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PROPENSITY, PREFERENCE, AND PROBABILITY IN ECONOMICS 

Emil Dinga 

1. Preamble 

The (modern) concept of propensity is already known since Aristotle, who has built his (wrong, by 

the way) Physics based on a the necessary tendency of entities (objects) to go towards their natural 

places. Without explicitly establishing a connection between tendency and the environment (better 

said, the set of conditions in which a phenomenon happens), Aristotle, however, captured the 

relationship between the kind of entities concerned and the kind of tendency of moving, that is, he 

has intuited a very interesting concept which is named today the (relative) propensity of entities 

(either objects or events).  

In modern times, the new initiator of the debate on the concept of propensity is Karl Popper, the same 

philosopher of science who has provided us with the scientific method of a very productive monism, 

i.e. the factual falsifiability. Popper (as Einstein a little time before) was intrigued by the fact that in 

Quantum Theory, although the events are singular (i.e. unrepeatable), the interference and 

superposition phenomena were probabilistically explain using the frequential (objective) 

probabilities. The inadvertence is that Quantum events are singular, and the probabilities used are 

frequential (Nota bene: a frequential probability is the convergence of the outcomes of a repeatable 

experiment, in the same conditions, within a very long (preferable…infinite) sequence of repeated 

experiments, to a real numerical value what we name the probability – such a value must, inter alia, 

verify Kolmogorov’s postulates of the frequential probability theory). Popper wanted to give a 

(logical) foundation for the objective probability assigned to a singular case (that is, a unique 

occurring of an outcome in a single experiment). He named the property of an entity (either object or 

event) responsible to generate (or cause) that objective probability of a singular case with the term 

propensity. In Popper’s vision, the propensity is a latent, intrinsic, and objective (that is, ontological) 

property of an entity having the necessary potential that, given a set of experimental conditions (which 

he named dispositional property) to generate a probability. Roughly, this is Popper’s theory of 

propensity aimed at to ground (or, equivalently, to interpret) the objective probability of a singular 

case. The set of conditions in which the singular case experiment exhibits the propensity refers to all 

conditions in Universe at the given time of experiment. As consequence, a propensity is, in a sense, 

absolute (similarly with the absolute probability, that is, that probability that depends not on other 

event), but, in other sense, it is relative, because it work not per se but within that (global) set of 

conditions. Ironically (for Popper), the universal entanglement is presumed by Popper himself. 

Perhaps, a good verbal description of the propensity understood this way could be that of contextual 

propensity (at no case, conditional propensity, however). Taking over Peirce’s concept of habit 

(distinguished enough from Bourdieu’s concept of habitus), Popper has also described the propensity 

as a property of a ”would-be” type held by the entities concerned. 

2. Economics/economy and singular events 

Let us have a look on the economic (or, more general, social) entities (objects or events). Previously 

(in other interventions under this rubric) I have referred to the necessary singularity of economic 

phenomena, so I would not repeat here those arguments. Consequently, economics as theory, and 

economy as realm of human action, are the ideal ”patient” for applying of the concept of propensity. 

Useless to mention that the concept of propensity here discussed are not related at all to the common 

concept of propensity from Microeconomics (for example: the marginal propensity to consumption). 

Hence, where can we find propensity in an economic event, and, if it exists, how is it connected either 

with understanding the economy or with making economy. I would provide the following issue for 

debate: 

• at macro-level, it seems that the propensity (in Popperian model) is located into the 

economic cycle. More exactly, I think the ”absolute” propensity is held by the market 
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”rationality”, and the relativization of the propensity is provided by the (set of condition of) 

normative framework; 

• at micro-level, it seems the propensity is „naturally” represented by the individual’s 

preference, which is an basic ingredient not only in the neoclassical model of homo 

economicus, but also in the evolutionary, auto-poietic, or adaptive models of the market 

(especially of the financial market). More precise, the preference (that is, the economic 

preference) is objectified by intermediation or through choosing the trading strategies 

(which capture consumers, producers, and investors). In other words, the set o conditions 

for preference working is even the chosen trading strategy; 

• at bureaucratic-level (for example, Government), the headquarter of propensity seems to 

be the ideology – for example, a liberal ideology or, by the contrary, a socialist one. The 

channel through which the propensity/ideology is objectified are the governing programs. 

Based on these proposals I shall develop some considerations below, regarding the mechanism by 

which the objective probability for a single case emerges. 

3. Short discussion 

In the economic/social field it is difficult to talk about objective probability, because, of course, the 

overwhelming presence of the free will. Instead, we cannot talk than about singular events. It seems 

we can only associate the singular events with the subjective (perhaps Bayesian) probabilities, which 

comes to accept a hybrid of subjective probability assigned to a singular event (Nota bene: there are 

credible positionings, in the specialty literature, regarding such a solution). But where is the 

propensity in this logical construction? I think the propensity must considered be embedded by the 

preference, with the condition that preference be ”endowed” with (some) objective nature – more 

exactly, with an objectified nature, as the entire social construction. Let us take some examples: a) a 

fair die cannot exhibit than 1/6 chances for every side – this is its propensity, or its „preference”; b) 

an individual with risk aversion will associate a small (subjective) probability to a risky transactional 

strategy, which means there is a smaller chance to choose that strategy – this is his/her propensity or 

preference; c) a socialist government has an appetite for redistributing the economic product based 

on moral principles, so it will intervene into economic process in that finality – this is its propensity 

or ”preference”. I would call such hybrid as proference, from propensity and preference. (Taking into 

account the singularity of economic events, that, as mentioned above, forbid the frequential 

probabilities, it remains that the only way to formulate predictions in this realm is to identify the 

propensities. We need, I believe, to develop deeply an own economic theory of propensity which 

should replace the frequential probabilities with propensity-based propensities. To be mentioned that 

Economics already use the concept of propensity (for example, the marginal propensity to 

consumption) but not in the probabilistic sense. However, this (strictly operational) use of the concept 

of propensity capture the connotations of intrinsic, latent, and inherent property of a given entity to 

„prefer” some direction to evolve to an own finality.  

I think the concept of propensity can help the economic theory to avoid both the (too less) realistic 

homo œconomicus and the (too much) realistic behaviorism, so putting Economics between them. 

More than that, (as I many times „required” elsewhere) the unavoidable turning of Economics to an 

evolutionary pattern (including the institutional mark) is perfectly compatible with the concept of 

propensity (see, for example, the entropic model of economy, coined by Georgescu-Roegen, where 

the entropy has the role of an…objective propensity). Perhaps, the responsible econometricians who 

(shyly) has passed from frequential Econometrics to a Bayesian one, will gain the courage to get the 

next step: passing to building up a Propensive Econometrics, putting together the singularity of 

events, the objectivity of propensity, and the subjectivity of the measurable probabilities. As in many 

other cases, Popper can inspire us again. 


