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Why Ricky Martin’s Coming Out Wasn’t Big News

And why nations with more progressive attitudes about homosexuality are

happier and healthier.
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"Our lives begin to end the day we become silent about things that matter.” That's
the Martin Luther King Jr. quote that singer Ricky Martin p: itter
shortly after he came out—finally, at the age of 38—as gay. The relief in his voice
was palpable. Prompted by writing a memoir and the birth of two sons (through a
surrogate), Martin wrote on his Web site that he had decided to tell the truth

about his sexuality: "I am proud to say that | am a fortunate homosexual man. |
am very blessed to be who | am." Martin, born Enrique Martin Morales, and most
famous for songs like "Livin' la Vida Loca" and "She Bangs," had been advised by
close friends to keep his sexuality a secret for years, he said, because they thought
it would ruin his career. He wrote: "Allowing myself to be seduced by fear and
insecurity became a self-fulfilling prophecy of sabotage. Today | take full

responsibility for my decisions and my actions ... Enough is enough. "

SUBSCRIBE | Click Here to subscribe to NEWSWEEK and save up to 88% >>

You could feel the burden lifting from his shoulders.
And what was the response? A drawn-out, collective
yawn. Martin has been around for a while, and his
insistence that he was straight never really convinced
large swaths of his fan base, many of whom are gay.
Those tweeters who knew who he was rolled their eyes:
"Duh," "In other news fire is hot [and] Tiger likes hos."
The most hostile responses, according to lan Johnson,
CEO of the global gay marketing group
OutNowConsulting, were from gay men wondering
what took him so long. But every time a famous person
comes out of the closet, it is hugely significant,
especially for struggling young gays and lesbians,
Johnson says. "First, they make it easier for other gay
public role models to do so, and secondly—and more
importantly—they send a subtle but powerful message
that gay people are everywhere. They can be your
doctor, your teacher, your florist, a flight attendant, a
sports person, a priest, or a singer."

Still, while it may have been a wrenching decision for Martin personally, there was something refreshing
about eye rolling replacing homophobic invective. We should want his coming out to not be a big deal in
whichever country we might live in. New research shows that tolerance of homosexuality is likely to mean we
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live in a democratic, developed, wealthy country. It should also mean we live in a well-educated country. And
it may well mean we live in a relatively happy country.

New data from the World Values Survey, for example, has found a strong correlation between economic
growth and more tolerant atti-tudes to homosexuality. Will Wilkinson, a research fellow at the Cato Institute
who has been analyzing the numbers, says the reason for it hinges on what we need to survive: "According to
University of Michigan political scientist Ronald Inglehart, the head of the World Values Survey, under
conditions of relative scarcity and insecurity, individuals tend to develop values oriented toward survival," he
said. "In such conditions, the family is like a little mutual insurance society, and adherence to traditional
family values is high. Respect for authority and conformity is also high. As economic prosperity advances,
individuals naturally begin to worry less about how to simply get by and to worry more about making life
meaningful. Wealth tends to produce a syndrome of 'self-expressive' or 'emancipative’ values that includes a
stronger sense of individuality and greater tolerance for diversity."

So some of this is simply due to economic growth. But,
Wilkinson argues, it is also due to how the economy
has grown. "As we've transitioned from an industrial to
a service/information economy, education and the
ability to make independent decisions has become
more valuable and therefore more widespread," he
says. "The need of the changing economy for
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One of those independent thinkers, Richard Florida,

author of The Rise of the Creative Class, takes this

research one step further, arguing that more enlightened attitudes can actually make people happy. He
believes that it is not just the wealth of well-developed countries that affects happiness, but values as well. In a
recent paper written with Charlotta Mellander (Jonkdping International Business School) and Peter J.
Rentfrow (University of Cambridge), Florida analyzed a global survey of life satisfaction conducted by Gallup
and found that "all else being equal, national levels of life satisfaction are closely tied to post-industrial values

of tolerance and acceptance of minorities.” The most intolerant societies are, generally, those with the highest
levels of suffering.

There are sure to be caveats, but the central thrust of this research rings true. Justin Wolfers, associate
professor of business from the University of Pennsylvania, who wrote a paper with fellow economist Betsey
Stevenson establishing the link between wealth and happiness, believes that while there is clearly "something
associated with economic development that appears to lead to more liberal attitudes to homosexuality," it is
not clear what that is. "I find it hard to believe that the link is simply 'happiness,’ but one can easily see how
development leads to a more enlightened public through all sorts of forces (democracy, education, time for
reflection, less of a fight for survival, etc.)."

So what does this mean for Ricky Martin? It means, at the least, that our increasingly more enlightened
attitudes to homosexuality do not mean that the feral forces of secularism—or hedonism—are taking over the
country. Au contraire. It means you are more likely to be living in a prosperous, democratic, well-educated
nation. This is what shaking off prejudice means.

And it is why we should be cheering the fact that so many people have shrugged off Martin's great confession.
The fact that he is no longer ashamed will inspire others. He wrote, defiantly, on his Web site that "acceptance
has to come from within." But it comes from with-out too. And the truth is that a better attitude to
homosexuality may well reflect a better life for all of us.
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