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Transforming Capitalism 

by Martin Large

Many people believe that capitalism needs 
transforming if we are going to remake 
our economy to work for everyone. As the 

economies of Ireland, Greece, Italy, Spain and Portugal 
struggle to deal with the economic crisis in Europe it seems 
that our current system is on borrowed time. The banks, 
for example, despite the government exhorting them to 
lend more money to businesses and the introduction of 
‘quantitative easing’ money (often thought of as the printing 
of extra money to circulate in the economy; but in practice 
this is really the creation of electronic money – creating 
something out of nothing) from the Bank of England, are 
in fact reducing their lending to comply with the post-
‘credit crunch’ banking rules. For small and medium sized 
enterprises this often means their bank refusing to lend and 
even arbitrarily withdrawing lending, with serious effects 
such as job losses and even bankruptcy. 
 This is why it is vital to  nd new practical ways to 
transform capitalism for people, business, farming, 
community and culture. But how? This article will 
explore this question in theory and through the practical 
example of a pioneering new land and property project 
called Stockwood Community Bene t Society Ltd 
which is currently being set up. This organisation will 
provide a place of work for over 100 people in a diverse 
range of organisations, hold at its heart a biodynamic 
farm, and provide a variety of rural training and skills 
development opportunities. 
This article will address  ve issues: 
1. The view of capital as commodity instead of 

as commons.(The concept of commons can be 
understood as meaning land or resources that 
belong to the whole of a community, a ‘common 
pool resource’ ).

2. What did Rudolf Steiner think about the 
transformation of capitalism?

3. Mutualisation and neutralisation: transforming 
capitalism through different forms of ownership.

4. How do Community Land Trusts and Community 
Bene t Societies work?

5. How a speci c project, Stockwood Community 
Bene t Society Ltd, transforms capital to support 
business, jobs, culture, farming and community 
as a pilot exemplar project.

1. The view of capital as commodity 
 instead of as commons
Capital is often de ned as the amount of cash and other 
assets owned by a business. These business assets include 
accounts receivable, equipment, and land/buildings of 
the business. An underlying cause of the  nancial crisis 
has been the treatment of capital as a commodity, to be 
bought and sold on the markets rather than stewarded 
as a commons, a common pool resource. Connected to 
this, successive government policies have promoted one-
sided, unfettered, free markets in capital, land and labour 
which have treated these commons as commodities, so 
damaging society, economy, culture and the planet. To 
these must be added the doctrine of neo-liberal capitalism 
which asserts that individual self-interest would not only 
drive the economy ef ciently but would actually be self-
regulating, as individuals compete against each other for 
survival and primacy. 
 This analysis leads to the conclusion that a great deal 
of suffering has been caused by a crucial error of treating 
capital as a privately owned commodity rather than as 
a commons where access and use rights are socially 
managed. 
 The German social artist, Joseph Beuys, (1921-1986) 
described capital as ‘spirit’ or ’energy’ and should be set 
free to be creative and productive. Another description 
is that capital is‘Procreative energy’ that generates 
returns, pro ts, bene ts, and surpluses well in excess 
of the value of the money than if used in day to day 
consumption as exchange or purchase money. 

2. What did Rudolf Steiner think about the   
 transformation of capitalism?
What was Steiner’s thinking about transforming 
capitalism in his time, and how relevant is this thinking 
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for today? Steiner saw how ‘procreative’ or productive, 
skilled, capable enterprisers could be with capital. 
He therefore argued for a capitalism in which private 
individuals controlled the use of capital, and vigorously 
argued against putting capital into the control of 
bureaucratic bodies. He knew that the personal, creative 
relationship between an entrepreneur and capital was 
vital. This personal relationship allows creativity, 
generating the conditions for productivity, enterprise, 
and personal responsibility. 
 Steiner argued that capital was not a commodity 
to be bought and sold, but was a socially created 
commons which needed stewarding once enterprisers 
(entrepreneurs and the like) had died, moved on, or 
retired. He suggested a capital or business transfer 
process, whereby a competent, independent body 
(such as a ‘rights’ or state body, or equivalent) enables 
‘the transfer to a person or group of persons whose 
individual abilities seem to warrant it.’ He suggested 
that it should be possible for entrepreneurs to have a 
hand in freely choosing their successor. Steiner was 
concerned with tackling one of the key unhealthy 
features of modern capitalism. This is the unjusti ed 
acquisition of power that occurs when an accumulation 
of capital is transferred for arbitrary reasons such as 
a sale or an inheritance. Perhaps the original creative 
entrepreneur leaves his or her business to incompetent 
family members who can either ruin it (rags to riches to 
rags in three generations!), or who use it as a platform 
for acquiring social, political and cultural power to then 
protect their wealth. Another example is when large 
corporations use their huge capital resources to buy up 
the competition and create a powerful business empire 
that can unduly in uence government. This has been 
dramatically exposed over recent months by revelations 
from The Guardian newspaper and then the Leveson 
Inquiry, set up by the British government, into Rupert 
Murdoch’s empire (newspapers, media, television) and 
its entanglement with the police, politicians, the public, 
businesses and broadcasters.
 Whilst Steiner advocated the free access to capital by 
competent people, he also wisely wrote that, ‘It must be 
possible to change the related property rights as soon as 
they become a means for the unjusti ed acquisition of 
power.’ 1 
 But how? As family based business was the dominant 
model at the time, Steiner suggested the business and 
capital transfer process already mentioned: that, in the 
 rst instance, as soon as an entrepreneur ceases to run 
a business and manage production, then the business 
itself and the use of capital should pass to another or 
be reinvested elsewhere. Yet whilst he recognised that 
entrepreneurs have a right to reasonable remuneration 
and reward for their efforts, he wrote, “However, 
after the death of the enterpriser, or at a certain time 
thereafter, assets acquired through savings, along with 
the corresponding interests, also go to a spiritually or 

materially productive person or group – but only to such 
a person or group and not to an unproductive person in 
whose hands it would constitute a personal pension.”2 
A third ingenious capital transfer process suggested by 
Steiner was that of treating capital like a copyright. He 
thought that society was ill-served by people acquiring 
and preserving large fortunes and passing them on to 
unproductive heirs. His capital copyright agreement 
might set the royalties from the copyright payable to heirs 
to stop, say, at 10 years after the owner’s death and then 
the capital would be put into a charitable foundation for 
giving grants, or held in a trusteeship body for business 
reinvestment.3 This would both prevent non-productive 
heirs privatising the capital and business assets and 
ensure these were protected in a trusteeship body. 
 Since Steiner’s time capital ownership and power 
issues have become even more pressing and complex 
with the relaxing of market controls and the advent 
of huge global corporations. Yet it is still possible to 
explore, in practical terms, how useful his thinking could 
be in addressing current challenges. For example, as 
small and medium sized family businesses are currently 
struggling to persuade banks to lend to them, how could 
they  nd ways of working directly with savers, cutting 
out the banks altogether? Could we create mutual bodies 
that link savers and businesses to provide secure and 
ethical forms of investment for individuals that facilitate 
a new economy? The answer is: yes we can.

3. Mutualisation and neutralisation: transforming  
 capitalism through different forms of ownership
The next issue we look at emerges out of the answer to 
the last question, and a possible way forward is found 
in mutual ownership of property and neutralising the 
capital value of businesses so that they are not sold but 
transferred from enterpriser to enterpriser. 
 A ‘mutual’ is run in the interests of its members, the 
savers and borrowers – and is not listed on the stock 
market or owned externally. UK building societies (set 
up to provide affordable mortgages for potential home-
owners) are mutuals. The co-operative and mutual 
movement offers a tried and tested working alternative 
to, and means of taming, capitalism. Mutuals like the 
Nationwide Building Society are member owned, with 
one-person one vote for electing the Board and their 
capital is owned mutually. Hundreds of years of secure 
property funding expertise and capacity were lost when 
so many of the wonderful British building societies were 
demutualised. This was a process by which a customer-
owned mutual organisation changes its legal status and 
becomes ‘privatised’ in that it becomes a stock company 
– owned by shareholders for their personal bene t 
rather than being owned by all its workers/customers 
for common bene t. Quite the opposite of what it 
started out as. Signi cantly, none of those demutualised 
‘new banks’ have survived the recent global recessions 
and many, such as Northern Rock and Bradford & 
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Bingley, were the weak links that heralded the 2008 
credit crunch. Interestingly, the remaining mutualised 
societies survived the credit crunch in good health. 
 Mutualisation may not be the only way of transforming 
capitalism, but certainly its co-operative values and better 
governance can help tame it. Whilst co-operatives for 
the mutual bene t of participating people have existed 
going far back into history, the modern co-operative 
movement began primarily in Britain and France in 
the 19th century. Today, the International Co-operative 
Alliance has seven guiding principles: voluntary and 
open membership; democratic member control; member 
economic participation; autonomy and independence; 
education, training and information; co-operation 
amongst co-operatives and concern for communities. 
The guiding values are self-help, self-responsibility, 
equality, equity and solidarity, honesty, openness, social 
responsibility and caring for others. Crucially, for the 
realisation of these aims it does depend on how well 
these values are cultivated and embedded in mutuals.
 The mutual principles can apply equally well to the 
property or business being funded as to the lending 
organisation. Indeed, recently, the mutualisation of 
capital through co-operative forms such as a community 
bene t society has been growing rapidly through the 
sharing of ownership of assets. For example: when 
Stroud Common Wealth – an organisation run on mutual 
principles – was approached by young tenant organic 
farmers in 2004/ 2005 for help saving their farm from 
being sold off, a plan was quickly drawn up to create a 
charitable community bene t society (CBS – formerly 
known as an industrial and provident society), namely, 
Fordhall Community Land Initiative CBS. In nine 
months over £800,000 was raised from non-pro t shares 
invested by over 8,500 members of this CBS. Fordhall 
was the only community share issue in 2005-2006, but 
in 2010 there were over 45. So interest is growing in 
this form of mutualisation of capital. 
 Because of the danger of demutualisation, some 
community bene t societies ensure that asset locks 
are in place that prevent current members pro ting 
from previous members’ efforts and savings. So, as an 
example, when setting up Fordhall Community Land 
Initiative CBS, it was made into a charity at law, with 
any wind-up assets going to similar local bodies. Another 
example is the Biodynamic Land Trust CBS, which is 
also a charity at law and which has the Biodynamic 
Association (in the UK) as the speci c charity named as 
the guardian trustee to prevent demutualisation through 
the changing of the objects and is able to receive the 
assets should the BDLT ever fold. 
 There are other ways to protect capital from being 
treated as a commodity to be bought and sold. This is by 
creating a foundation, effectively ‘neutralising’ the capital‘ 
by preventing the business being bought and sold on the 
stock market. Interestingly, it has been quite common for 
German family businesses to put their business assets 

into a foundation, such as the Robert Bosch Foundation, 
or WALA Foundation (which owns the company that 
manufactures the Dr.Hauschka products, which was 
founded by Dr. Rudolf Hauschka). These foundations 
neutralise the business’s capital, so that the business 
continues to bene t from the use of the capital, but as 
mentioned cannot be bought or sold as a commodity on 
the stock market. Many ethical and innovative companies, 
such as The Body Shop (cosmetics) and Cadbury 
(chocolate) have lost their founding principles through 
being  oated on the public Stock Exchange. The aim of 
the foundation model is to keep the business thriving, 
with the trustees appointing executive management 
and the pro ts of the business being directed to further 
develop the business, to charitable aims and to the sharing 
of pro ts with staff. 
 The John Lewis Partnership – a retail chain in the UK 
– is a leading British example of neutralised capital, in 
which all staff are partners in the business and regularly 
receive an annual pro t share of over 10 per cent of their 
usual salary. When the founder, John Lewis, realized 
that he earned more than all his staff put together he was 
shocked at the inequity. Rather than retain ownership 
and pro t share in some way he chose to share ownership 
and put the company’s capital into a Partnership body 
that ensured effective business management leadership, 
guarded against takeovers and ensured all staff were 
bene ting partners. Today, Waitrose supermarkets and 
John Lewis department stores are legendary for quality, 

Opportunity
We have a small, beautiful and fully operational kindergarten 
space which is OFSTED registered for up to 10 children. It is 
located on our biodynamic farm in the heart of England.

We are looking for an enterprising person to found a new Steiner 
/ Waldorf kindergarten in the space with an initial grant for the 
first year of £40,000 and for the second year of £20,000.

Visit www.elysiacommons.org for more information.
Please send a letter introducing yourself and an outline business 
plan to:
Sebastian Parsons, Elysia Commons, Social Venture Fund,
1 Stockwood Business Park, Stockwood, Redditch, Worcs. B96 6SX
Or email: sebastian@drhauschka.co.uk
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price, customer service, pro tability, working conditions 
and business management. It is signi cant to realise 
that a business’s capital can be secured in a Partnership, 
protected from the stock market drive for ‘shareholder 
value’ and that management is free to develop the 
business whilst partners share in the business’s success 
The John Lewis Partnership has worked well for nearly 
a hundred years.
 Sir Stuart Hampson, chair of John Lewis for thirteen 
years, considered that the group’s partnership structure 
and the neutralization of capital was key to its success. 
‘When you come in to one of our stores, you are not 
being served by an employee, you are being served by 
an owner of the business and customers do really notice 
the difference.”4

4.  How do Community Land Trusts and   
 Community Bene t Societies work?
Community Land Trusts (CLTs) originated with the 
thinking and actions of 19th century pioneers like Octavia 
Hill, John Ruskin and Ebenezer Howard. Howard’s 
Letchworth Garden City (in Hertfordshire, just north of 
London) is still an exemplar, with the land being owned 
in trust by co-operative land societies and managed 
by the Letchworth Heritage Trust. Leases on the land 
provide £6 million surplus a year for reinvesting in 
common services.
 Many CLTs are constituted as Community Bene t 
Societies, (CBS). These are for community bene t and 
can also become a charity at law, registered with the FSA 
(Financial Services Authority) rather than the Charity 
Commission. The best way to understand how CLTs 
and CBSs really work is to join one! However, here is a 
description of what they are and how they work. The CLT 
or Community Land Trust de nition was passed into law 
in the July 2008 Housing and Regeneration Act. A CLT 
is a ‘body which is established for the express purpose 
of furthering the social, economic and environmental 
interests of a local community by acquiring and managing 
land and other assets in order to provide a bene t to the 
local community and to ensure that the assets are not 
sold or developed except in a manner which the trust’s 
members think bene ts the community.’ Any pro ts from 
its activities will be used to bene t the local community, 
individuals who live or work in the speci ed areas have 
the opportunity to become members of the trust and the 
members of the trust control it.
 A CLT provides a unique way of using the value 
of public investment in the form of philanthropic 
gifts, charitable endowments, legacies and private 
development gain for the common good. It keeps land 
and property assets under the control of members for 
public bene ts.
 CLTs are charitable, not-for-private-pro t, community-
based organisations, constituted either as CBSs or as 
a company limited by guarantee. These organisations 
are run by a small professional staff who are governed 

by a board elected by members. There can also be 
directors from partner organisations and public interest 
representatives as well as directors elected by members.
 There are now over eighty CLTs in Britain, up from 
around six in 2005. However, there are some land trusts 
with a national rather than local scope. The most famous 
of these is the old and very well established National 
Trust (custodians of stately homes and land and places 
of national interest, accessible to the public, throughout 
the UK), others are the newly established Biodynamic 
Land Trust (2011), the Soil Association Land Trust 
(2010) and the Living Earth Land Trust. These three 
latter organisations hold land in perpetuity for organic or 
biodynamic use. In these cases they serve a community of 
interest, rather than a geographical community of place. 
 An example of the above thinking and innovative 
practice in mutualising and neutralising the land, 
property and capital commons to be used to help found 
a new exemplar land, capital and property trusteeship 
body now follows. 

5. How does a speci c project, Stockwood   
 Community  Bene t Society Ltd, transform  
 capital to support business, jobs, culture, farming  
 and community as a pilot exemplar project. 
Securing Rush Farm for continuing biodynamic farming 
by means of a community bene t society is a signi cant 
opportunity to create a new commons trusteeship body. 
There is always a human story in any enterprise and a 
little of this will be sketched out for the reader’s interest.
 Currently the Stockwood Community Bene t Society 
Ltd is in the process of being set up at Stockwood, near 
Redditch in the West Midlands, in an area known as 
the ‘Heart of England’. The intention is to mutualise 
Stockwood Business Park and the nearby biodynamic 
organic Rush Farm. The Estate is currently owned by 
Elysia, the UK Dr.Hauschka distributors, and Elysia 
has decided to mutualise the farm and business park 
to preserve and protect them for the bene t of the 
community inde nitely. 
 Stockwood CBS Ltd will own the farmland of Rush 
Farm and the pro table Stockwood Business Park 
which has a considerable income from leasing of ces 
and workshops to rural businesses. Investors will not 
only win an ethical environmental return but will also 
receive interest of 4-5% on their investment. Many may 
feel this is preferable to their money sitting in a non-
productive bank account. 
Stockwood CBS Ltd has as its purpose statement: 

To support and improve the social and natural 
environment by providing places of work in an 
harmonious setting through the biodynamic 
management of the Stockwood Estate to the 
highest ecological standard.
 This will be achieved by providing places of 
work and employment opportunities in the local 
area, by the economic in- ow to the local area, 
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and by sharing ownership locally; by providing a 
programme of education and events in the rural 
environment at the Elysia Centre; and by providing 
free, welcoming and well managed access to the 
natural environment on public footpaths, bridle 
paths and permissive routes through the farm, 
woodland and river banks of the Rush Farm and 
Stockwood Estate.

The Biodynamic Land Trust (BDLT) will be a partner 
body of Stockwood CBS to manage the transfer of 
the tenancy of Rush Farm to ensure that it is cared for 
biodynamically for future generations. 
 The aim of the BDLT is to secure farms into trust for 
affordable access to family farmers, for countryside 
conservation, education and for community connected 
farming. The bene ts include supporting biodynamic 
farming, preserving the countryside, supporting local 
food growing, saving existing farms and helping 
entrant biodynamic growers into farming. 
 Stockwood CBS will be launched in July 2012.5, 
Investment in Stockwood CBS Ltd is possible by 
purchasing withdrawable shares, from a minimum of 
100 £1 shares (£100) to a maximum of 20,000 £1 shares. 
Shares will normally receive a 4-5% return. Others may 
prefer instead to make a gift, using gift aid, to support the 
BDLT in making a £150,000 investment in Rush Farm.6 

A little stroll through history…
Rush Farm, which is located at the centre of the 
hamlet of Stock Wood, has an interesting history. The 
neighbouring village of Inkberrow has a pub called 
‘The Bull’ which is famous in the area as being the 
model for the pub of the same name in the long running 
BBC radio series, ‘The Archers’. In fact, early script 
meetings for the series were held in the Rush Farm 
farmhouse and indeed several episodes were recorded 
there! On a 1950’s edition of the Radio Times front 
cover the Archers ‘family’ is photographed gathered 
around the hearth of the Rush Farm sitting room. This 
all came about because Godfrey Baseley, creator of the 
series, was a friend of the Hillmans who owned the farm 
in those days. Rush Farm is the name of the farm from 
the 1800s; at the time of the Hillmans it was known 
as Stockwood Farm and Stud. Famous throughout 
the world for their shorthorn cattle and racing horses, 
the Hillmans were friends with a famous Olympian 
horsewoman, Pat Smythe, and they produced at least 
one Cheltenham Gold Cup winner.
 By the 1990s the farm and stud was no longer 
operating and the buildings were being converted into a 
rural business park. Elysia rented space in the business 
park from 1997 and in 2005 purchased the estate and 
set about rebuilding the farm. Rush Farm was put into 
a biodynamic and organically certi ed mixed livestock 
and arable system, with associated horticulture and 
woodland activities. Soil fertility has been rebuilt, 
and so has the natural fauna and  ora. The farmers are 

Anne and Adrian Parsons and, through Rush Farm, 
Anne has been able to continue the pioneering work 
of her father, David Clement, who was one of the  rst 
biodynamic farmers in Britain.

Conclusion: the Future
People all over the world are working out alternative ways 
of taming and transforming capitalism. Mutualisation and 
neutralisation offer ways of securing the land, property 
and capital commons. The British co-operative and mutual 
movement has a rich and inspiring history, and, in its 
modern form offers secure and well understood methods 
for holding property in mutual ownership.7  In this article 
we have looked in theory and in practical detail at how the 
concept of mutual ownership is relevant today. We have 
also reviewed some of Steiner’s thoughts on capitalism and 
how these concepts are re ected in the neutralised capital of 
some modern business ownership forms. Just as the ethical 
values of the Quakers informed their pioneering approach 
to banking in the 18th & 19th centuries, so we can now draw 
on co-operative practice, Steiner’s thinking and emerging 
good practice to develop effective forms of capital and 
land trusteeship such as Stockwood Community Bene t 
Society as alternative ways ahead.

Martin Large is chair of Stroud Common Wealth and 
executive director of the Biodynamic Land Trust

Endnotes
1. From Rudolf Steiner’s The Threefold Social 

Commonwealth, later published as Towards Social 
Renewal: Basic Issues of the Social Question, p100

2. Ibid, page 105
3. Large, M., Common Wealth (2010) p.153
4. Large, M. ibid, p157
5. There will be a farm visit day on Friday July 20th for 

interested people. (See www.biodynamiclandtrust.org.uk 
for more details). See www.stockwoodcbs.org or www.
biodynamiclandtrust.org.uk for more information and 
details of the Stockwood project, share offer and the 
work of the BDLT, including the BDLT Gift Aid form. 

6. See www.biodynamiclandtrust.org.uk for more 
information

7. Later this year there will be a Back to the Future 
Working Conference at Letchworth Garden City to 
explore how community land trusts can be scaled up 
whilst staying true to their proud co-op roots. See www.
biodynamiclandtrust.org.uk.

We are on the farm... Baaa!


