What’s An Economy For?
This essay was delivered at the 4th Annual North Country Symposium in Canton, New York.  Endowed by a local family concerned about the economic future of this largely rural area of upstate New York, the annual symposium brings together experts to discuss what citizens and institutions can do to insure a prosperous regional economy.  My remarks focus on the larger philosophical question: what do we want this prosperity to do for us and what must it include?
     Globalism means many things, but economically it entails the movement of financial capital and goods across the globe in search of the best price and market.  The downside of this success is the loss of local and regional economies unable to compete on price and supply.  The results are seen in the closing of family owned factories and businesses, the running down of entire downtowns, and the loss of good pay and health care packages for millions of Americans who nevertheless complain about high taxes and who welcome Wal-Mart without noticing the boarding up of stores within walking distance.   
     Across the country communities are starting to fight back with ordinances that attempt to control big-box retail stores, with regional development based on quality of life and local products, and even, in some places like Ithaca, New York and the Berkshire region of western Massachusetts, with the creation of local currencies.  There is a hopeful and energized optimism among those most involved in these myriad projects.  There is much to celebrate, much to look forward to, and it gives voice to a future increasingly of a region’s own design and making, and less dependent on what breezes or gales the global trade winds blow one’s way.  
     It would be bad manners, therefore, to speak too bluntly about the moral and environmental challenges ahead, or to speak as an old-style preacher might to those of his flock who are too much enamored of their own good fortune or too forgetful of their neighbors of lesser means.  
     But—there’s always a “but”—the job of the philosopher is to pose large questions, and to place our good economic work within the broader concerns of community, environment, and social justice.  As we rev up regional economic engines, we must pause briefly to consider just what an economy is for.  We must aim high in our collective effort to make whatever region that we call home a best place to live and work.   Our goal should not be mere economic growth, or profit, or even wealth.  Our goal should be prosperity, a term that includes in its deepest meaning a long term vision of success, well being, good fortune, and a foursquare hopefulness for our collective future, both human and natural.
     What are the requirements for this prosperity, and how many of these requirements are in our control?  The correct answers to these two questions are, unfortunately, and in order, “many,” and “few.”  But that is the challenge before us.  How can we create the conditions for prosperity in our more rural regions, and keep our young people here, protect and enhance our natural beauty, and attract new neighbors?  

     The central problem to be solved is how to provide the goods and services that have come to be associated with the American middle class.  I will state here, and without much argument, that the American middle class was the greatest social invention of the 20th century; that it is currently under assault; and that preserving it will increasingly become the responsibility of states, regions, and local communities.  If we lose the middle class in our experiments in building healthy regional economies, ours will be a miserly success and not worth cheering about.
     The conditions for the American middle class of the 20th century were forged in two World Wars, and a Great Depression.  The energy source that powered this middle class revolution was largely America’s own—we were our own Middle East from 1930 until 1970—and our oil wealth fueled an American post-war economy that had no serious rivals for more than two decades.  To say that the middle class was an invention is to give credit to the social and economic policies, laws and social movements that created social security, the minimum wage, moderate wages for skilled workers, and high tax rates for the wealthy (as high as 87% in 1954); government medical coverage, pensions and health care, affordable education, and the many rights and protections given to women, minorities, and the disabled.  Many of us have parents and grandparents who received their college education through the GI Bill, or who worked a union job that gave them and their families a good home in the suburbs, a car or two, money for their children’s education, and a modicum of wealth and security for which we do not have to stretch the term “prosperous” to describe.
     The slow but steady erosion of America’s middle class has many causes as well.  The world economy has caught up, providing prosperity and opportunities outside of America.  Tax laws increasingly favor America’s wealthiest citizens, and labor unions are losing battle after battle.  The minimum wage changes little, while the costs of energy, health care and education rise dramatically.  And if the American economy is to fuel a comeback, that fuel—at least in its fossilized form—will necessarily come from places in the world we do not count as friends, and we will have to compete for this energy with nations who are just beginning to create their own middle-classes: India and China.  I’ll let you do the math.

     Here’s the upshot.  There is no real prosperity if the majority of our citizens cannot enjoy it.  The middle class is, by definition, a majority of citizens who enjoy a moderate and good life.  The conditions of America’s middle class, unfortunately, are fraying and the national government is increasingly unable, unwilling, or both, to repair the damage.  That leaves the states (Massachusetts and health care), counties (two Pennsylvania counties that prevented corporations from owning farms or farmland in the late 1990’s); cities (Santa Fe’s new living wage of $9.50/hour); and regions (maybe our own) with the challenges of creating a true prosperity for their citizens.  Yes, there’s a cost to insisting on this kind of prosperity, but there are benefits too.  It will increase the chances that our children will remain here.  It will attract the right kinds of businesses and newcomers.  And it will put us on the map as a region that knows what’s important, and how to get it.  

     Here, then, are the ethical conditions—in rough form—for a rural, regional prosperity.

     We must insist on a living wage for the majority of our hard working citizens.  We can, and will, argue about the exact amount of this wage or how we might provide it across the region.  But without it we will follow the current American trend: a shrinking middle, a bulging bottom, and concentrated wealth at the very, very top.  As a nation we should be ashamed of ourselves.  As a region we must do everything possible to create a living wage haven.
     We must begin as well to solve for ourselves the looming health care crisis for an increasing number of residents and institutions.  Creative solutions are required that link our health care institutions with our industries, businesses and educational institutions.  There can be no prosperity for those who become ill or who live in fear of illness because they cannot afford the care.
     Affordable and appropriate higher education is a requirement for the prosperity of our citizens, especially those who are pinched by the new economy, and who must find other skills.  Our regional colleges and universities are some of the best around, and we all benefit from their commitments to the region.  But we must insist that they provide an education for the century we are in, not the one we just left, and to provide this education to those in this region who need it most, and who may be least able to afford it.  And at night and on weekends, when adult learners have time to take the classes they need to remain competitive in the workplace.  Higher Education: it isn’t just for kids anymore.
     Our half-rural half wild landscape remains one of our greatest assets, and we should continue to promote it to the world: for recreation and employment; for a great place to live and raise a family; and for a healthy lifestyle.  To this end we must be careful to protect the rivers, forests, and open space, and insist on good stewardship for all those who use it, and public access to those who can ill afford to purchase a piece of it.
     Finally, our prosperity must depend less on energy from afar and more on home-grown sources.  No, we’re not likely to discover in our county, but we do have the technological expertise, the landscape, and favorable conditions to put a solar powered economy to work.  Energy derived from the sun, water, wind, the earth below and the crops above will all be required to fuel our economic systems.  And we must use less of this energy—and less of the remaining fossil fuel—in our food production, transportation, and home heating.  There are many hopeful signs on the energy and food fronts in our region.  Full speed ahead with these endeavors, with one eye on potential negative environmental impacts, and the other on providing availability and access to those who can least afford high energy costs.
     These are serious challenges.  They will require us to work together; to take chances; to stand up for ourselves; to go our own way; to rebel a little bit (and maybe even quite a bit); to say no to some kinds of economic development; to embrace change even when it does not directly benefit us personally; to take the long view and the high road; and to not take “no” for an answer.  Like those who first settled this and other rural regions around America, it will require some serious pioneering.
     From the war on terror, to climate change, and a rapid-fire global economy, ours is a world of discontinuities.  Yes, the sun will appear tomorrow from beneath the eastern horizon, and we’ll watch spring unfold in roughly the same days and weeks in which it has unfolded for countless millennia (though our region’s maple syrup producers have a decidedly different view about this unfolding these last few years).  But we rightly worry about the rising costs of nearly everything, about job security, national security, the costs of education and health care, our retirements, and the myriad of problems that face every generation surely, but that dramatically challenge only a few generations every few centuries when these changes are most radical.  I believe that nearly all of the current signs point to just one of these moments right now.  The good news is that as a nation we’ve been here before (in 1776, 1789, 1863, and 1929 and 1941, for example).  The less cheerful news is that we will have to increasingly rely on each other.  Imagine the 1998 ice storm
 recovery without the National Guard or FEMA or the thousands of volunteers who came to our aid from across the country. 
     But—and here the ice storm is instructive again—we have each other, plenty of resources across the board, a focused determination, and a doggedly hopeful character that comes from long winters and the expectation that we must and can take care of ourselves.  Sometimes disasters bring out our social skills and remind us that living with neighbors, and not just among, them is a valuable commodity.
     It is this hope and care that are at the center of any prosperity deserving of the name.  We have, then, what’s most important for our work in building a regional economy. Let it motivate us to create a regional prosperity for which our grandchildren and their neighbors will enjoy and thank us.  
� An early January ice storm that stretched from northern New York to Quebec, Canada crippled the region.  Faced with January temperatures and no electricity and heat for up to three weeks, the region depended on outside help and the generosity of neighbors.
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