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The Structure of Prosperity: Why Civilizations Expand

“Enabling structures expand what societies can sustain together.”

Civilizations
A child born today inherits social structures that civilizations built over thousands of years. Long before learning to read, that child enters a world organized by cities, universities, governments, corporations, financial systems, and technologies built across countless generations. These structures seem so familiar that they are often mistaken for a natural part of the human condition, yet each emerged through a long process of development that transformed how people could live, cooperate, and prosper.
What is remarkable is not merely that these structures exist, but that they can be inherited. A child born today can eventually attend a university, work within a corporation, use advanced technologies, and participate in a global economy without understanding how any of them became possible. Likewise, an individual born into a remote tribal community may relocate to a modern city and, within a single lifetime, begin participating in social and economic forms that took civilization thousands of years to create. Individuals can move rapidly between structures because they inherit capabilities built by previous generations.
Civilizations themselves appear to evolve in markedly different ways. Across continents, cultures, and historical periods, human societies repeatedly seem to pass through broadly similar forms of organization. Small kinship groups give rise to larger communities; permanent settlements emerge; institutions develop; specialization expands; and new forms of coordination appear. The details vary enormously from one civilization to another, yet the overall pattern remains surprisingly familiar.
This observation is more puzzling than it seems. If human societies developed independently across vast distances and under radically different conditions, why do similar organizational forms recur? Why do civilizations appear to follow recognizable developmental paths even as individuals can move among those structures within a single lifetime? Why do new possibilities often emerge gradually, even when the knowledge, resources, or conditions needed to support them already exist? And what deeper process generates these recurring forms?
The distinction may lie in the difference between inheritance and creation, for while individuals inherit structures that already exist, civilizations must first create the capabilities that make those structures possible. Before a society can benefit from cities, universities, corporations, contracts, or modern technologies, it must develop the underlying capabilities that make these structures possible. What later generations experience as normal was often unimaginable until the conditions required to sustain it emerged.
Traditional explanations often focus on leaders, wars, geography, religion, technology, resources, or institutions; each undoubtedly influences historical outcomes. Yet beneath these visible forces may lie a deeper structural logic. If civilizations repeatedly produce similar forms despite enormous differences in culture, geography, and circumstance, perhaps the most important question is not what happened in history but what generated the possibilities from which history unfolded.
This column explores that possibility. Rather than examining particular events, it examines the structures that expanded the capabilities and forms of cooperation societies could sustain and made new forms of society possible. The goal is not to retell history but to investigate whether civilizations follow a recurring logic through which new capabilities emerge, accumulate, and eventually generate entirely new forms of social organization.

What Generates Civilizations
The previous section suggested that civilizations rarely skip stages because later forms depend on capabilities created by earlier ones. This explanation, however, immediately raises a deeper question: if new forms of organization depend on capabilities that did not previously exist, where do those capabilities come from? What creates the conditions that make entirely new forms of society possible?
The answer may lie in distinguishing between the forms we observe in history and the structures that make those forms possible. Tribes, villages, cities, kingdoms, institutions, corporations, and other social forms are the visible manifestations of social development; they are the forms recorded in history and archaeology. Yet these visible forms may be outcomes rather than causes. Before a new form of society can emerge, something deeper must first expand the range of capabilities and sustainable interdependence a society can sustain.
This distinction points to a broader principle: new forms do not emerge simply because societies imagine them, desire them, or recognize their potential. New forms emerge when societies develop the capabilities required to sustain them. The appearance of a new possibility and the capacity to support it are not the same. Throughout history, transformative social forms became viable only after enabling structures expanded what societies could organize, coordinate, and sustain together.
Civilizations do not primarily evolve because new social forms appear; rather, new social forms appear because enabling structures expand the capabilities societies can sustain and the forms of interdependence they can organize productively over time. 
Language offers an early example: tribes did not create language; rather, language made tribes possible. Before language, knowledge and experience largely disappeared with the individuals who possessed them. Language allowed ideas, knowledge, and stories to outlast their creators and accumulate across generations. By expanding people's ability to share information, preserve collective memory, transmit knowledge across generations, coordinate behavior, and maintain a shared identity beyond immediate personal relationships, language enabled forms of cooperation and interdependence that small bands could not sustain. Larger and more durable forms of social organization became possible only after those capabilities emerged.
A similar pattern appears with the emergence of agriculture. Villages did not create an agricultural surplus. Rather, an agricultural surplus created the conditions from which villages emerged. For the first time, societies could produce beyond immediate consumption, store resources over time, and support growing specialization. Agriculture, therefore, expanded far beyond food production alone. It enabled storage, exchange, investment, specialization, trade, and increasingly complex forms of productive interdependence. Some people could grow food while others transported, protected, administered, traded, or transformed it into other goods and services. Agriculture became humanity's first large-scale system of productive interdependence, creating capabilities that extended far beyond the village itself.
The same logic appears again in the rise of cities. Cities did not create specialization, exchange, and administration. Rather, expanding networks of specialization, trade, and coordination created capabilities that earlier settlements could not sustain. As agricultural surplus enabled increasingly complex forms of exchange and interdependence, larger populations could coordinate activity across wider geographic areas and across growing numbers of specialized functions. Cities emerged as visible manifestations of these expanding networks of productive interdependence.
Later, institutional coordination expanded the scale and durability of cooperation even further. The breakthrough was not merely the appearance of organizations. For the first time, large systems could survive the death of the individuals who created them. Roles, responsibilities, rules, procedures, and accumulated knowledge could be passed from one generation to the next, allowing coordination to persist long after particular individuals had died. Kingdoms, empires, armies, religious systems, universities, administrative bodies, and states all depended on this capability. Human cooperation increasingly became organized through institutions capable of sustaining interdependence across large populations, over long periods of time, and within complex systems of activity.
More recently, limited liability companies introduced another expansion in capability. By allowing ownership, capital, risk, and management to be organized through durable contractual structures, LLCs enabled forms of cooperation that could extend across organizations, cities, countries, and generations. The deeper significance of the LLC lies not merely in limited liability itself, but in its ability to support durable contractual coordination and interdependence among individuals and organizations that need not share kinship, locality, identity, or direct familiarity. Like earlier enabling structures, the LLC expanded the range of capabilities that societies could sustain. Cooperation could now persist through contractual structures without requiring personal relationships.
Each major breakthrough expanded the capabilities that societies could sustain, thereby increasing the scale and durability of interdependence. The visible forms that emerged were manifestations of those deeper changes.

	Enabling Structure
	Capability Expansion
	Visible Manifestations

	Language
	Shared memory, identity, and coordination
	Tribe

	Agriculture
	Surplus, specialization, and productive interdependence
	Villages, expanding trade networks, and the foundations of urban civilization

	Trade, specialization, and administration
	Exchange across expanding networks
	City

	Institutions
	Durable role-based coordination and interdependence
	Kingdoms, empires, states, armies, universities

	LLC
	Durable contractual coordination and interdependence
	Corporations, cooperatives, Kibbutzim, and emerging forms



This perspective reveals another important feature of civilizational development: the emergence of a new capability and its eventual dominance are often separated by centuries or even millennia. New capabilities often emerge long before their full implications become dominant. Agriculture, cities, institutions, and other enabling structures frequently create possibilities that societies only gradually learn to organize around. The appearance of a possibility and its widespread adoption are not the same phenomenon.
The visible sequence examined earlier, therefore, reflects something deeper than the mere appearance of new social forms. Beneath each transformation lies an enabling structure that expands the capabilities and forms of interdependence a society can sustain. While the forms become visible, the enabling structures often remain hidden and difficult to trace.
If this relationship between enabling structures and emergent forms recurs throughout civilization, an intriguing question follows. Is this pattern unique to human history, or does it reflect a more general principle that operates across other layers of complexity as well?

Structural Inheritance
One of the most significant transformations in the history of life began with the emergence of mitochondria. Their importance was not that they directly created complex organisms; rather, they dramatically increased the energy available to living cells. This new capability enabled levels of specialization, coordination, and interdependence that earlier cellular structures could not sustain. Like the enabling structures examined in civilization, mitochondria did not represent the final transformation; by improving the energy each cell can generate, they opened new possibilities from which later transformations could emerge. Over time, cells that acquired mitochondria gained a significant energetic advantage and increasingly outcompeted those that did not. The new capability gradually reshaped the biological landscape, creating conditions from which later forms of complexity could emerge. 
The emergence of mitochondria did not immediately lead to multicellular organisms. The new capability arose first; only later did increasingly complex forms of life begin to develop around the possibilities it created. Cells could specialize, coordinate their activities, become increasingly interdependent, and function as parts of larger, integrated systems. Multicellular organisms did not emerge independently of these capabilities; they depended on them. One transformation created the conditions that made the next possible.
This sequence also helps explain why biological evolution, like civilization, rarely appears to skip major stages. Complex organisms did not emerge directly from simple cells because the capabilities needed to sustain them had not yet evolved. The limitation was not a lack of evolutionary potential but the absence of the necessary prerequisites. Just as civilizations generally cannot leap directly from bands to advanced contractual systems, biological systems could not leap directly from simple cells to highly complex organisms without first developing the capabilities required to support them.
The distinction between emergence and dominance is particularly important here. Mitochondria appeared long before multicellular organisms became dominant. The enabling structure emerged first; the broader transformation unfolded gradually over vast periods of time. The appearance of a possibility and its eventual dominance were separated by millions of years.
The same pattern recurs throughout civilization; agriculture emerged long before villages became humanity's dominant form of settlement, and cities existed for millennia before most people lived in urban environments. New possibilities often emerge well before societies fully reorganize around them. The enabling structure appears first; the wider transformation follows, sometimes much later.
The comparison is not between cells and civilizations but between structural patterns. In both cases, an enabling structure expands the range of capabilities and interdependence a system can sustain. New possibilities arise from those capabilities, and over time, entirely new forms of organization develop around them. The specific mechanisms differ; the underlying pattern remains remarkably similar.
From this perspective, the recurring sequence observed in civilization begins to look less like a peculiarity of human history and more like an example of a broader process through which complexity evolves. New forms do not emerge from nothing; they arise from capabilities created by earlier structures. Each transformation becomes part of the foundation on which later transformations depend. Structural inheritance therefore appears not as an exception but as a recurring feature of increasing complexity across different domains.
This observation also instills a degree of humility in our understanding of the present. Before becoming part of complex cells, the ancestors of mitochondria were likely independent organisms with capabilities other cells lacked. Yet their significance was not immediately apparent when they first appeared, nor even when they entered symbiotic relationships with other cells. The new capability emerged first; its broader implications unfolded much later. Only over time did the expanded energetic capacity they provided enable new levels of specialization, coordination, and interdependence, eventually contributing to the emergence of complex multicellular life. The significance of mitochondria could not have been inferred from the earliest cells that contained them because many of the possibilities they enabled became visible only much later. If the same pattern applies within civilization, some enabling structures may reveal their full implications only long after they first appear.
If prosperity depends on the ability of societies to sustain increasing complexity, then understanding civilization requires more than identifying historical events or social forms. It requires understanding how new capabilities emerge, accumulate, and eventually transform the range of coordination and interdependence that societies can sustain. Prosperity itself may therefore be inseparable from the broader process of structural evolution.
If the patterns explored throughout this column reflect a broader process of structural inheritance, an important question arises: what do they reveal about prosperity? Why do some societies repeatedly expand their productive capabilities, while others struggle to convert similar resources, technologies, and knowledge into sustained prosperity?
Traditional explanations often focus on the visible ingredients of development: natural resources, technological innovation, education, infrastructure, capital, and human talent, all of which matter enormously. Societies lacking these capabilities face obvious constraints, while improvements in them often yield meaningful progress. Yet the history of development repeatedly shows that similar resources and technologies can produce very different outcomes across societies.
The pattern explored thus far suggests a possible explanation: resources and technologies do not operate independently; their impact depends on the structures that coordinate their productive interdependence. New technologies often improve the performance of existing structures, making activities faster, cheaper, or more efficient. Enabling structures are different; rather than merely improving existing possibilities, they expand the range of possibilities that societies can sustain. What ultimately changes prosperity is not simply the appearance of a new capability, but the emergence of structures capable of transforming that capability into entirely new forms of productive interdependence.
The history of industrialization illustrates this distinction. Long before the Industrial Revolution, societies already had fire, metalworking, water power, transportation networks, and many of the practical skills that later became essential to industrial production. Yet industrial civilization did not emerge simply because these ingredients existed. For centuries, they improved existing forms of production without fundamentally transforming the organization of society. The transformation occurred when increasingly sophisticated organizational, financial, legal, productive, and logistical structures enabled these capabilities to be coordinated across expanding networks of specialization and interdependence. The technologies mattered greatly, but their significance depended on the structures capable of organizing them into entirely new forms of economic activity.
The same principle recurs throughout history; similar technologies often yield different outcomes because they are introduced into different structural environments. Some societies develop structures capable of integrating new capabilities into expanding systems of production, exchange, learning, specialization, and interdependence. Others adopt many of the same technologies yet remain constrained by the structures required to sustain their broader integration. The difference often lies not in the technology itself but in the surrounding capacity for coordination and interdependence.
From this perspective, prosperity expands as societies develop structures that sustain greater complexity and productive interdependence. Each new “enabling structure” broadens the scope of coordination that becomes possible: larger populations can cooperate, more specialized activities can emerge, knowledge can accumulate across generations, and economic activity can operate over greater distances and for longer periods. New capabilities become the foundation for future enabling structures, which in turn expand the range of possibilities societies can sustain.
This interpretation does not diminish the importance of technology, resources, or human effort. Rather, it helps explain why their effects vary so dramatically over time and across places. Prosperity emerges not from any single ingredient alone, but from the interaction between capabilities and the structures capable of organizing them. The same technology that produces modest gains within one structural environment may generate transformative change within another.
The recurring sequence explored here offers more than a perspective on history; it offers a way of understanding prosperity itself. Prosperity grows when societies repeatedly develop structures capable of transforming new possibilities into sustainable capabilities that support larger networks of productive interdependence. Structural evolution expands the range of productive coordination a society can sustain, and that expanding capacity creates the conditions in which prosperity emerges. Prosperity can therefore be understood not simply as the accumulation of resources or technologies, but as the consequence of an increasing ability to organize complexity productively across time.
This realization brings us to a final question: if enabling structures repeatedly create capabilities whose full implications become apparent only much later, what might today's enabling structures make possible that we do not yet fully understand?
The same logic that helps explain earlier transformations may also help us think about the structures emerging around us today.

The LLC Social Expansion
The sequence examined above leaves one question unresolved: language expanded the capabilities that societies could sustain, enabling larger and more durable forms of cooperation and interdependence; agriculture further expanded those capabilities by creating surplus, specialization, and productive interdependence; trade, specialization, and administration expanded coordination across growing networks of exchange; institutional structures extended cooperation through durable roles, responsibilities, and rules capable of operating across large populations and long periods of time. In each case, an enabling structure expanded the range of capabilities societies could sustain, and new manifestations gradually emerged around those possibilities. Yet, the final stage in that sequence remains incomplete.
The economic impact of the limited liability company (the LLC era) is already evident. By enabling individuals and organizations to cooperate across distances, generations, and scales that were previously difficult or impossible, the LLC transformed economic organization. Modern industry, global supply chains, multinational enterprises, and much of contemporary economic life depend directly on capabilities the LLC made possible.
Yet the broader pattern revealed throughout this column raises a deeper question. The significance of earlier enabling structures was not fully apparent when they first emerged. Language did not immediately reveal the possibility of large civilizations; agriculture did not immediately reveal the possibility of cities; and institutions did not immediately reveal the scale of coordination they would eventually support. Their broader implications became visible only as societies reorganized around the capabilities they created. If the same pattern holds, it is reasonable to ask whether the LLC may also be enabling forms of interdependence whose full implications have not yet become visible.
The emergence of a new capability and its broader consequences were often separated by long periods of experimentation, adaptation, and accumulation. What later seems obvious often remained invisible to those living through the transition itself. The fact that we cannot easily identify what comes next may therefore tell us less about the absence of future possibilities and more about our position within the process itself.
Every generation experiences civilization primarily through inheritance rather than creation. A child born today enters a world already populated by cities, institutions, corporations, legal systems, and advanced technologies. This makes it easy to forget how long it took civilizations to develop those capabilities. What seems ordinary from the perspective of inheritance often represented a profound transformation when civilizations were first developing the capabilities that made it possible.
Viewed from this perspective, the LLC may be a similar case; its economic significance is well established, yet its broader implications may extend far beyond the corporation itself. The LLC's deeper significance lies not merely in limited liability but in its ability to institutionalize durable contractual coordination and sustain levels of productive interdependence that earlier organizational forms struggled to achieve. By reducing the risks associated with cooperation among large numbers of unrelated individuals and enabling ownership, management, and responsibility to be distributed across many participants, it expanded the scale at which voluntary interdependence could be organized and sustained. This possibility becomes particularly interesting when similar capabilities begin to appear outside purely economic settings.
One example is the Kibbutz. Although it emerged independently and for very different purposes, it shares an important characteristic with the LLC: both enable large numbers of individuals to participate within durable structures organized around shared rules, responsibilities, and objectives. More importantly, both expand a single organization's capacity to sustain high levels of voluntary interdependence. Activities that would otherwise remain distributed among largely separate individuals, households, or enterprises become increasingly integrated into a common structure in which participants depend on one another for their success. Unlike earlier forms, in which dependency often flowed primarily in one direction, these structures increasingly rely on mutual dependence among their participants. In this sense, the Kibbutz can be viewed not as an answer to the question but as one of many experiments exploring what becomes possible when capabilities that transformed economic and organizational coordination are extended more directly into social life itself.
Whether the Kibbutz is an isolated historical case, an early prototype, or something else entirely remains open to debate. More importantly, the broader question extends far beyond the Kibbutz itself. If language, agriculture, institutions, and the LLC each expanded the forms of interdependence societies could sustain, what new forms of sustainable interdependence might eventually emerge from the capabilities introduced by the LLC? If such forms emerge, what new visible manifestations of social organization might eventually arise around them?
The purpose of this inquiry is not to predict what comes next; history rarely reveals its destination in advance. A more modest observation is that enabling structures repeatedly create possibilities whose significance becomes apparent only over time. If that pattern continues, some of the most important possibilities created by the LLC may still lie ahead.

What Generates History
History is often told through leaders, wars, inventions, crises, and turning points. These events matter, and many profoundly shape the course of human affairs. Yet when viewed over longer periods, a different pattern emerges. Beneath the visible events of history lies a quieter process through which societies gradually expand the range of what they can sustain together.
The recurring pattern explored throughout this column suggests that civilizations do not evolve primarily because new social forms appear. Rather, new social forms emerge when enabling structures expand the capabilities societies can sustain. These expanded capabilities enable larger and more durable forms of coordination. In turn, expanded coordination enables deeper forms of interdependence. Capabilities therefore serve as the bridge between enabling structures and the visible forms that eventually emerge from them. Tribes, villages, cities, institutions, corporations, and perhaps future forms as well can therefore be understood as visible manifestations of deeper transformations that first occur within the structures through which people organize cooperation across time. Historians often focus on visible outcomes, while the deeper drivers are the enabling structures that expand what societies can sustain together.
Seen through this lens, prosperity appears not merely as the accumulation of resources, technologies, or knowledge, but as the visible outcome of a society's capacity to sustain increasingly productive forms of interdependence. As societies become capable of organizing greater complexity through expanding networks of voluntary interdependence, productive capacity grows, and prosperity expands alongside it.
This perspective does not predict the future, nor does it imply that history follows a predetermined path. The future remains open because new capabilities create possibilities rather than guarantees. Societies still make choices; experiments still succeed or fail, so different paths remain available. Yet recurring patterns across civilizations suggest that some structural principles may operate beneath the diversity of human experience.
The LLC, therefore, represents civilization’s most recent example of a broader enabling structure, whose full impact only future generations will be able to evaluate. The deeper question is whether structures emerging today may be creating capabilities, forms of coordination, and forms of voluntary interdependence that future generations will eventually take for granted.
Perhaps the most important lesson is that we often mistake outcomes for causes. History appears obvious in retrospect because the visible forms remain while the enabling structures that made them possible often disappear into the background. Throughout this column, tribes, villages, cities, institutions, and corporations were never the primary subject; they served as evidence. The deeper subject was the enabling structures that expanded the capabilities, coordination, and voluntary interdependence societies could sustain.
If the patterns explored throughout this column are any guide, the greatest significance of emerging enabling structures may lie not in the visible forms they first create but in the new forms of voluntary interdependence they eventually make possible, for it is through those expanding forms of interdependence that societies repeatedly expand what they can sustain together.


 “Production depends on technology. Sustained prosperity depends on structure.”
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