CLOSE UP ON HISTORY

Elian Gonzalez

Elian Gonzales was a five-year-old Cuban boy found drifting off the waters of Florida on Thanksgiving in 1999.   Elian had spent two days on an inner tube after his mother and ten other boat mates had drowned trying to come to the United States.  Elian’s Miami relatives and their anti-Castro supporters insisted that the boy should stay in the United States.  The Cuban American National Foundation, an influential lobbying group, organized rallies and printed posters and T-shirts that featured a picture of Elian under the caption, “Another Child Victim of Fidel Castro.”  A lawyer representing Elian described him as “A heroic boy.  Perhaps the last hero in the twentieth Century battle against totalitarianism.”

“His mother died so he could live free in the U.S.,” the protestors cried.  “How can we send him back?”

The public relations battle was joined on the other side of the Florida straights by Fidel Castro.  He rallied thousands of people in near-daily protests outside the U.S. Diplomatic Mission in Havana pressing for the boy’s return.  Castro dined with the boy’s father and both sets of his grandparents.  He visited Elian’s classmates and arranged for them to send the boy a video saying how much they missed him and reminding him how good life was there.  To Cubans, Elian’s Miami relatives were kidnappers who were needlessly traumatizing the boy.

The height of the public relations battle over Elian Gonzalez was a home video of Elian appealing to his father not to take him back to Cuba.  The video played on all the television news channels, and relatives called it proof of the boy’s sincere wish to remain in the U.S.  Those who did not believe Elian should stay with his Miami relatives called the tape “a hostage video,” implying that the boy had been forced to make his statement.

In the end, Elian was returned to his father by the U.S. Department of Justice, which ruled that Elian was simply a child with a surviving parent, and by law must be returned to that parent.  But in the intervening five moths, Elian had become the biggest news story of the year.  The story was image-driven from the beginning, from the first pictures of the boy playing in his relatives’ yard in Miami, to the dramatic photo of the armed federal marshal taking him from that house, to the shots of the apparently happy child reunited with his father.  In fact, after the boy was returned to his father in April 2000 and the photo opportunities stopped, both the news story and the spinning essentially stopped with it.

