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Growth can be good or bad.  Normal child growth into adulthood is good.  Cancerous growth, a form of unrestrained growth, is bad.   Even though some measure of growth is good, this does not mean that more of it is even better.  It is good when a skinny person grows larger, if the added pounds are not all fat, but if they continue to grow larger, they can become a fatty.  Going from one extreme to the other is not good.

These points hold equally well for the sacred cows of human population growth and  the growth of the economy (national or global).   In 10,000 B.C. human beings were very small in number in comparison to Earth’s other life-forms and in comparison to natural resources.  At that point, multiplying was a good thing for humans and was not a bad thing for the web of life on Earth.  Now, we are 6 billion and growing, doubling our population about every 45 years.  This kind of growth is not good for human beings and hazardous to the web of life on our planet.  Usable natural resources like fresh water are rapidly dwindling, mass extinctions are on the horizon, and our unrestrained growth is no longer fruitful.  Nature will solve this problem for us eventually, but Her cure is likely to be very painful.
The mantra of economists, political figures and media talking heads is that we must grow our economy.  Anything else spells growing unemployment, stagnation, or recession.  Can any term be vaguer than “the economy?”   Let’s try a few interpretations.  Is growing inflation good?  Is growing the concentration of capital in fewer and fewer hands good?  Is growing demand for higher wages good?   Is growing our gross national product good?
What if this is occurring because workers are working longer hours for less pay?  What if this is occurring because “American” products are being produced more and more by workers in other countries?   What if this were happening because the USA was producing more and more weapons of mass destruction?    

Growth of the “Economy” is good if it is restrained growth and if it is growth that is beneficial to the public good.  Otherwise, it is bad growth, or it is only a good for a minority of the citizenry.

President Obama has argued that the real issue is not whether government is big or small, but whether it is good or bad.  This remark is sensible, but there is more to the story.  As society and institutions grow in size, they tend to become more unmanageable and to carry with them problems unique to being BIG.  It is simply easier to manage what is small rather than what is big.  Big government, say our Pentagon and Defense Department, brings with it large bureaucracies and a tendency toward wastefulness and inefficiency.  The same holds true for Big Business.  Large corporations, say the insurance industry or defense contractors, grow large private bureaucracies.    
Aside from providing a good or service, the best way to measure the efficiency of a government or a private operation is to know the ratio of administrative cost to the overall cost of the operation.  If the percentage of money spent on administrative costs is low, say less than 10 % of the overall cost, then the operation is efficient.  In this way, we can measure the relative efficiency of private or public programs and businesses, and we can do so without bringing in political ideology.
So, small is very often better than big in human affairs.  Notice our love affair with the virtue of small business, especially if it is a family run affair.  Still, the problem, and it really is quite daunting, is that our modern human world is quite large, as are our needs and problems.  For example, the USA is 300 million plus people and growing.  There is simply no way any small institution, government or otherwise, can hope to manage needs and problems on such a vast scale.  Even a plan to move from mega-society to a network of smaller communities, based on living and consuming locally, would require a large institution to coordinate and facilitate the transition.
Until our human world is downsized by our rational planning or by cruel Nature, we will have to dismiss the slogan that big government is inherently evil, a gorgon to be greatly reduced if not abolished.   In any event, obsessing on the evil of big government misses the point.  No matter what it is, whatever becomes big brings with it big problems.  Big Business and Big Media are also breeding grounds for big problems—for example, the will and the ability to provide us with truly fair and balanced news.
