two

meters in diameter and weighing some

30 tons.Approaching within twometers

of the ladle, this reporter found the heat

so intense that breathing was nearly

impossible. It was in a crude concrete

room less than five meters away that 32

workers met their end.

Translated by Stacy Mosher

Following is a report by the official Xinhua News Agency about the Tieling tragedy (http://news.xinhuanet.com/soci-

ety/2007-04/18/content_5993172.htm). The item, which was the most comprehensive Chinese media report found

through a Google search, was accompanied by a photo of grieving relatives (see screenshot below).
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Some netizens asked hard questions:

• “Isn’t it astonishing that the workshop where the workers changed shifts was

located right next to a steel ladle carrying molten steel? As far as industrial safety

is concerned, this is certainly a case of negligence. The management showed no

concern whatsoever for the workers’ safety!”

• “Whenever natural or man-made disasters occur in other countries—be it the

Virginia Tech shooting, the derailing of a high-speed passenger train in

Germany,3 the Daegu subway fire in South Korea4 or the Beslan school hostage

massacre in Russia5—the government expresses its sorrow, sympathy for the vic-

tims and humanitarianism by lowering flags either in the affected region or

across the country.When will our flag be lowered for ordinary people?”

Even worse than such disasters is the disregard and disrespect for human life.Howmany

times have such tragedies been concluded with cold statistics that glossed over real lives

and human suffering, platitudes for the bereaved and government intervention to nip a

disturbance in the bud?When will our government officials show that they value and

respect human life?When will we have a genuine system of government accountability?

When will ordinary Chinese citizens no longer be abstract numbers in statistical tables?

I long for the day when the loss of human lives will be equally mourned in every coun-

try, when the memory of the departed will be honored and their souls will find peace in

equal measure.We can only hope that from now onmeasures will be taken to minimize

the probability of industrial accidents.

Shanghai, April 20, 2007

Translated by Paul Frank

The original Chinese article was published on theWeb site of the China Information

Center, http://www.observechina.net/info/artshow.asp?ID=43294&ad=4/20/2007.

Notes

1. Since naval academy professor Fang Yonggang was visited in hospital by Hu Jintao on Febru-

ary 20, 2007, he has become the focus of a propaganda campaign urging the Chinese public to

study and emulate his “advanced achievements.” Fang Yonggang’s main achievement has been

his contribution to Hu Jintao’s ideological armory, particularly the slogans of a “harmonious

society” and the “scientific view of development.” See “Long live comrade Fang Yonggang!

The battle begins over the heart of the 17th Party Congress,”China Media Project, April 12,

2007, <http://tinyurl.com/2f28ls>.

2. It should be noted that China’s media are state-run, and have their content closely monitored

and regulated by officials. InternetWeb sites, while also monitored and censored, are often

privately operated and allow greater freedom of expression.

3. The Eschede train disaster in 1998 killed 101 and injured 100.

4. The Daegu subway fire in 2003 killed 198 people and injured 147.

5. At least 396 people, mostly child hostages, were killed during the Beslan school crisis in 2004.




