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Building Community Around People (BCAP)—not money, not machines 

 

aka Social Threefolding 

 

 

Bringing consciousness to society’s structure can create a healthy, sustainable balance. 

 

Society’s structure is now based on history, which means that it is organized according to a time 

when humanity was young and needed powerful rulers.  We have now evolved to a time when 

the individual increasingly needs to be recognized and heard.  If we can change our structure 

consciously, we can do it organically and peacefully.   

 

Bringing consciousness to our structure means recognizing that our core values of Freedom, 

Equality, and Brotherhood tend to conflict with each other now, and they need to operate each 

in their own sphere of influence.  For example, we value freedom, but we do not believe that 

people should be free to hurt each other.  We value equality, but we recognize that people do 

not have equal abilities.  We value brotherhood, but we will likely do our best in a competition 

when we want to win over our competitors.  This introduction to social threefolding describes 

how these three values can be held in a way to balance each other so that we have the best of 

all three and create a sustainable, healthy culture.   

 

Although social threefolding is the usual term, a newer and clearer name is Building Community 

Around People since this re-visioning of society allows people to be as individual as possible and 

still be in community.  Building Community Around People (“BCAP”) has already begun to 

happen, but it is not yet recognized consciously as such, so its power to change is still largely in 

a state of potential. 

 

What are the basics of BCAP? 

Freedom belongs especially to our thinking.  We need and want freedom of thought.  This value 

applies most to the cultural and spiritual aspects of our lives:  education, the arts, religion, and 

research.  This area is society’s source of creativity. 

  

Equality belongs especially to the area of rights which are upheld by our political sphere.  Every 

person has an equal right to a decent human existence.  The political sphere is also responsible 

for stewarding the land that we all depend on. 

 

Brotherhood belongs especially to our economy.  This responsibility is not intuitively obvious 

until we recognize that the function of a healthy economy is to provide the goods and services 

needed by all members of society.  Major decisions such as prices and quality of goods would 
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be made by associations of people representing all aspects of the economy:  producers, 

distributors, and consumers. 

 

Building Community Around People, or BCAP, in its mature form, would separate the three 

spheres listed above (cultural/spiritual, political, and economic) so that each would operate 

quite independently, rather like our thinking, feeling, and willing operate independently.  Each 

person would belong to all three spheres but would probably spend most of their time in one 

area of their choice.  Each sphere would have its own kind of administration, differently 

organized according to the value that it is responsible for upholding.  For certain issues that 

need the input of all three spheres, it would be as if heads of three states in today’s world came 

together to discuss and resolve the concern.  

 

Why is separation into three important? 

The separation of the three spheres of BCAP is akin to the separation of church and state that 

was established, radical for its time, in the United States Constitution.  The founding fathers 

realized that the state should not control people’s free choice of religion.  In a similar manner, 

the state should not control or even influence people’s freedom of thought in any area.  The 

reverse relationship also holds:  religion should not control the state. 

 

The idea of separation is to create some specialization within society, much as our head, heart, 

and hands are specialized yet act cooperatively.  Just as single-celled creatures need to 

specialize in order to evolve, society has become complex enough to need specialization for our 

continued health and progress.   Human societies around the world have largely moved beyond 

kings toward democracies.  People have now become individually conscious enough so that, in 

general, new frameworks of society no longer depend on a single person as ruler.   

 

The democracy that the United States has now is certainly an improvement over having royalty.  

But we are seeing major breaks in our system.  Social illness arises when either one sphere 

operates contrary to its nature (e.g., the economic sphere does not promote brotherhood, the 

political sphere does not enforce equal rights or protect the environment, the cultural sphere is 

not free of political or economic influence) or one sphere dominates the others.   

 

A case could be made that all of these problems exist in our country.  They serve as a wake-up 

call so that we can consciously recognize and correct what is wrong—hopefully peacefully.   

 

We think of ourselves as a democracy, but money has become our single ruler, influencing or 

even dictating most of our actions.  It has become too important, an end in itself.  The original 

purpose of money was to mirror the value of goods and services in an economy so that society 

could move beyond the barter system.  Money is a human creation, intended to serve our 

purposes.  But we have instead become servants of money.  Money in itself now wields power, 

and the 99% of people are becoming more aware of and resentful of the 1% who have the most 

money.  Money influences our politics—our political rights—to an unhealthy degree.  Money 
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influences choices in research, choices in healthcare, and choices in schools.  Money, and the 

economy that generates it, is out of control and continues to grow.  It needs to be checked—

quickly. 

 

The framework of society should be arranged so that there are checks and balances against any 

one of the three areas becoming dominant.  Just as our founding fathers envisioned how the 

judicial, executive, and legislative branches could act to check each other within the political 

system, the power of three can be used to bring the entire society into a healthy, dynamic 

balance. 

 

Where did the idea of social threefolding come from? 

“LIberté, Égalité, et Fraternité” was the rallying cry of the French Revolution.  But the French 

did not realize that these ideals represented a new way of organizing society. 

 

In 1917 Rudolf Steiner1 introduced social threefolding in his book, Towards Social Renewal, in 

an attempt to shorten World War I and prevent future such catastrophes.  In 1919 several 

newspapers reported on the idea, but authorities resisted change and there was not enough 

time for it to take hold before a key vote in Upper Silesia, where it was considered.  In the 

century since then, threefolding/BCAP has received much study and elaboration, primarily by 

those who have studied Steiner’s other works. 

 

Although Steiner introduced Building Community Around People, he would have been quick to 

say that he did not invent the concept.  He was however the first to recognize that the values of 

Freedom, Equality, and Brotherhood most properly belong to their respective spheres of 

culture, rights, and economics.  One person’s freedom should not infringe on others’ human 

rights.  Each person should have equal human rights but will not have equal thoughts or skills.  

Different skills are needed to make different products, but different skills should not affect 

equal rights to a decent human life.  Steiner could see deeply into the human being and 

reported what was necessary for humans to continue to evolve in a healthy way. 

 

How could changes in society be made, and how quickly? 

Fundamental changes in society’s structure will not come from those in power (with the 

possible exception of those who have unusual foresight) since they have no incentive to make 

changes.  The demand for change must come from the 99%.  Almost by definition, that kind of 

change must come slowly and organically.  But it is important to take initial steps and make 

them visible in order to generate hope and inspiration for others who are watching the process. 

 

It is encouraging to note that successful and peaceful fundamental change has precedent.  It is 

fully described in Viking Economics by the Quaker author, George Lakey, a social scientist who 

                                                           
1 Rudolf Steiner (1861-1925) was able to see deeply into the human soul.  He founded Waldorf education and 
made significant contributions to many other fields, including medicine, agriculture, architecture, music, speech, 
religion, and philosophy. 
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carefully studied the rise of Norway during the 20th century from a land of impoverished people 

and high inequality to what is now known as the Nordic model. 

 

Early steps in Norway, just after its separation from Sweden, involved: 

- the creation of study groups to understand the writings of socialist visionaries, 

- many consumer co-ops banding together to form a much larger co-op to act as their 

wholesaler, and 

- describing the plight of workers in many newspapers published by the Labor Party. 

 

But Lakey made it clear that change involves hard work and the talents of many people. 

 

How would threefolding change society? 

In capitalist societies, the economy tends to dominate (see Addendum I illustration).  In socialist 

societies, the state (political sphere) tends to dominate.  With BCAP, the individual arises, 

consciously.  In the 1970s women arose to claim more respect during the women’s liberation 

movement.  Just as women did not seek to dominate society, individuals in a BCAP movement 

would not seek domination but rather equal status (see Addendum II illustration). 

 

The economy, which now dominates nearly everything, needs the pressure of boundaries to 

reduce its size to a sustainable level.  Steiner identified two boundaries:  input and output.  

Regulations from outside the economy are needed to protect both the environment, which is 

the source of all raw material input, and labor, which accomplishes the work needed to create  

final products. 

 

Both land and labor need the protections of equality from the political/rights sector so that  

the entire community benefits rather than a few individuals.  Our society now has a number  

of regulations to protect the environment.  But regulations about labor are largely left  

to employers. 

 

One major way that equal status would be felt by labor is the way in which people are paid.  

Currently money, in the form of salaries, expresses the value that employers place on their 

workers’ labor.  Workers however feel that salaries are a judgment of their value as people, so 

salaries are rarely discussed, even among friends.  Workers are treated as commodities and 

they abhor it, often unconsciously.  They do not want to be paid according to the value that 

management places on them.  They want to be treated as having as equal a right to a decent 

life as anyone else. 

 

This points strongly to the solution.  To protect workers as people, the regulation of their labor 

should be handled outside the economic area in which the labor is performed.  The kind of 

work people do, how they do it, and the amount of their work should be managed by the area 

that is tasked with upholding equal rights.  Leisure should also be protected since it “awakens 



5 
 

the mind to an appreciation of spiritual values.”2  Companies will adjust their amount of 

mechanization depending on the number of workers that they are allotted. 

 

To describe a full implementation of social threefolding over time is beyond the scope of this 

introduction, but the following summary points to the major changes compared to current 

conditions.  Further background is available on each point which would provide greater context 

and clarity. 

- The economy would become a network of associations, wherein groups of people at each 

company who represent consumers, distributors, and the producer would determine 

product prices, quality, and volume.  The variety of perspectives will foster cooperation 

and the determination of true prices.  Steiner described “true price” in great detail. 

- Money would be issued by an economic association rather than the political/rights sector. 

- Money would be dated to discourage hoarding and to reflect the wearing out or 

consumption of goods and services that money is supposed to mirror. 

- There would be no compound interest (which fosters the use of money as a commodity  

in itself). 

- Capital would be administered in a way that allows gifted people to develop and use their 

abilities for the benefit of society.  When capital accumulates, it should either be used 

by the same person for the same business, or, if the community no longer benefits, the 

capital should be transferred to another person whose abilities benefit the community. 

- Land would not be purchased or rented.  People would instead have the right to live in a 

particular place, managed by the political/rights sector. 

- Buildings would be paid for once:  only while being built. 

- All members of society would continue to benefit from the freedom and creativity of the 

cultural sphere.  In particular, corporations which create goods and services will 

continue to receive the gift of trained workers and creative ideas from schools and 

research institutions.  In return, corporate associations will choose which aspects of the 

cultural sector to support with freely-given gifts of money. 

 Schools, as critical components of any society, would probably be supported, at least 

in part, by compulsory gifts. 

 All areas in the cultural sector would be motivated toward excellence by competing 

with each other to be worthy of freely-given gifts. 

 If corporate gifts are not great enough to support the cultural sector adequately, the 

corporate association would recognize this and adjust product prices accordingly.   

- Salaries would be based on individual needs rather than talents.  Parents of young children 

would receive more than single people who have no dependents.  Salaries may be 

regulated by the political/rights sector.  The source of salaries would be: 

 in the political/rights sector, from taxes. 

 in the economic sector, from the sale of goods. 

 in the cultural sector, from gifts, especially from the economic sector.   

                                                           
2 Steiner, TSO, p. 34.   
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- The judicial system would become part of the cultural/spiritual sector, which focuses on 

freedom of the individual.  Judges will more easily perceive and understand the 

particular circumstances of the defendant in an atmosphere of trust and confidence.  

Steiner suggested the possibility of having judges serve for a limited time, and each 

person would pre-select their own judge whose verdict they would be willing to accept 

if a case were brought against them.  Complainants would then have to use the judge of 

the defendant.  The political/rights sector however would carry out the sentence. 

- Schools would be self-governing to allow full freedom of thought. 

 

If people are paid according to their needs rather than their work, what will keep them 

working? 

A society founded on building community around people will give a great deal to each person in 

order to foster their uniqueness.  Everyone will have the right to a home, will be given a free 

education, and will receive enough money to be able to lead a decent life.  Some may wonder if 

this would lead to laziness since people are given so much.  It is worth noting that most people 

now have little or no experience with this kind of freedom, so deeper thought is necessary to 

accurately anticipate responses to this restructuring of society. 

 

Steiner recognized that human beings have a fundamental tendency toward egoism, or thinking 

primarily of oneself and one’s family.  Because the tendency to egoism is so strong, most 

people assume that society should be structured to allow people to keep the fruits of their 

labor for themselves.  Steiner pointed out however that any society founded on egoism will, 

sooner or later, result in suffering and poverty.   

 

He gave the example of Robert Owen’s failed experiment with a model community in the 

1800s.3  Owen believed deeply in the inherent goodness of people, but he learned that to 

counteract egoism, people must not merely recognize that certain institutions will benefit the 

community.  They must also feel warmly attached to the community and feel inclined to 

support it.  This means that any successful community must have a spiritual mission, and every 

person in the community must want to fulfill that mission.  A spirit of the community must be 

alive and active in every member.  Only people who labor entirely for their fellows can become, 

little by little, workers without egoism. 

 

Steiner described a fundamental social law that is as valid as any law of physics or mathematics: 

In a community of human beings working together, the well-being of the community will 

be the greater, the less individuals claim for themselves the proceeds of the work they 

themselves have done, i.e., the more of these proceeds they give over to their fellow-

workers, and the more their own requirements are satisfied, not by the results of their 

own work, but by work done by others.4 

 

                                                           
3 Rudolf Steiner, ASO, paragraph 16ff. 
4 Quoted in Lamb and Hearn, p.24. 
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Steiner predicted that when the spiritual life is free, when people truly work according to their 

passions, both the state and the economy will receive all that they need and more than they 

receive now.  The more that brotherhood is cultivated, the more fruitful economic life 

becomes. 

 

Where is BCAP already happening? 

A forerunner example is the Nordic model.  Norway’s progress was based on its socialist 

government placing workers’ rights as its top priority, and in turn the government earned the 

trust of its people.  The system has “abundant built-in mechanisms to force transparency and 

accountability.”5  Steiner’s concern about socialism as a vision however is that the more state 

control there is, the less likely that individual ability will find its place.   

 

It is worth noting the following quote from Lakey:  “Of course, equality and freedom are not the 

only values that the Nordics hold dear.  The descendants of the Vikings do care about 

community, solidarity, and nature for their own sake.”6  It is not surprising that these values can 

be summarized as equality, freedom, and brotherhood with a deep respect for nature. 

 

Martin Large, British author of Common Wealth: For a free, equal, mutual and sustainable 

society, indicates that Burlington, Vermont, is the best example of BCAP in the United States.  

Other examples of early-stage BCAP include community-supported agriculture, community land 

trusts, BerkShares (a complementary currency), B-corporations (now possible in 30 states and 

42 countries), socially responsible investing, and the fair trade movement. 

 

Nicanor Perlas indicates that the most advanced effort in conscious threefolding is taking place 

in Bayawan City (population 120,000) in the Philippines and that the Philippine Development 

Plan (2017–2022) explicitly mentions threefolding and sustainable integrated area development 

(SIAD).7 

 

In Egypt, the SEKEM Initiative was founded in 1977 with a vision strongly influenced by Steiner’s 

threefolding ideas.  SEKEM received the 2003 Right Livelihood Award (“Alternative Nobel 

Prize”) as a “business model for the 21st century.”  The Heliopolis University for Sustainable 

Development was opened in 2012 under the SEKEM umbrella, which also includes schools, a 

medical center, textiles, phyto-pharmaceuticals, and its original vision of producing, processing, 

and marketing organic and biodynamic foods.8 

 

Since BCAP is so broad in scope, how can early steps be sure to lead in the right direction? 

Building Community Around People is not only broad in scope, it is also a spiritually-based 

movement since it is about the rise of individual human beings who are fundamentally spiritual 

                                                           
5 Lakey, p. 234. 
6 Ibid., p. 219. 
7 Large & Briault, pp. 7–8. 
8 Ibid., chapter 10. 
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in nature.  This underscores the importance of the intentions behind early steps.  Founding 

intentions, including unconscious ones, tend to penetrate deeply into the future of whatever is 

being created. 

 

The surest approach is to have BCAP evolve from its three basic values.  As you or your group 

proceed, institute regular practices to check the following (you may wish to formulate other or 

additional questions9): 

- Freedom of thought:  Am I or are we staying as conscious as possible about our intentions 

and assumptions? 

- Equality:  Am I or are we being selfless enough to allow others to shine?  As a community 

becomes stronger, the community will appreciate what has been done more than who 

did the work. 

- Brotherhood:  Do I or do we feel gratitude strongly enough for what has prepared me or 

us so that it spills into our next actions? 

 

From a purely selfish viewpoint, the stronger you make the community, the more strongly you 

will be supported and be able to follow your heart. 

 

 

Concluding thoughts 

 

With BCAP offering so many benefits, it might be easy to think that a BCAP society would be a 

utopia.  It would not be.  In an idealized utopia, everyone agrees with each other.  BCAP would 

instead be a framework which encourages everyone to become a unique individual.  This 

inherently means that there will be different opinions.  But if everyone believes in the spiritual 

mission of the community, they will want to support it and will work cooperatively toward the 

next steps that bring the most benefit to all. 

 

Linda Lingane 

Attender of Palo Alto Friends Meeting 

linda.lingane@stanford.edu 

 

 

                                                           
9 Queries such as these are a common Quaker practice of maintaining consciousness over time around core values. 
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Addendum I 

 
 
Current society is unbalanced. 
 

 

  

Research 

The Arts 

Religion 

Education 

Political/Rights sphere 

Economic sphere 

Cultural/Spiritual 
sphere 
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Addendum II 

 

 

Future society is balanced. 

 

 

Political/Rights 
(Equality) 

Economic 
(Brotherhood) 

Cultural/Spiritual 
(Freedom) 


