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Abstract 
This article reconstructs the relationship between the historical development of capitalism 
and the evolution of economic theory to show why it is currently necessary to broaden the 
theoretical framework toward an Economy of Belonging. Through a historical overview 
that goes from the classics—Smith, Ricardo, Malthus, Marx—to the neoclassical theory of 
general equilibrium and the growth models of Solow and endogenous growth theory, it is 
argued that the main schools have explained partial aspects of the economic process—
value, prices, accumulation, distribution, technology—but have left without systematic 
foundation the broad role of institutions, the middle class, and social belongings as drivers 
of development. 

The article shows that neither the emphasis on savings (Solow), nor the centrality of 
science, R&D, learning by doing, and human capital (endogenous growth models), nor the 
individual capabilities (Sen) succeed in explaining why some countries—particularly 
certain Asian economies—grew rapidly, while others—such as communist countries or 
much of Latin America—did not, despite having important levels of savings, science, or 
education. Through the cases of Russia, Latin America, and East Asia, it is argued that the 
decisive factor in the economic growth of the West was the institutional orientation of 
investment, and the emergence of a broad middle class capable of expanding demand, 
sustaining the adoption of cutting-edge technologies, and consolidating more inclusive 
institutional arrangements. The success of Asian countries that grew rapidly is explained by 
their high level of exports to the broad Western market—where cutting-edge technology is 
determined—while at the same time an industrial model of their own was based on high 
levels of saving oriented to strengthening productive chains linked to exports, to creating 
national champion firms capable of exporting, to strengthening firms that could substitute 
imports, and to promoting internal productive chains such as infrastructure and 
construction, which generate growth. 

On this basis, the contribution of Carlos Federico Obregón Díaz and his Economy of 
Belonging is presented: economic growth is understood as a consequence of institutional 
belonging arrangements that define who really participates in the market, who enjoys rights 
and recognition, and who is excluded or discriminated against. It is analyzed how this 



perspective critically dialogues with Sen, Rawls, North, and Polanyi, and extends toward a 
broader dimension when articulated with reflections on power and subjectivity in Arendt, 
Foucault, and Byung-Chul Han. Finally, it is argued that in an increasingly interconnected 
world, the only strategy compatible with sustainable international development and justice 
is the construction of a global middle class and non-discriminatory forms of international 
belonging. This article has been written with the assistance of ChatGPT. 

 

1. Introduction 
Since its origins, economic theory has developed in dialogue with the history of capitalism. 
However, the dominant reading that economics has made of that history has tended to 
privilege certain aspects—international trade, the origin of economic value, prices, savings, 
technology—leaving systematically in the background the broad role of institutions, the 
middle class, and social belongings in explaining economic growth. 

The classical authors were fascinated by the rapid increase in wealth in Europe after the 
expansion of world trade. The neoclassicals, for their part, concentrated on constructing a 
theory of equilibrium and welfare, under the assumption that the market, adequately 
liberated, would generate efficient allocations. In the 20th century, growth models—from 
Solow to endogenous growth—tried to formalize the dynamics of accumulation and 
technical progress, but did so on the basis of highly simplified institutional assumptions. 

The historical experience of the 20th and early 21st centuries has revealed the limitations of 
these approaches. Countries with high levels of savings did not grow. Economies with 
excellent scientists and engineers failed to develop competitive productive sectors. Regions 
with significant increases in education and human capital did not manage to sustain an 
inclusive development process. At the same time, some East Asian countries, combining 
high savings, export orientation, strong states, and institutional discipline, achieved 
extraordinary rates of growth and middle-class construction. 

This article argues that, in order to understand these divergences, it is necessary to 
introduce a category that has been marginal in standard economic theory: belonging. The 
central thesis, inspired by the work of Carlos Federico Obregón Díaz, is that economic 
development cannot be understood without a theory of the Economy of Belonging, which 
places at the center the emergence and expansion of the middle class, the institutional 
arrangements that make it possible, and the forms of recognition that sustain it. 

The objectives of the text are: 

Reconstruct the link between the history of capitalism and the main economic theories of 
growth. 



Show the insufficiencies of models based exclusively on savings, science, R&D, learning 
by doing, human capital, or capabilities. 

Present the framework of the Economy of Belonging and its explanation of Western growth 
from the formation of a broad middle class that substantially expanded the market size due 
to increasing international trade. 

Engage critically with Sen, Rawls, North, Polanyi, Arendt, Foucault, and Byung-Chul Han, 
to integrate dimensions of justice, institutions, and power. 

Propose a post-neoclassical synthesis in which development is reinterpreted as an 
expansion of non-discriminatory belongings, both at the national and global levels. 

 

2. Capitalism, World Trade and Early 
Approaches to Development 
2.1. The Historical Context: Gold, Spices, and 
Manufactures 
The emergence of European capitalism is closely linked to the expansion of world trade 
initiated with the discovery of the Americas and the opening of new routes toward Asia. On 
one side, Spain focused on exploiting gold and silver from the American colonies. On the 
other side, Portugal traced maritime routes around Africa to reach Asian spices. Gold, 
silver, and spices meant a rapid expansion of the world market. 

Countries that lacked precious metals or colonial products of high demand started to 
specialize in manufactures, searching for something to exchange among themselves. 
England stood out for its manufacturing capacity, while France—although the great 
European country—did not fully enter the manufacturing revolution because a large part of 
its resources were spent by the nobility and the clergy. This bureaucratic structure 
prevented France from adapting to industrial development. 

 

2.2. The Classics: Trade, Value, and Distribution 
Adam Smith, David Ricardo, Thomas Malthus, and Karl Marx attempted to understand this 
process from different angles: 

Smith emphasizes the division of labor and the role of the market and trade in increasing 
productivity. 



Ricardo formalizes comparative advantage, offering a theoretical justification of 
international trade. 

Malthus introduces the tension between population growth and resources, anticipating 
problems of structural disequilibrium. 

Marx focuses on the dynamics of capital, exploitation, and accumulation, and the internal 
contradictions of the system. 

All of them contribute essential elements for understanding capitalism: the importance of 
trade, the relationship between value and labor, the logic of accumulation, distributive 
conflicts. But, in general, they take for granted that capitalism, once set in motion, will 
grow. The central problem for these economists is not whether there will be growth, but 
how its fruits will be distributed and what conflicts will emerge. 

What is absent in these approaches is a systematic theory of:  

The institutional arrangement that makes development possible or prevents it. 

 The role of a broad middle class as a driver of demand, stability, and technological 
adoption. 

The dimension of belonging: who is recognized as a full member of the economic and 
political community, and who is not. 

 

3. From the Theory of Value to the Theory 
of Growth: Solow and After 
3.1. The “Return” of Growth with Solow 
In the post-war period, neoclassical macroeconomics explicitly returned to the question of 
growth with Robert Solow’s model (1956). In this formulation, output depends on physical 
capital, labor, and a total factor productivity term. The basic message is simple: 

If savings increase, investment increases, and with it, the capital stock. 

In the long run, the economy converges toward a steady state determined by savings, 
depreciation, population growth, and exogenous technological progress. 

This model introduced fundamental tools and made it possible to quantify the contribution 
of the technological “residual.” But it presents two crucial limitations: 



Institutional neutrality: the model does not ask how investment is made, nor in which 
sectors, nor under which rules; it assumes that any productive investment is equivalent. 

Absence of belonging: it does not question who saves, who invests, who controls the means 
of production, nor who participates in the market; the social structure is irrelevant. 

Historical evidence showed that these assumptions were too strong. The simple increase in 
savings did not guarantee development either in socialist countries or in many Latin 
American economies. 

 

3.2. Endogenous Growth: Science, R&D, Learning by 
Doing, and Human Capital 
Endogenous growth models—Romer, Lucas, and others—attempt to correct this vision 
incorporating: 

Research and Development (R&D) and endogenous technological progress. 

Learning by doing. 

Human capital (education, training, health). 

Science. 

The thesis is attractive: if a society invests in science, education, and innovation, it 
generates increasing returns and can sustain high rates of growth. However, in the real 
world, paradoxes appear: 

Russia had high levels of savings and counted with high-quality scientists and engineers, a 
competitive military and space industry, and strong investment in research; however, it did 
not achieve economic development comparable to that of Western economies. 

Several Latin American countries increased their levels of savings, schooling, and efforts in 
science and technology, and even developed complex industries, but faced stagnation, debt 
crisis, partial deindustrialization, and deep inequalities. 

Some East Asian countries—such as South Korea, Taiwan, or Singapore—did manage to 
transform science, technology, and human capital into accelerated and sustained growth. 

These contrasts suggest that science, innovation, and human capital are necessary but not 
sufficient. A structural element is missing that explains why, in some contexts, they 
translate into inclusive growth and, in others, they do not. 



 

4. Comparative Cases: Russia, Latin 
America and East Asia 
4.1. Russia: Science Without a Broad Market 
The Russian case—and more broadly, that of the Soviet Union—is paradigmatic. There 
was: 

A high-level scientific-technological apparatus. 

Military and aerospace sectors capable of competing with the United States. 

Significant investment in education and basic science. 

Very high levels of savings. 

However, the economy as a whole did not grow adequately nor generate a balanced 
development process. The explanation, from the perspective of the Economy of Belonging, 
does not lie in the absence of science, but in market size and belonging: 

There was no broad market of consumers capable of massively demanding innovative 
goods. 

The middle class was limited and lacked autonomy as an economic and political actor. 

The structure of belonging—defined by the Party and the State—was organized around 
political loyalty, not around democratic participation nor the recognition of broad civil, 
social, and economic rights. 

Technological innovations tended to concentrate in military or strategic sectors, without 
generating an equivalent civil consumption revolution. 

When this economy opened to the world market in the 1990s, a large part of its industrial 
base proved obsolete compared to Western cutting-edge technology and disappeared. The 
historical absence of a dynamic domestic market, articulated by a broad middle class and 
relatively inclusive belongings, ended up being revealed in the form of accelerated 
deindustrialization and social conflict. 

 



4.2. Latin America: Savings, Industrialization and 
Institutional Fragility 
In Latin America a different, but equally illustrative pattern is observed. Many countries in 
the region promoted import-substitution industrialization, created considerable state 
apparatuses and, in some cases, increased their savings and investment levels. Education 
expanded and relevant scientific sectors emerged. 

However: 

Growth was erratic and vulnerable to financial crises and external debt. 

Institutions showed high levels of corruption, elite capture, and weakness of the rule of law. 

The middle class expanded, but in a fragile and segmented way; periods of progress were 
followed by setbacks and impoverishment. 

Structures of belonging continued to be marked by discrimination, racism, classism, and 
territorial exclusion. 

In terms of the Economy of Belonging, it can be said that in large sectors of Latin America 
the expansion of the market did not correspond with an equivalent expansion of egalitarian 
belongings. Internal markets disconnected from exports were created, or— as in the 
Mexican case—exports disconnected from an internal model of economic growth, and 
institutions of belonging were not built capable of integrating substantial majorities into a 
middle class with effective rights. The result was a combination of partial growth, 
vulnerability, and polarization. 

 

4.3. East Asia: Savings, Developmental State and Export 
Orientation 
In contrast, the so-called “Asian model” combined: 

High savings and investment. 

States with strategic capacity to orient investment toward advanced technology sectors. 

A strong export orientation toward the Western market, much broader, which allowed 
exploiting economies of scale and learning at the technological frontier. 

Agrarian reforms, education expansion, and policies that favored the emergence of an urban 
and industrial middle class. 



The key was not only to save more, nor to have better scientists, but the articulation of a 
specific institutional arrangement: 

Investment was oriented toward sectors capable of competing in the world market. 

The State played an active role in building productive capacities. 

Belongings were reconfigured: large contingents of population moved from being poor 
peasants or informal workers to becoming urban workers with relatively stable incomes, 
access to services, and, over time, consumption of durable goods. 

From the Economy of Belonging perspective, the Asian success is explained because the 
increase in savings was combined with: 

Institutional orientation toward the international technological frontier. 

An industrial model of their own. 

A progressive process of expanding belongings—although often authoritarian and tense—
that granted broad sectors a place within the national “we.” 

 

5. The Economy of Belonging: Market, 
Institutions and Middle Class 
5.1. Belonging as a Central Economic Category 
The proposal of the Economy of Belonging starts from an ontological and social premise: 
human beings do not exist as isolated individuals, but as existences in belonging. To belong 
means: 

Not only to have income, but to have a recognized place in a community. 

Not only to have capabilities, but not to be discriminated against, not to be considered “less 
than others.” 

To participate in a set of political, social, and economic rights that define the condition of 
membership. 

Transferred to the analysis of development, this idea implies that the central question is not 
only how much GDP grows, nor how much science is produced, nor how many years of 
schooling are achieved, but who really belongs to the community of rights and 
opportunities and who is left out. 



The Economy of Belonging affirms that Western economic growth is, to a large extent, an 
effect of the emergence and expansion of the middle class as a historical form of belonging: 

A broad middle class expands the size of the market, making investments in cutting-edge 
technology profitable. 

Generates political and social stability, by consolidating expectations of mobility and 
recognition. 

Facilitates more cooperative institutional arrangements, capable of overcoming low-growth 
equilibria in terms of game theory. 

 

5.2. Cutting-Edge Technology, Market Size and Multiple 
Equilibria 
A crucial element is the link between: 

Cutting-edge technology, 

market size, and 

belonging structures. 

Countries that remain outside the technological frontier defined in the Western market often 
develop second-category industries that can function in protected markets, but which are 
incapable of competing when they open to international trade. When openness occurs 
without having oriented investment toward the frontier, a large part of the local industry 
disappears, as happened in Russia or in some cases of Eastern Europe. 

In game-theoretic terms, societies face multiple possible equilibria: 

Low-belonging, low-productivity, high-inequality equilibria, where the majority of the 
population does not fully participate in the market nor in rights, and investment is oriented 
to rent-seeking or obsolete sectors. 

High-belonging, high-productivity, lower-inequality equilibria, where a broad middle class 
sustains a dynamic internal market, adopts cutting-edge technologies, and demands more 
just institutions. 

The transition from one equilibrium to another is not explained by aggregate savings nor by 
science in the abstract, but by institutional changes in belongings: who obtains rights, who 
has access to quality education, who can get credit, start a business, associate, participate 



politically, migrate, etc. The decisive factor in the rapid growth of the West was the rapid 
expansion of the middle class. 

 

6. Justice, Capabilities, and Belonging: 
Dialogue with Sen and Rawls 
6.1. Sen’s Capabilities: Beyond Income, but Without Full 
Belonging 
Amartya Sen strongly criticized the identification between development and income 
growth. His capabilities approach argues that what matters is not how much income a 
person has, but what they can do and be with that income: whether they can eat adequately, 
educate themselves, and participate in social life. 

The Economy of Belonging agrees with Sen that development cannot be reduced to GDP 
per capita. However, it introduces three nuances: 

Capabilities do not float in a vacuum: they depend on belonging structures that determine 
whether a person is considered a full member of the community. 

The capabilities approach has paid relatively little attention to the historical role in the West 
of the middle class as a collective subject that transforms institutions and markets. 

The emotional and symbolic dimension of discrimination—the feeling of being “less,” of 
being treated as inferior—does not appear with all its force in the more normative and 
rational language of capabilities. 

To say that a person has certain capabilities but lives in an environment in which 
recognition is denied, humiliated, or considered “discardable,” is to overlook a central 
dimension of harm. Belonging introduces this affective and institutional layer: it is not 
enough for people to “be able” to do things; they must also belong in a non-discriminatory 
sense. 

 

6.2. Rawls: Primary Goods, Basic Structure, and 
National Limits 



John Rawls proposes a theory of justice based on principles that should govern the basic 
structure of society. His idea of primary goods and his famous difference principle 
influenced reflections on equity and redistribution. 

However: 

Rawls thinks fundamentally within the framework of a nation-state; the question of global 
development and asymmetries between countries is relatively relegated. 

His discussion focuses on distribution within an already constituted society, without deeply 
questioning the historical processes of inclusion and exclusion that determine who forms 
part of that society. 

The category of middle class appears, at best, as a sociological aggregate, not as a historical 
subject whose expansion reconfigures the very space of justice. 

The Economy of Belonging takes from Rawls the idea that justice requires principles that 
order the basic structure, but insists that: 

This basic structure is made of institutional belongings: citizenship, access to law, social 
protection, cultural recognition. 

Justice is not only distributive, but also inclusive: it concerns who is accepted as equal and 
who is systematically excluded. 

In an interdependent world, the relevant basic structure is no longer only national, but 
global. 

 

7. Institutions, Market and Society: North, 
Polanyi and Belonging 
7.1. North: Transaction Costs Without Affects 
Douglass North emphasized the role of institutions—formal and informal rules—in 
reducing transaction costs and explaining development trajectories. His work represents a 
major advance over neoclassical theory, which tended to treat institutions as mere 
“frictions.” 

However, the institutional economics of North presents two limits for the perspective of 
belonging: 



It considers institutions mainly as mechanisms for reducing uncertainty and costs, but does 
not explore in depth their affective, symbolic, and recognition dimension. 

The question of who is inside or outside the community of rights—who is a full member 
and who is not—appears only implicitly. 

The Economy of Belonging adopts the emphasis on institutions, but understands them as 
organized forms of belonging that define: 

Who has access to fair contracts and who does not. 

Who can demand compliance with the law and who is systematically violated. 

Who participates in social security, education, and health, and who is treated as disposable. 

 

7.2. Polanyi: Market and Social Protection 
Karl Polanyi showed that the capitalist market cannot be understood as an autonomous and 
self-regulated sphere, but as a historically constructed process that tends to “disembed” the 
economy from social relations, generating reactions of protection from society. 

The Economy of Belonging can be read as an extension of this intuition: 

The world market needs to be re-embedded in institutional belongings that protect people 
from extreme precariousness and exclusion. 

The expansion of a global middle class is the historical form of that protection: by 
expanding the universe of those who “belong,” the population thrown into radical 
vulnerability is reduced. 

With Polanyi it is understood that the market, without belonging institutions, tends to 
destroy social links; with the Economy of Belonging we conclude that development is only 
sustainable if a space of belonging is expanded where most individuals are treated as equals 
and not as simple productive factors. 

 

8. Belonging, Power and Subjectivity: 
Arendt, Foucault and Byung-Chul Han 
8.1. Arendt: Right to Have Rights and Common Space 



Hannah Arendt emphasized that the core of the human condition is the appearance in a 
public space where human beings can act and speak as equals. Stateless individuals, 
refugees, and the excluded do not suffer only material poverty, but the loss of the “right to 
have rights.” 

The Economy of Belonging dialogues with this idea by emphasizing that: 

To belong implies being recognized as a subject of rights in a common world. 

The middle class, to the extent that it accesses social and civil rights, embodies a historical 
form of this “right to have rights.” 

Excluded, discriminated against, or criminalized populations lose not only income and 
capabilities, but the very ground of belonging where life can unfold with dignity. 

 

8.2. Foucault: Institutions as Devices of Power 
Michel Foucault showed that institutions—schools, prisons, hospitals, factories—are 
devices of power that shape bodies and subjectivities. From this perspective, belonging 
institutions are not neutral; they may be: 

Instruments of inclusion and recognition. 

Or mechanisms of discipline, control, and exclusion. 

The Economy of Belonging notes that designing belonging institutions requires a critical 
reflection on power, along Foucauldian lines. 

 

8.3. Byung-Chul Han: Performance, Self-Exploitation, 
and Toxic Belonging 
Byung-Chul Han has described the society of fatigue and the psychopolitics of 
neoliberalism: subjects who exploit themselves in the name of performance and flexibility, 
without the need for visible external coercion. From this perspective, there may exist 
profoundly toxic forms of “belonging”: 

Belongings defined by extreme performance, where the value of the individual depends on 
productivity. 

Corporate communities where belonging is purchased in exchange for total availability, 
stress, and self-exploitation. 



The Economy of Belonging notes that a reform to be truly emancipatory must distinguish 
between: 

Inclusive and protective belongings, which recognize limits, rest, and spaces of care. 

Neoliberal performance belongings, which integrate the individual only as an exhaustible 
resource. 

 

9. Toward a Post-Neoclassical Synthesis of 
Economic Development 
9.1. What Existing Approaches Explain 
The path followed allows us to recognize the contributions of each tradition: 

The classics explain the emergence of capitalism, the role of trade, and distributive 
tensions. 

Neoclassical theory formalizes price and equilibrium analysis and builds welfare models. 

Solow and neoclassical growth models make it possible to quantify the contribution of 
savings and technology. 

Endogenous growth models incorporate science, R&D, learning by doing, and human 
capital. 

Sen shifts the focus from income to capabilities and freedoms. 

Rawls offers a normative architecture of justice. 

North links institutions and economic performance. 

Polanyi warns about the need to re-embed the market in society. 

Arendt, Foucault, and Han explore dimensions of power, subjectivity, and life in common. 

Each explains something important, but none offers a complete theory of: 

The historical role of the middle class as a driver of development. 

Institutional and emotional belongings that define who is inside and who is outside the 
modernization project. 



The relationship between market size, cutting-edge technology, multiple equilibria, and the 
expansion of belongings. 

 

9.2. The Proposal of the Economy of Belonging 
The Economy of Belonging proposes a post-neoclassical synthesis in three steps: 

Reread the history of capitalism as a history of the expansion (and contraction) of 
belongings: from the first urban bourgeoisies to the construction of welfare states and the 
emergence of middle classes. 

Reinterpret economic growth as a result of belonging institutional arrangements that 
determine the effective size of the market, investment orientation, technology adoption, and 
political stability. 

Redefine development not only as GDP growth or expansion of individual capabilities, but 
as the expansion of non-discriminatory belongings, in which each person is recognized as 
equal, with effective rights and without stigmas of inferiority. 

In this framework, the key question is no longer only “how much does the economy 
grow?”, but: 

What kind of belongings does this growth generate? 

Is the middle class expanding or shrinking? 

Do institutional arrangements favor inclusive adoption of cutting-edge technology or 
consolidate exclusive enclaves? 

Does global interconnection translate into more just international belonging or into new 
forms of segregation? 

 

10. Conclusions: Toward a Global Middle 
Class and Non-Discriminatory Belongings 
The developed analysis allows several conclusions: 

Traditional development approaches—classics, neoclassicals, Marxist, endogenous growth, 
capabilities—have illuminated partial aspects of the problem, but have not built a solid 
theory of belongings and the middle class as drivers of development. 



The simple increase of savings, of science, of learning by doing, of R&D, or of human 
capital does not guarantee economic growth nor development understood in a broader 
sense. What matters is the institutional arrangement that orients investment toward the 
technological frontier and the structure of belongings that defines who effectively 
participates in the market. 

The cases of Russia, Latin America, and East Asia show that the decisive factor has been 
the size of the market in which one participates and its dynamism. East Asia exported to the 
Western market, which is not only the largest in the world but also the most dynamic, 
defined by the changing preferences of the Western middle class. Dynamic technological 
innovation only occurs with massive production directed at the needs of a very extensive 
middle class. 

The Economy of Belonging offers a framework to integrate these elements, by 
understanding growth as a consequence of belonging arrangements that expand rights, 
recognition, and the inclusion of majorities. 

In dialogue with Sen, Rawls, North, Polanyi, Arendt, Foucault, and Han, the Economy of 
Belonging allows articulating economy, justice, institutions, and power, and shifting the 
focus from GDP to the quality of belongings: who is considered equal, who is 
discriminated against, who is protected from precariousness, and who is expelled from 
social life. 

In an increasingly interconnected world, the development task cannot be limited to the 
national sphere. The only strategy compatible with justice and long-term economic stability 
is the construction of a global middle class and forms of international non-discriminatory 
belonging, in which the expansion of markets goes hand in hand with the expansion of 
rights. 

The Economy of Belonging does not deny the contributions of previous economic theory; it 
rearranges them within a framework in which development ceases to be a mere 
phenomenon of accumulation and becomes a historical process of expanding belongings. 
Understanding this shift is a necessary condition for designing policies that, beyond 
increasing income, expand the possibilities of a dignified life for all those who inhabit an 
increasingly integrated world. 
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