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Principles of Economics — Lecture 18 (Civilization) • Study
Notes

By Saifedean Ammous

Big Picture

Civilization is the emergent result of human action guided by reason.
It arises from three core drivers: lowering time preference, division of labor,
and human ingenuity.
Capitalism — private property, trade, and economic calculation — makes
civilization possible.
Fiat money undermines this process, while Bitcoin offers the technological
solution that may restore it.

Core Claims

1. Civilization as Division of Labor
2. Mises: civilization exists because labor under the division of labor is more

productive than isolated labor.
3. Reason enables humans to recognize this and cooperate peacefully.
4. Every increase in productivity and stability rests on this foundation.
5. Three Drivers of Civilization
6. Lowering Time Preference → saving, capital accumulation, long-term planning.
7. Division of Labor → specialization, cooperation, markets.
8. Ingenuity & Reason → invention, technology, institutions.
9. The Cost of Civilization

10. Civilization requires curbing destructive instincts: theft, violence, pillaging,
impulsivity.
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11. Individuals must restrain short-term impulses for long-term gains.
12. Customs, traditions, and moral codes evolve to enforce this restraint.
13. Family as a Civilizing Institution
14. Lowers time preference by orienting individuals toward future generations.
15. Promotes cooperation, stability, and long-term investment.
16. Economic Calculation as Core
17. Only private property and sound money allow rational calculation.
18. Slavery or command economies cannot replicate capitalist productivity.
19. Prices coordinate billions of decisions globally, making civilization scalable.
20. The Case for Civilization
21. Biological argument: capitalist civilization extends life, health, and safety.
22. Natural rights argument: civilization is respecting others’ rights.
23. Human action argument: most people choose civilization daily, even its critics

rely on it.
24. Hoppe’s Argumentation Ethics
25. To argue at all is to accept property rights (over one’s body and mind).
26. Therefore, arguing against civilization is a performative contradiction.
27. Critics of property rights rely on the fruits of property-based civilization to make

their critiques.

Fiat Money and Decivilization

Fiat breaks contracts and destroys trust.
Undermines savings → less capital accumulation.
Fuels business cycles, inflation, hyperinflation.
Corrupts science, nutrition, energy, and education through politicized funding.
Raises time preference, pushing society toward short-term consumption and
decay.
Leads to decivilization: crime, family breakdown, loss of trust, and cultural
decline.
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Bitcoin as Civilizational Technology

Hardest money ever invented: fixed supply, incorruptible, global.
Restores salability across time and space, enabling true savings.
Provides non-coercive access to the global division of labor.
Software-based, decentralized, transparent — verification replaces authority.
May reverse fiat’s decivilizing effects and be remembered as one of history’s
greatest achievements.

Key Concepts & Mental Models

Civilization = division of labor + reason + low time preference.
Economic calculation as the engine of cooperation.
Customs & traditions as tools for curbing destructive instincts.
Fiat = decivilization; Bitcoin = re-civilization.
Argumentation ethics: critics of civilization presuppose it.

Quotable Ideas

“Civilization exists because labor performed under the division of labor is more
productive than labor performed in isolation.” — Mises
“Civilization is the sum of human efforts to economize and increase the quality
and quantity of time on Earth.” — Ammous
“Fiat money derailed civilization; Bitcoin may save it.” — Ammous



4

•
•
•
•
•
•

Study Prompts

Why is division of labor the foundation of civilization?
How do time preference, division of labor, and ingenuity drive progress?
What instincts must be curbed for civilization to thrive?
Why is economic calculation impossible without private property?
Explain Hoppe’s argumentation ethics as a defense of civilization.
How does fiat undermine civilization, and how can Bitcoin restore it?

TL;DR

Civilization is not a given — it is the emergent result of human beings using reason
to lower time preference, specialize, and invent. It requires curbing destructive
instincts and respecting property rights, enforced through tradition and calculation.
Fiat money undermines all of this by destroying savings, trust, and calculation,
leading to decivilization. Bitcoin, as incorruptible hard money, offers a path to
restore civilization by enabling savings, trust, and global cooperation on sound
economic foundations.


