CLOSE-UP ON HISTORY

The Life and Death of Terri Schiavo

The case of Terri Schiavo, the Florida woman who died in 2005 after her feeding tube was removed following a 15-year coma, sparked strong feelings and fierce debate around the world.

On one level, the Schiavo case was a very personal one between her parents, who wanted her to live in the hopes that she might one day recover, and her husband, who believed she should be allowed to die with dignity.  But on another, media-fueled level, Terri Schiavo became a symbol for activists and politicians.

News coverage of the Schiavo case was fueled by a video clip that was released by Terri’s parents.  It only ran a few seconds, but in it Terri appears to smile at her mother and follow a Mickey Mouse balloon with her eyes. The clip was posted on the Internet and picked up by countless news shows—in fact, it seemed to be used on every report about the case.  Many television viewers who saw the tape, however, believed that it represented the day-to-day reality of Schiavo’s life.
  The courts, however, had seen four hours of more recent images that showed Schiavo to be unresponsive.  They had also seen CAT scans that proved that a large portion of her brain had become liquefied.  

People with disabilities chose the case as a rallying point.  Protests, organized over the Internet with only 24 hours notice, were held in twenty states,.  Among the placards protestors carried there were some that read, "Who's next?"
 
Back in Florida, right-to-life advocates who were veterans of civil disobedience at abortion clinics orchestrated the peaceful arrest of dozens of people, many of them children.  After Schiavo’s feeding tube was removed, one protestor was arrested while trying to take the comatose woman a bottle of water.  It was a purely symbolic act because Schiavo was not capable of swallowing, and would have drowned if the protestor had tried to make her drink the water.

The public relations of politics was also evident.  President Bush rushed back to Washington from a vacation to show his concern for the Schiavo case.  Florida Governor Jeb Bush and state lawmakers enacted a special law, ``Terri's Law,'' to have her feeding tube restored.  The law was ruled unconstitutional.  Congressman Tom DeLay, referring to the videotape that had become so familiar to viewers, declared: "Terri Schiavo is not brain dead. She talks and she laughs, and she expresses happiness and discomfort. Terri Schiavo is not on life support."

The case received around-the-clock coverage.  Television news devoted far greater attention to the case than it did to the tsunami in Asia three months earlier that left 300,000 people dead or missing. It received more coverage than the death of the pope that occurred soon after, and far more than dozens of deaths in Iraq that occurred at the same time.
  At many times during the height of the debate, reporters outnumbered protestors outside Schiavo’s hospice.

Probably none of the participants in this drama would identify their actions as public relations, but that is what they were.
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