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Open letter to the President of the United States 
 
El Nuevo Herald, Sunday, January 9, 2000, Page 18-A 
By Luis Aguilar León 
	  
Mr. President: 
 
I have the honor, with natural gratitude, of recalling two occasions, in Washington and 
Miami, when you called me aside personally, first to reminisce about classes at Georgetown 
University, and second to talk more extensively about Cuba. The Cuban regime had just 
downed three defenseless light aircraft and it appeared that Washington’s policy toward 
Castro would take a harder line. Your first question is engraved upon my mind: “Professor, 
do you think we’re acting correctly in order to topple that s.o.b?” And finally, you gave me 
encouragement when you shared with me the White House’s private zipcode so that I might 
write to you whenever I felt that something in your policy should be applauded or criticized. 
 
I never used that privilege. If I write to you publicly today, I do so because of a delicate 
current affair where, unfortunately, you appear to have lent your support to one of the most 
mistaken decisions of this era: sending the child Elián González to Cuba. These lines are an 
appeal to your sense of justice, so that you might review the complexity of the situation in 
which the child’s future is in play. 
 
The bureaucratic willingness to reduce the Cuban child’s situation to that of a simple legal 
conflict between a father in Cuba and relatives in Miami is truly erroneous. If that was all 
there were to it, the solution would be simple. But it just so happens that the bureaucracy 
wants to put rules above the law, and therefore in this case, it disregards the sacrifice of a 
mother and the kind of life that awaits the child in Cuba.  Because regardless of how good a 
person Elián’s father is or is not, he lives in a totalitarian country where a single man has 
controlled all decisions for the last 41 years; the color of children’s school uniforms, the 
squalid rations given to children; and who is to be buried alive in prisons or sent to the 
firing squad. 
 
According to Comandante Raúl Castro, the brother of Fidel Castro, Fidel is “the father of all 
Cubans, to whom we owe everything.” This is the hardline “patriarch,” the creator of 
poverty, a man who is feared universally in Cuba, and who, as is his custom, uses the 
naïvete of those who live in a democracy and have no experience with tyranny, to convince 
them that the law, not despotism, is on his side, and that he is opposed only by “capitalist 
criminals.” Observe how just a little while ago, the patriarch showed his disdain for children 
and the law. He lifted his finger and all schools closed immediately, with thousands of 
children being forced to march for three days, calling for the return of a child they didn’t 
know. 
 
The father of that child lives in that totalitarian society.  Spokesmen for the regime have 
proclaimed Elián, a six-year old child, a socialist “hero.” If the child returns to Cuba, that 
title will overtake his life and turn him into another soul-less zombie.  Even more so than 
other children, Elián will be brought up and watched over so that not a single word of 
criticism against the socialist system will escape him; he will not be allowed to be freely 
interviewed by the foreign press, nor will he be permitted to mention his mother, a “traitor” 
to the revolution. 
 
Mr. President, ignoring this brutal reality and sending Elián to Cuba as though Castro didn’t 
exist, and the links that unite parents with their children are the only things that do exist, 
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would mean sweeping away the principles of justice and humanity that grant laws their 
sensibility, demolish the democratic U.S. tradition of protection for the weakest, and offer 
the appearance of submitting to threats from the world’s biggest tyrant. 
 
Would anyone try to justify returning a Muslim child to the Yugoslavia of Milosevic because 
his mother had died trying to bring him to freedom while he had a surviving father in 
Belgrade? 
 
It would be a terrible thing, Mr. President, for Cuban mothers to have to repeat to you that 
heartrending cry uttered by a mother when she saw her daughter being dragged away to be 
enslaved by a cruel enemy leader. The cry would be all the more distressing as her pleas 
would seem to be tailor-made for the current tragedy. “Aye, my aching heart! Fate would 
force me to obey an abominable and perfidious man, an enemy of justice, a murderer who 
disregards the law, who twists and distorts everything with his deceitful tongue, the better 
to make us hate all that we learned to love.  Weep for me, for I am dead already!” 
 
And so, collapsing against the walls of her destroyed birthplace, Troy, the helpless Hécuba 
cried out more than two thousand years ago. Her plea shows us what happens to those who 
have the misfortune or weakness to fall under the power of an “abominable man” who 
“disregards the law” and “distorts everything with his deceitful tongue.” Duty requires that 
we liberate those who have fallen under such a power, not return the children who have 
managed to escape it. 
 
Caption: color photo: The child Elián González in the home of his relatives in Little Havana 
(N). 


