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Extended Abstract 

The discussion about freedom in economic literature is essentially about the measurement  of the 

value  of  an  opportunity  set.  The  problem is  to  find  a  reasonable  criterion  that  involves  both 

objective  and  subjective  considerations.  Jones  and  Sugden's   idea  of  “potential  preferences” 

provides  cardinality  criterion  to  work  within  a  domain  of  relevant  opportunities.  It  shapes  an 

optimal conceptual structure, but the definition of the preferences that should be considered relevant 

is missing.  This study proposes a new perspective on freedom that  allows  entropic measure of 

freedom to be a satisfying solution of that problem. 

Given a set of social opportunities the distribution of the population on them gives information 

about  the  extent  of  social  freedom.  The  Shannon's  entropic  measure  of  that  distribution  has 

interesting  interpretations.  Ceteris  paribus  cardinality  still  plays  a  key  role,  but  the  relevant 

opportunities are those actually preferred ex post by agents. The new concept implies protection of 

minorities as the real engine of the increase of social freedom in the following sense. As small is the 

fraction of agents choosing an opportunity as much that opportunity weights in terms of  freedom. 

In this respect this measure represents the amount of  diversity involved. At the same time, as much 

equally distributed is the population on the opportunity set as big is the extent of freedom. We have 

the maximum possible amount of freedom when, given a certain number of opportunities n, each of 

them is chosen by a n-th fraction of the population, and it increases as n increases. Entropic measure 

can be interpreted as the expected amount of diversity guaranteed by a social opportunity set.
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A  first  comparison  between  axioms  of  entropic  measure  and  structures  that  exploits  potential 

preferences' concept is given. In particular two version of Entropic measurement are formulated. 

The  first  is  called  conditional  entropy and  it  refers  to  a  lexicographic  refinement  of  potential 

preferences principle. Given two opportunity sets they are “comparable in entropy” if the same 

number of opportunities are chosen  in both by at least a member of the relevant population. The 

entropic  measure  ranks  only  comparable  opportunity  sets,  whereas  the  potential  preferences 

principle works as order relation between not comparable opportunity sets. The second is called 

absolute entropy and represents a complete order binary relation. It introduces a potential conflict 

between cardinality and diversity. A new option introduced in an opportunity set can modify the 

existent population distribution flawing its entropy. A simple example shows how it is possible to 

sharply distinguish between welfare (in strict utilitarian sense) and freedom, and how the market 

mechanisms can affect the allocation of freedom between consumers and producers. 

The evolutive and stochastic view of economic environments makes the social entropy to be a good 

proxy also for the extent of individual freedom. Equilibrium as a distribution (rather than a point) is 

the key idea. In Kreps's problem of “freedom for flexibility” there are insights of the ontological 

and epistemic complexity of the world as a justification of an economic value of freedom. In such a 

context an act is not only the possibility to obtain an utility but, also and above all, it is a tool of 

investigation  of  the  world.  Since  the  semantic  adherence  of  the  agent's  knowledge  about  the 

multiple attributes of opportunities is not guaranteed, freedom has a high value. Starting from the 

choice  she  values  the  best,  an  agent  through her  actual  choice  gathers  new information  about 

essential attributes in order to refine her evaluation. If she can, she chooses again, she gathers new 

information and so on, along a time consuming path through the given set. It is difficult to stop the 

search in a stable point. Time scarcity cuts the possibility to fully analyse the available information, 

preferences may be endogenous or evolving, and memory may be too short.

The ergodic area formed by those explored opportunities may represent the extent of individual 

freedom under certain conditions. It's possible to look at the entropic measure of social freedom as a 

projection on the population space of the individual, time-consuming and stochastic path among 

opportunities. This route might be modelled as determined by ideal transition probabilities between 

opportunities  as  representative  of  decision-problem  complexity.  The  technical  requirement  to 

correctly identify individual freedom on the basis of social freedom is the  ergodic homogeneity  

condition. We require that given a transition probability map each opportunity in the considered 
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area may be reachable with probability one directly or indirectly by each other opportunity in the 

same area, in the limit of infinite time. Thus, the instantaneous distribution of a such homogeneous 

population on an opportunity set represents the ideal frequencies of exploration of each opportunity 

by all possible time-consuming paths an agent of that population could have.  In this terms the 

Social Representation Principle is stated in contrast to the Representative Agent Principle. It is no 

longer  the  case  that  an  agent  can  represent  a  population,  but  indeed  the  whole  population  is 

representative of an agent in terms of freedom of action.        

In  conclusion,  entropic  measure  could  solve  the  problem  of  establishing  a  balance  between 

cardinality  and  preferences-based  criteria.  It  captures  many  aspects  of  non utilitarian  views  of 

freedom.  From a social perspective, it gives substance to the concepts of diversity and egalitarian 

opportunity distribution. Not less importantly, it suggests a more prudent ex-post point of view and 

then a construction of a more pragmatic idea of freedom. The entropic measure can be utilized also 

as proxy to evaluate individual freedom. In this respect a new representation principle is proposed. 

The justification relies on the ontological and epistemic complexity of the world and on the value of 

self-determination.  Thus freedom is the ergodic area in which people can act, choose, learn and 

again choose, in the repeated game of  their lives.    
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