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The Firm as a Community of Belonging

Carlos Obregon

Abstract

This article develops a comprehensive application of Carlos Federico Obregon Diaz’s
Philosophy of Belonging to contemporary business organization and management, and
contrasts it with the main contemporary business theories. Building on Obregén’s central
thesis—that human existence is always existence-in-belonging, relational, emotional, and
institutional—the article argues that the firm must be understood and managed as a
community of belonging rather than merely as a set of contracts, incentives, or productive
processes.

First, it reconstructs the fundamental notions of belonging in Obregén’s work and
articulates them at four levels within the firm: individual, relational, institutional, and
systemic. Second, it proposes an internal dynamic model that distinguishes between
competition without belonging—which leads to a vicious circle of internal conflict,
deterioration of external performance, and reduction of the common “basket”—and
competition with belonging, which generates a virtuous circle of internal cooperation,
improved external performance, expansion of the basket, and shared flourishing. This
analysis is partially formalized using the language of game theory, showing that belonging
allows the firm to move from inferior Nash equilibria to superior, more efficient, and more
stable equilibria.

Third, it extends the concept of belonging to the legal, social, and reputational environment:
the firm belongs to a normative framework and to a social community whose recognition is
indispensable for its growth and legitimacy. Finally, the article offers a systematic
comparison with classical management, strategic management, shareholder primacy,
stakeholder theory, behavioral economics, institutional theory, CSR/ESG proposals, and
critical management theories inspired by Foucault, Byung-Chul Han, and Agamben. It
concludes that the Philosophy of Belonging provides an original framework integrating
economic efficiency, organizational justice, and institutional sustainability, and that it
allows us to rethink the firm as a key institution for a more cooperative, inclusive, and
productive global economy. This article has been written with the assistance of ChatGPT.

Introduction



The dominant business theories of the last hundred years have oscillated around several
main axes: efficiency and control (Taylor, Fayol), competitive strategy (Porter),
maximization of shareholder value (Friedman), balancing stakeholders (Freeman), behavior
and biases (behavioral economics), institutions (North), corporate social responsibility
(CSR, ESG) and, more recently, critical analyses of power and subjectivation in
organizations (Foucault, Han, Agamben).

Within this mosaic, the work of Carlos Federico Obregén Diaz introduces a radically
different perspective: the Philosophy of Belonging, which conceives human existence—
and, by extension, economic and organizational life—as a web of biological, affective,
social, and institutional belongings. From this standpoint, the firm is not simply a technical
structure for producing goods or services, nor a network of contracts, but rather

a community of belongingthat can be just or unjust, habitable or toxic, integrative or
exclusionary.

The aim of this article is twofold:

1. To apply the Philosophy of Belonging systematically to the management of the
firm, showing how it redefines leadership, culture, strategy, talent management, and
the relationship with the environment.

2. To compare this view with the main contemporary business theories, highlighting
partial convergences and, above all, deep differences in the conception of the
subject, the organization, and value.

The central thesis is that the Philosophy of Belonging offers a framework that helps us
understand why some firms, even with similar resources, fall into destructive dynamics of
internal competition and stagnation, whereas others achieve virtuous cycles of cooperation,
innovation, and flourishing; and that this difference is explained, to a large extent, by

the quality of belonging that they manage to generate both internally and in relation to
their environment.

I. The Philosophy of Belonging and its Relevance for the
Firm
In the philosophical and economic work of Carlos Federico Obregén Diaz, belonging is

neither an accessory feeling nor a purely sociological category: it is the fundamental
structure of existence. Everything that exists, Obregon argues, fulfills two conditions:

1. It possesses a particularity that distinguishes it from everything else.
2. Itis only definable in relation to what else exists.

Applied to human beings, this means that personal identity is constituted within networks
of bonds and meanings: family, community, nation, institutions, roles, shared narratives.



Economic life is, therefore, a specific way of organizing belonging: who participates, under
what conditions, with what recognition, with what rights, and with what horizon of future.

Transferred to the corporate sphere, this implies that:

e The firm is not just a production unit, but a specific form of organized belonging.

e The members of the firm are not simply “human resources” but subjects of
belonging who seek recognition, meaning, stability, and community, in addition to
monetary income.

o Internal institutions (hierarchies, procedures, policies, routines) are forms of
organizing belonging, which can include or exclude, dignify or humiliate, stabilize
or precarize.

The difference from traditional management is clear: while many theories conceive the firm
as a mechanism for coordinating individual interests through incentives and contracts, the
Philosophy of Belonging conceives it as a relational-emotional—institutional

ecosystem within which individuals unfold their productive existence.

I1. The Firm as a Community of Belonging: Four Levels

To apply the Philosophy of Belonging rigorously to management, it is useful to distinguish
four levels of analysis within the firm:

1. Individual level: subjective belonging
This refers to how each worker:

o feels recognized,

o perceives their place in the organization,

e integrates their work into their life project,

e experiences pride or shame at “belonging to that firm.’

b

Here, belonging manifests itself in variables such as:

e commitment,

e intrinsic motivation,

e loyalty,

e emotional well-being,

e identification with the mission.

Without this dimension, external incentives (salary, bonuses) generate only conditional and
fragile adherence.

2. Relational level: ties between individuals



Belonging is not only “firm—individual,” but also:

e companionship,

o friendship,

e trust among peers,

e quality of everyday cooperation.

From the standpoint of the Philosophy of Belonging, the firm flourishes when individuals:

o see themselves as part of the same team,
e build supportive relationships,
o coordinate efforts not only out of obligation, but because of the bond.

Rivalry can exist, but framed within a basis of mutual recognition that prevents competition
from becoming destructive.

3. Institutional level: rules, structures, and culture
This level refers to:

e human resources policies,

e evaluation systems,

e promotion schemes,

o leadership styles,

e organizational culture,

e conflict-resolution mechanisms.

The key question, from the perspective of belonging, is:

Do these institutions foster inclusion, justice, and recognition, or do they produce
discrimination, precariousness, and humiliation?

A firm may offer competitive wages and attractive benefits, but if its internal rules
reproduce arbitrary inequalities, opaque favoritism, or disproportionate punishments,
belonging fractures.

4. Systemic level: belonging to the environment
The firm, in turn, belongs to:

e alegal framework,

o aregulatory environment,

e alocal community,

e acountry,

o anetwork of suppliers and clients,

e asocial and environmental ecosystem.



From the Philosophy of Belonging, a firm that prospers by gravely damaging its
environment—exploiting regulatory loopholes, abusing others’ precariousness, destroying
trust—is undermining the conditions of its own future belonging.

Social legitimacy and community endorsement are not “secondary intangibles,” but
essential components of systemic belonging that underpin long-term growth.

II1. Competition, Cooperation, and Game Theory:
Vicious and Virtuous Circles of Belonging

One of the most suggestive contributions of the Philosophy of Belonging to organizational
analysis is its ability to clarify internal competition dynamics.

1. Competition without belonging: the firm as a battlefield

When belonging is weak—when workers do not feel part of a shared “we,” nor trust the
justice of internal institutions—competition among individuals becomes hostile and
inward-looking.

This produces a chain of effects:

o Shift of focus: energy is directed toward:
o protecting turf,
o hoarding information,
o weakening internal competitors,
o gaining visibility before superiors at colleagues’ expense.
e Deterioration of cooperation: information is hidden, joint initiatives are blocked,
errors are covered up rather than addressed collectively.
e Loss of external competitive capacity: the firm responds more slowly to the
market, innovates less, coordinates poorly, and misses opportunities.
¢ Reduction of the common “basket”: as results worsen, the income available for
wages, bonuses, investment, and benefits shrinks; projects are postponed, budgets
cut, promotions frozen.
o Intensification of internal struggle: facing a shrinking basket, each individual
attempts to maximize their portion of a diminishing resource. Competition
escalates, conflicts grow, and belonging further erodes.

Thus a vicious circle arises:

low belonging — destructive internal competition — low external performance —
shrinking basket — more anxiety and conflict — even weaker belonging.



From the perspective of game theory, this can be modeled as an inferior Nash
equilibrium: each player does what is “rational” for themselves (self-protection, hoarding,
sabotaging internal competitors), but the collective result is inefficient: the firm loses, and
so do most individuals.

2. Competition with belonging: the firm as a competitive team

The Philosophy of Belonging does not seek to eliminate competition; it seeks to reorient
and frame it within a horizon of community.

When belonging is solid:

e individuals compete to innovate, improve, and contribute more, but

o they recognize one another,

e genuinely rejoice in a colleague’s success when it strengthens the firm,
e collaborate on common projects,

o share relevant information.

Rivalry is no longer “me against you,” but “us against external challenges.”
Energy shifts toward:

e gaining market share,

e improving products,

e serving customers better,
e raising quality,

e reducing errors.

External performance improves: greater internal cooperation and outward orientation
translate into:

e Dbetter economic results,
o greater stability,
e expansion of the common basket.
Meritocracy becomes constructive: the firm can recognize individual effort through:
e Dbonuses,
e promotions,

e significant projects,

but within a framework regulated by belonging: individual success does not fracture the
community; it strengthens and inspires it.

A virtuous circle is thus produced:



high belonging — cooperative, outward-oriented competition — high performance —
expansion of the basket — greater satisfaction and pride — even stronger belonging.

In game-theoretic terms, the firm moves toward a superior Nash equilibrium, in which:

e cach player still seeks their own benefit,
e but does so through cooperative strategies that also maximize collective benefit.

3. Institutional pride and affective ties

A key element in this model is pride of belonging. Individuals do not merely work “at” a
firm; they recognize themselves as part of it:

o they defend its reputation,

o identify with its achievements,

e present it proudly to their family and social network,

e see it as support for their own life project and that of their family.

This institutional pride reinforces prosocial incentives: people tend to care more about what
they feel they belong to and what they feel belongs to them—mnot only economically, but
symbolically and emotionally.

IV. Belonging to the Environment: Legal, Social, and
Reputational Frameworks

The Philosophy of Belonging insists that no institution sustains itself solely by itself. The
firm belongs to a broader web of norms, expectations, and meanings.

1. Legal belonging: respecting the rules of the game
A firm that:

o systematically evades labor or tax laws,
e depletes environmental resources,
e uses abusive contractual practices,

is undermining the trust of the actors with whom it interacts:

e workers,

e suppliers,
e regulators,
e customers.



In terms of belonging, this means that the firm:
o breaks the legal bonds that integrate it into the system,
e becomes a dysfunctional actor,

e exposes itself to sanctions, legal conflicts, loss of licenses, and reputational costs.

In the short term this may seem profitable; in the long term it usually proves destructive for
its stability and growth.

2. Social belonging and legitimacy
Likewise, the firm belongs to a community:
e neighborhoods,
e cities,
e productive sectors,
e civic networks.
Its legitimacy depends on:
e how fairly it treats its workers,
e its real contribution to development,
e its behavior in times of crisis,

e its openness to dialogue with society.

The Philosophy of Belonging emphasizes that a firm without social legitimacy becomes
symbolically isolated. It may continue operating for some time, but it loses:

e access to the best talent,

e trust from its partners,

o implicit support from the community.
Systemic belonging erodes, and with it the possibility of sustained growth.
3. Reputation and shared narrative
Reputation is not only an external indicator; it also operates internally.
When workers perceive that their firm:

e respects the law,

e contributes to development,

e treats its members with dignity,

e behaves ethically,

their pride—and hence their subjective belonging—grows.



Another virtuous circle closes:

good external belonging — greater internal pride — more commitment — better
performance — better reputation...

V. Comparison with the Main Contemporary Business
Theories

We now systematize the comparison between the Philosophy of Belonging and some of the
most influential currents in management.

1. Classical management (Taylor, Fayol)

Central assumption: the worker is an executor whose performance depends on
supervision, standardization, and division of labor.

Basic instrument: control, discipline, specialization.

Key difference:

The Philosophy of Belonging rejects mechanistic reductionism. It does not deny the

usefulness of certain procedures, but holds that:
o without belonging, control generates resistance, sabotage, or demotivation;
o extreme division of labor fragments the individual’s experience of meaning;
o discipline without recognition produces alienation.

For Obregon, the focus shifts from controlling bodies to organizing bonds.

2. Strategic management and competitive advantage (Porter, RBV)

Porter emphasizes:

o the firm’s relative position with respect to competitors, suppliers, customers,
substitutes, and new entrants.

The resource-based view (RBV) stresses:
o the importance of resources and capabilities that are hard to imitate.

The Philosophy of Belonging can partially integrate this perspective by
considering belonging as a central capability:

e astrong culture of belonging is an intangible resource that is hard to copy;



o stable internal cooperation is a competitive advantage.
However, the deeper difference is that Obregon does not place the emphasis on “winning

the competitive war,” but on organizing cooperation internally and externally to expand
the “basket” of value jointly, both within the firm and in the global economic system.

3. Shareholder primacy (Friedman)
Friedman famously argued that:

the social responsibility of business is to increase its profits for shareholders within the
framework of the law.

In contrast, the Philosophy of Belonging:
e conceives the firm as a community of multiple belongings: workers, managers,
shareholders, customers, suppliers, communities;
e maintains that the unilateral maximization of shareholder benefit can destroy the
belonging of other actors, deteriorate the institutional fabric, and ultimately harm

shareholders themselves.

Economic profit remains central, but as a result of well-functioning belonging, not as the
sole normative goal.

4. Stakeholder theory (Freeman)
Freeman proposes that the firm should:

o Dbalance the interests of all relevant stakeholders,
e manage relationships rather than just financial returns.

The proximity to Obregén is evident, but there is an important difference:
o In stakeholder theory, actors often appear as “interests” to be negotiated.
e In the Philosophy of Belonging, actors are subjects of belonging, whose dignity,

identity, and life horizon are at stake in their relationship with the firm.

Belonging adds an ontological and emotional dimension that goes beyond the mere
balancing of interests.

5. Behavioral economics, incentives, and “nudges”
Behavioral theories start from the idea that:

o individuals have biases,
e respond to incentives and decision frames,



e can be “nudged” toward certain behaviors.
The Philosophy of Belonging is critical of any approach that limits itself to manipulating
behaviors without transforming underlying conditions. From Obregoén’s perspective, the
relevant question is not:
“How do we nudge people to behave in a certain way?”

but rather:

“What kind of belonging do we create so that cooperative, responsible, and productive
behavior arises in a stable, free, and dignified manner?”

Belonging replaces the logic of the “nudge” with the logic of building genuine bonds.
6. Institutional theory (North and neo-institutionalism)
Institutional theories stress:
o the role of formal and informal rules,
o the importance of transaction costs,
o the stability provided by institutions.
Obregon likewise gives centrality to institutions, but adds:
o the emotional dimension of belonging to those institutions,
o the subjective experience of justice or injustice,
o the need for institutions to be not only efficient but habitable and dignifying.

In the business realm, this means that:

e it is not enough to have clear rules;
e it is crucial that members feel those rules recognize and include them.

7. CSR, ESG, and sustainability
CSR and ESG proposals introduce the idea that the firm must:

e be accountable to society,
e care for the environment,
e respect rights.

The Philosophy of Belonging converges with these approaches but offers a deeper
foundation: it is not just about “managing reputational risks” or “complying with
standards,” but about assuming that the firm belongs to broader webs of belonging, and
that its own existence depends on the health of that web.



8. Critical management theories (Foucault, Byung-Chul Han, Agamben)
These theories emphasize:

o the firm as a device of discipline and control (Foucault),
o the logic of unlimited performance and exhaustion (Han),
e desubjectivation and exposure to states of exception (Agamben).

From the Philosophy of Belonging:

o the danger of firms operating as machines of domination and exclusion is
acknowledged;

e but it is insisted that it is possible to build firms that, instead of
desubjectivating, expand their members’ existence, offering them stability,
meaning, and community.

The difference is decisive: critical theories describe what the firm is when belonging is
broken; the Philosophy of Belonging proposes what the firm can be when belonging
becomes the organizing principle.

VI. Management Implications: Leadership,
Organizational Design, Talent, and Strategy

Applying the Philosophy of Belonging to the practical management of firms entails a series
of concrete transformations.

1. Belonging-based leadership
Leadership ceases to be:

e mere exercise of authority,
e or simple ability to “get results,”

and is redefined as the capacity to:

generate trust,

recognize trajectories,

integrate diverse voices,

sustain spaces for dialogue,

care for the emotional dimension of the organization.

The leader does not only ask:



“What needs to be done?”
but also:
“What kind of belonging are we creating as we do it?”
2. Organizational design and structure
From the viewpoint of belonging, organizational design should:
e minimize structures that foster destructive confrontations between areas;
e create spaces for cross-functional collaboration;
e avoid evaluation systems that reward internal competition at the expense of overall

performance;
e promote stable teams where trust can consolidate.

3. Talent management
The logic of “human resources” is replaced by a logic of human relationships:

o selection processes that value not only technical skills but the ability to belong and
to help others belong;

o professional development schemes that accompany life trajectories, not only
productivity curves;

o performance evaluation that incorporates criteria of collaboration, support for
others, and contribution to the organizational community.

4. Belonging-based strategy
Strategy ceases to be limited to:
o market share,
» financial profitability,
e competitive advantage,
and instead integrates:
o quality of internal belonging (climate, justice, pride);
o quality of external belonging (reputation, legitimacy, social contribution);
o long-term sustainability in relational and institutional terms.
From Obregdn’s standpoint, a good strategy is one that:
e increases the firm’s capacity to belong in a healthy way to its workers and its

environment,
o while strengthening its economic performance.



VII. Discussion and Research Agenda

The application of the Philosophy of Belonging to the firm opens multiple lines of research:

e Operationalization of belonging indicators at different levels (individual,
relational, institutional, systemic);

o Empirical analysis of the relationship between belonging and economic
performance, turnover, innovation, and organizational climate;

o Comparative studies of firms with strong cultures of belonging versus firms with
highly competitive and fragmented cultures;

o Exploration of belonging in contexts of remote work, digital platforms, and gig
economies;

o Evaluation of public policies that encourage business models based on belonging
and inclusion.

This research agenda would make it possible to test Obregdn’s central intuition: that firms
able to organize belonging in a just and stable way are not only more humane, but
also more efficient and more resilient in the long term.

Conclusion

Carlos Federico Obregon Diaz’s Philosophy of Belonging offers a powerful conceptual
framework for rethinking the firm in the twenty-first century. By placing belonging—not
efficiency, competition, or isolated individual interest—at the center, this philosophy
allows us to:

o understand the deep dynamics that generate vicious circles of internal conflict,
deteriorating external performance, and stagnation;

e explain virtuous circles in which competition, far from destroying the community, is
integrated into a framework of cooperation and shared pride;

 articulate the relationship between the firm and its legal, social, and reputational
environment as a matter of systemic belonging;

e and offer an alternative to business models centered exclusively on the shareholder,
on control, or on behavioral manipulation.

Ultimately, the thesis defended here is that a firm without belonging is condemned to
spend its energy fighting with itself, whereas a firm with belonging turns its members’
energy into a force oriented toward creatively transforming its environment.

From this perspective, the firm of the future cannot be only a performance machine or a set
of contracts; it must be a just and habitable institution of belonging, capable of



integrating individuals and communities in a dignified way into economic projects that
broaden their horizons of life and development.
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