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PROBABILITY: A NICKNAME OF POSSIBILITY IN ECONOMICS? 

Emil Dinga 

1. Preamble 

The mirage of terms being confounded with concepts is irresistible in any science and, it seems, all 

the more in social disciplines like Economics. It is not about the inflation of terms– that is, about 

associating more different terms for the same concept, which denotes at most either lack of 

information or simply a taste for ”creativity” by all means – but about the honest belief that the term 

proposed/invented accurately addresses the concept concerned. In other words, I am talking here 

about genuine researchers or analysts, not about impostors or simple ignorants. Therefore, the issue 

is neither easy to be handled nor irrelevant. It implies serious epistemological connotations, not to 

mention the methodological (and even instrumental) consequences in the process of research and 

knowledge. 

2. Term of probability for the concept of possibility? 

In the present intervention I have chosen to approach two concepts (or, as I belief, a parasitic term on 

a genuine concept), namely the probability and the possibility, respectively.  

(a) The possibility 

The concept of possibility generally addresses the ontology, although, in the rush of expression, it is 

sometimes connected with the gnoseology too. From ontological perspective, a possibility is an item 

in the list of actualizations of potentialities (for use Aristotle’s crisp distinction in the matter) which 

is assigned/assignable to an entity (I remind that there are three and only three distinct entities in the 

Universe: things, properties, relationships). Therefore, a possibility is an (objective) „promise” that a 

potentiality can be actualized. Somewhat, the possibility is an ”asleep” efficient cause, so that its 

passing from potentiality into actuality requires an additional conditioning. Such conditioning (which 

Popper called dispositional condition) is really mysterious, and the same Popper called it as 

propensity – on which I discussed in a previous intervention under this rubric. With some 

epistemological precautions, for the sake of the present discussion, we can consider that such a 

propensity is the very economic preference. So, the preference provides the additional conditionality 

so that the possibility turns into actuality.  

(b) The probability 

(Probably) the probability should be understood, at conceptual level, as being the rank number of the 

preference which pass the possibility into actuality, as mentioned before. If so, then some necessary 

considerations are triggered here: 

• the preference is subjective, although it has some of its roots into the propensity (which is 

presumed to be… objective, or predominantly so); 

• an individual has (based on its habit – see here Peirce’s concept of habit or, quite 

equivalently, Bourdieu’s concept of habitus) a list of self-consistent ordered preferences 

regarding an future event (Nota bene: both a given preference and the list as such are 

adaptive based on the inter-actions with the environment); 

• generally, we can, quasi-equivalently, either call as probability the first placed preference 

in the list of ordered preferences or call as preference that possibility with the highest 

probability associated to; 

• No matter how we would take it, a feeling of… inflation at terminology level tries us – the 

„coming & going”  between possibility and probability, by intermediation of propensity and 

preference seems to be too baroque, at least from methodological concerns. 
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(c) Between term and concept 

If, as said above, the possibility is a potentiality (or an ”asleep” promise) waiting for a dispositional 

condition to transfer it into actuality, and the probability is a number indicating the chance (from the 

subjective perspective, that is, an expectation) for that promise to become actual, why do we need 

both terms: possibility and probability, respectively? I think the probability holds, in fact,  its 

citizenship only as frequential species – that is, as numerical values recorded during a (long enough) 

past period of observations/experiments/experiences regarding the hypostases (that is, the 

actualizations of the list of possibilities) of a given event. Any other species of probabilities are only 

expected actualizations of possibilities. In other words, I think that, except the frequential 

probabilities (which require a separate discussion, maybe in the future), we have to do with a 

confusion between term and concept (Note bene: a significant part of debates in scientific conferences 

are sterile because they are based exactly on such confusions). 

3. Brief discussion 

I think it is now clear that what we daily call probability is, in fact, only a hope or an expectation for 

a certain hypostasis of a given (future) event (the reader is reminded that I have put away from 

discussion the frequential probability). In all cases we have really to do only with possibilities, that 

is, with qualitative potentialities (Nota bene: every entity – of the three mentioned – has, of course, 

an own list of possibilities, rather finite). The propensity/preference delivers a cultural ordering of 

such preferences which, in turn, associate numbers (for example, based on Kolmogorov’s axioms) to 

any possibility in the list (no matter if the individual does know all items in the list or doesn not, s/he 

makes her/his own list of possibilities of interest). This way, it is obviously that we got associate 

numbers to... possibilities, not to probabilities. This conclusion is strengthened by the fact that, in 

social field (that is, a fortiori, in the economic one) there are not than singular (that is, unrepeatable) 

events, so, generally, an exhaustive list of possibilities for a given event is very hard to be known in 

advance.  

In my opinion, the above mentioned could justify the following (still disputable) conclusions: 

• except (for the sake of discussion) the frequential probabilities, we have no reason to speak 

about probabilities, at least in social/economic field, but always about possibilities (Nota 

bene: to be mentioned that already there are many proposals of… theory of possibility; 

• as the economic events are (principled) singular (unrepeatable), the individual has not, 

generally, an exhaustive list of possibilities for a given event, so we are not sure that one of 

Kolmogorov’s (adjusted) axiom – the sum of all possibilities is 1) can be verified, so here 

appear an issue intensively debated especially in behavioural economics, where this axiom 

is often debated; 

o to verify this axiom, another one should be violated – this means to accept negative 

probabilities; 

• when it is talking about singular events, the incertitude is (almost) complete, so the 

allocation of possibilities to (identified, incomplete list of) possibilities must be performed 

based on the principle of insufficient reason (Laplace) or of indifference (Keynes). Once 

again, it seems more… natural to call the numbers allocated in an uncertain space of choice 

as possibility number instead as probability number. 

A very interesting (and, possibly, very productive) idea in the context of the theory of possibility in 

the social field is that of serial laws proposed by our historian (and philosopher of history) A.D. 

Xenopol. Principled, a serial law is nothing else than a big(ger, gest) number of possibility which is 

required by an already actualized possibility from the list of all possibilities regarding a 

social/historical system. A (more) analytical discussion on such an issue would (possibly, not 

probably) be of usefulness for the reconstruction endeavour of Economics. 


