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Letter from the Editor - Kathryn Meyers


"We declare that barring an individual from the protections, benefits and obligations of civil marriage solely because that person would marry a person of the same sex violates the Massachusetts constitution." With the above statement, Massachusetts Chief Justice Margaret Marshall announced that the state Supreme Court had come to a 4-3 decision on Tuesday, declaring that same-sex marriages are legal in the state. This landmark decision came after years of struggle between the homosexual community and the state government, a battle originally sparred by a lawsuit brought on by seven homosexual couples against the state. Although the ruling won't take effect for at least another 180 days in order to let the legislature plan its action with the public opinion in consideration, gays and lesbians across the state found cause to celebrate on Tuesday, as they realized that their unions may finally be recognized in the eye of the law of Massachusetts.

It's about time this law was passed. Prior to this week, gay and lesbian couples across the state, from Northampton to Provincetown, were denied the rights afforded to heterosexual married couples, solely because of the sex of their spouses. Many of these couples have been in monogamous relationships for up to twenty years, sometimes even more, and several have children, either through adoption, artificial insemination, or surrogate pregnancies. In many ways, these couples function in the same way as any married couple, sharing a family and a house and supporting each other both emotionally and financially. Until Tuesday's ruling, however, they were seen as no more than roommates in the eyes of the state.

There are more than 1,000 benefits afforded to married couples under Massachusetts state law, none of which were previously afforded to same sex couples. These include spousal support, bereavement leave, child support, hospital visitation, tax benefits, inheritance, divorce, government benefits, immigration rights, and funeral and burial rights, among others. Prior to the state's most recent ruling, same sex partners were often denied visitation when one of the couple was in the hospital, and circumstances proved to be particularly precarious when children were involved. If and when the relationship comes to an end, or in the case of the equivalent of divorce, same sex couples were denied the rights that married couples enjoy, which oftentimes resulted in the loss of a partner's children. Clearly, gay and lesbian couples across the state had previously been at a distinct disadvantage from the get-go, solely because both of the partners were of the same sex.

Now that the law has been passed, hopefully the same sex couples in Massachusetts who have fought long and hard for its realization will begin to see some relief. Many of them are in relationships that would rival countless marriages legalized by this state, yet they were never enabled to move past the stage of "dating," or its live-in equivalent. What we are seeing here is not a fight for the full endorsement of homosexuality and its related acts, but rather an acknowledgement that same sex relationships can, and oftentimes are, based upon the same levels of love, devotion, and commitment as any marriage. Allowing homosexual couples to marry is not opening the floodgates to an inundation of homosexuality in our society, as many fear, but rather the mere recognition that love does exist despite the fact that both partners are of the same sex. For the state to ignore and fail to legally recognize that commitment is in direct violation of our freedom as human beings, and has no place in 21st century society. This move was necessary, and couldn't have come any later in Massachusetts' history.

We all know that Massachusetts is a traditionally Puritan state, generally conservative and largely religious, harboring a population that tends towards the most traditional ways of family life. Although the state has become far more diverse since the days of the colonists, many Massachusetts politicians, and President Bush for that matter, have voiced opposition against this law, stating that it violates the sanctity of marriage, which is intended to be between one man and one woman. The Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA), passed in 1996, defines marriage, for the purpose of federal law, as a union strictly between one man and one woman. It also does not recognize any conflicting legislation in another state, meaning that a gay couple can be married in Vermont, but if they move to Connecticut, for example, that marriage will no longer be recognized by state law, denying the couple from enjoying the many benefits afforded to married couples in their new home state. The most recent Massachusetts state law rebels against this act, adding Massachusetts to the list of states that condone and recognize gay marriages, including Hawaii, Vermont, and Alaska.

Who are we, as mere humans, to tell another who they can love and who they cannot? What gives us the right to decide which unions constitute a "true" relationship and which do not? The way I see it, any person, man or woman, has the right to determine his or her own destiny, and if that includes living with and joining one's life with another of the same sex, so be it. I would never venture to say that those relationships are not valid, and I find it appalling that the law of our nation feels comfortable doing so. It's the 21st century, a time in which the equality between the sexes has become as narrow as it has ever been, and the rights of people from all discriminatory groups are fully respected in the workplace, the government, and in our social lives. Why continue to discriminate against one particular group, denying them the liberty to join with a loved one in a committed marriage? Perhaps it is because our society still holds on to the ugly stigma of homosexuality and the fear and insecurity with which many people approach the issue.

It is due time to let go of that stigma and begin to accept people of all walks of life into the folds of our society. Although this ruling does not apply to marriages conducted under any particular religion, it is certainly a step in the right direction for the state. Any religion, including the societal morals of today, calls for us to love our neighbors and accept them, without regard to race, nationality, sexual orientation, or sex. To tell a person that they cannot marry whomever they wish because of their partners sex is sexual discrimination, and cannot be upheld under this state's constitution. Homosexual relationships are based on love just as much as any heterosexual relationship. It's about time the state recognized that.



