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THE ACT OF THRIVING » CHAPTER 12

If the World Doesn't Reset

This chapter is reasoned extrapolation, not sourced fact

Chapter 1 said one chapter in this sequence would be different: informed reasoning about a genuinely new
permanent baseline, rather than research about how communities function regardless of why they came
together. This is that chapter. Everything in it draws on real historical and living examples of governance
without a state, but applying those examples to a modern community after a permanent, not temporary,
loss of outside authority is extrapolation, not a tested prediction. Treat it as the most honest reasoning
available, not as certainty the rest of this manual has earned.

Chapter 11 asked whether a community’s structure and its land both hold up over decades. Every chapter up to
this point, when it touched on courts, registries, or outside legal authority, said the same thing: that’s a
reasonable assumption for a “new beginnings” community founded after a serious but contained disruption, and

that assumption is this chapter’s, not theirs, to set aside.

What actually changes if the state genuinely isn’t coming back

Chapter 5’s legal structures, a housing cooperative’s articles, a land trust’s ground lease, an HOA’s covenants, and
Chapter 6’s judicial eviction and due process both depend on the same thing: an office to file with, a court to
enforce a dispute, a recorder to make a claim mean something to people outside the community. Take that away
permanently, not for a season, and what’s left isn’t a smaller version of the same tools. It’s a different problem:

how do governance, justice, and property work when the community itself is the only authority that exists.

This isn’t a hypothetical humanity has never faced. Real historical and living societies have organized durably
without a central state, and their actual, documented practices are the closest honest answer available, not a

guess built from first principles.

Governance and enforcement: the Icelandic Commonwealth’s real answer

For over three centuries (930 to 1262), Iceland had a real legal system, an assembly (the Althing), courts, and even
a code of law, but no king, no police, and no state apparatus to actually carry out a court’s ruling. Enforcement

instead ran through kinship and social consequence: a wrong, even homicide, was treated as a matter between
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the victim’s kin and the offender’s, not a crime against a state, and the injured party’s own family was responsible
for pursuing compensation or seeing an outlawry sentence actually carried out. Outlawry itself, being formally cast
out of the protection of the law entirely, was the real, severe consequence a court could impose without needing
an enforcer, since a community’s willingness to actually withhold food, shelter, and cooperation from an outlaw

was what gave the ruling teeth.

Applied here: Chapter 5’s Ostrom principles, graduated sanctions, fast local dispute resolution, monitoring by
members themselves, don’t disappear without a state, they become the entire enforcement mechanism instead
of a supplement to one. A ruling a community won’t actually act on together is worth exactly as much as a ruling
nobody enforces was in medieval Iceland: nothing. The real lesson isn’t a specific procedure to copy, it’s that
legitimacy and willingness to collectively act on a decision matter more than the formal process that produced it,

once no outside authority exists to back that decision up.

Justice without courts: a system that exists right now, with a real,
documented flaw

Somalia’s xeer, an oral customary law tradition predating the modern state, wasn’t invented for this scenario, but
it’s been tested by it directly: after Somalia’s central government collapsed in 1991, xeer became the dominant
working system for resolving disputes and maintaining order across much of the country, adjudicated by clan

elders drawing on precedent and negotiated agreements between groups, not a written code enforced by police.

A real, documented weakness, not just a success story

Serious anthropological research on xeer is direct about its limits: it’s fundamentally a negotiation, and
negotiations between unequal parties tend to favor whichever side has more people, more resources, or
more standing, not whichever side is actually right. A system built on relative power rather than a neutral
standard can look functional while quietly failing the weaker party every time. This is exactly the failure
Chapter 6’s documented FEC practice already guards against differently: a member-removal decision
reached by consensus that specifically excludes the accused from blocking it isn’t a power negotiation
between two sides, it’s the whole community weighing in. That structural difference is worth deliberately

preserving if courts are never coming back, not something to quietly lose in the transition.

Property without a registry: memory and witness instead of a recorder’s
office

Chapter 5’s land trust and cooperative structures depend on a county recorder’s office to make an ownership

claim mean something to people outside the community. Real customary land tenure systems, documented
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across sub-Saharan Africa, Papua New Guinea, and indigenous communities elsewhere, show what replaces that
when no such office exists or reaches a community anymore: ownership isn’t written down anywhere, it’s held in
the shared memory of local authorities and neighbors who all know who holds what and how it passed to them,
and transfers happen openly, witnessed by the community, rather than being filed anywhere. It works specifically
because the group recording it is small and stable enough that everyone relevant actually knows the answer, and
it tends to fail as a community grows past that scale or when someone deliberately exploits ambiguity a registry

would have foreclosed.

Applied here: a community’s own governance structure, the same body already running Chapter 5’s collective-
choice process, is what stands in for a recorder if no county office is left to file with. Formalizing that role
deliberately, minutes kept, transfers witnessed and recorded in the community’s own records even without a
government to submit them to, is what keeps this from being reinvented under pressure the first time it’s actually
tested.

What this chapter can’t honestly tell you

Every example above comes from societies that grew into statelessness gradually or held it as a stable,
generations-deep tradition, not a group of modern households adapting to its sudden, permanent loss. Whether
the same patterns hold at that speed, and for people who grew up assuming courts and registries would always be
there, isn’t something the historical record can actually answer. What it can offer is this: the specific structures this
manual has already built, chapter by chapter, real trust from real membership, decision-making people actually
accept as legitimate, and a documented process for both routine and severe disputes, are the same load-bearing
elements every real stateless system above turned out to depend on. Nothing in this final chapter replaces that
work. It only says, honestly, what’s left to lean on if the assumption every earlier chapter made turns out not to
hold.
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