Webcam suicide of Rutgers student shows need for new resolve against bigotry
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It would bring some comfort today to focus on the life of Tyler Clementi, as if this death were a natural one.

By all accounts he was a fine young man, a hard-worker and a talented violinist, the kind of son that could make a parent proud.

But this was not a natural death. It was something much worse. And this is not a day to comfort ourselves. It is a day to fight our demons.

Imagine the despair that this young Rutgers student felt as he leaped into the darkness from the George Washington Bridge, and you can get a sense of what we are up against. Bigotry against gays can make this world a cold and hostile place to a young man who is still establishing his identity.

We don’t know with certainty what drove Clementi off that bridge, but we know he was a gay man who was treated like a circus animal, his sexual life treated like a curiosity.

The students accused of spying on him and exposing him will have to live with themselves. The result was more awful than they must have imagined. Still, Clementi is gone, his body finally retrieved in the muddy waters of the Hudson.

Remember, though, that there are millions more young gay people across this country, many of them living phony lives so that they can escape the bigotry, or least sidestep it for a while. On behalf of those kids, we need to resolve to cleanse our society of this prejudice once and for all.

Legislators are working on a bill to combat bullying, and Rutgers is trying to teach kids sensitivity. Maybe that will help.

But this is a cultural illness, and it will take much more. We need to tell our children that its okay to be gay. We need to allow gay teachers to be openly gay. We need to stop harassing soldiers who are gay. We need to grant gays full marriage equality.

Because when we deny gay people basic rights that others enjoy, we are defining our fellow human beings as something less. We are creating a comfort zone for bigots. And that inevitably leads to tragedy and heartbreak.
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