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Abstract 
This paper examines the use in microeconomics textbooks of what we call 'impossible 
examples', looking specifically at certain examples employed in chapters dealing with the 
production process or markets for factors of production. After showing that such examples are 
mostly to be found in textbooks for beginners, it asks what beginner students can possibly 
learn through them, taking the case of a concept (the marginal product), a law (the law of 
diminishing marginal product), and a theory (the income theory of distribution). The use of 
impossible examples in such textbooks appears to be a riddle, since, by using them to 
introduce, present, or explain parts of neoclassical theory, authors are in effect teaching a 
fake and inconsistent version of that theory.  
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1. Introduction 
 
SiQce KXhQ¶V ZRUN, Ze haYe beeQ ZeOO aZaUe Rf Whe SaUadLgPaWLc chaUacWeU Rf e[aPSOeV fRXQd LQ 
VcLeQWLfLc We[WbRRNV, fRU ³[L]W LV [«] Whe VeQVe Rf µSaUadLgP¶ aV VWaQdaUd e[aPSOe WhaW Oed RULgLQaOO\ WR [hLV] 
chRLce Rf WhaW WeUP´ (1977 [1974], 307).1 According to Kuhn, the standard examples students read in 
scientific textbooks are an essential part of the process by which they not only absorb the significance 
aQd VcRSe Rf WheRULeV, bXW aOVR WacLWO\ aVVLPLOaWe a ³gURXS-OLceQVed Za\ Rf VeeLQg´ (1970, 189) Whe ZRUOd, 
so that differences in the nature and use of examples reveal the structure of the subgroups within the 
scientific community (1970, 186-7, 189, 191, 1977 [1974], 298, 306-8, 1977, xix):  
 

³these books [textbooks in physics] exhibit concrete problem solutions that the profession 
haV cRPe WR acceSW aV SaUadLgPV, aQd Whe\ aVN Whe VWXdeQW [«] WR VROYe fRU hLPVeOf 
problems very closely related in both method and substance to those through which the 
textbook or the accompanying lecture has led him. Nothing could be better calculated to 
SURdXce ³PeQWaO VeWV´ RU Einstellungen. Only in their most elementary courses do other 
academic fields offer as much as a partial parallel.´ (1977 [1959], 229)   

 
WLWhLQ WhLV fUaPeZRUN, Whe XVe LQ We[WbRRNV Rf µLPSRVVLbOe e[aPSOeV¶ WhXV VeePV VRPeZhaW SX]]OLQg, 
and stands in need of further examination.   
 

 
1 µParadeigma¶ LV a GUeeN ZRUd fRU µe[aPSOe¶.  
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WhaW dR Ze PeaQ b\ µLPSRVVLbOe e[aPSOeV¶? IQ a SUeYLRXV SaSeU deaOLQg ZLWh e[aPSOeV LQ 
microeconomics textbooks concerning the competitive firm, we distinguished examples by reference to 
the four types of world they describe: real, abstract, imaginary or impossible (Jallais 2018).   
 
First, an example can describe the real world, aV LQ WhLV SaVVage Rf MaQNLZ¶V PLcURecRQRPLcV We[WbRRN:   

 
³We begLQ RXU dLVcXVVLRQ Rf cRVWV aW CaUROLQe¶V CRRNLe FacWRU\. CaUROLQe, Whe RZQeU Rf 
the firm, buys flour, sugar, chocolate chips, and other cookie ingredients. She also buys 
the mixers and ovens and hires workers to run this equipment. She then sells the cookies 
to consumers. By examining some of the issues that Caroline faces in her business, we 
can learn some lessons about costs that apply to all firms in an economy.´ (Mankiw 2015, 
260)  

 
or as in this one of Pindyck and Rubinfeld (2018):  
 

³An example is the reconstruction of concrete sidewalks using jackhammers. It takes one 
person to use a jackhammer ² neither two people and one jackhammer nor one person 
and two jackhammers will increase production. As another example, suppose that a 
cereal company offers a new breakfast cereal, Nutty Oat Crunch, whose two inputs, not 
surprisingly, are oats and nuts. The secret formula for the cereal requires exactly one 
ounce of nuts for every four ounces of oats in every serving. If the company were to 
purchase additional nuts but not additional oats, the output of cereal would remain 
unchanged, since the nuts must be combined with the oats in a fixed proportion. Similarly, 
purchasing additional oats without additional nuts would also be unproductive.´ (229)  

 
NRWe WhaW ZhaW Ze caOO µUeaO-ZRUOd e[aPSOeV¶ caQ be LQYeQWed (aV LV CaUROLQe¶V CRRNLe FacWRU\ LQ Whe 
above-quoted passage): they need only to describe a plausible fact, even if the world posited thereby 
is highly simplified.  
 
Second, examples can also describe abstract worlds. This is the case where the output is not specified 
at all, as in this passage of Kreps (2013):   
 

³A netput vector is a vector from IRk, where a negative component connotes a net input 
LQWR Whe fLUP¶V SURdXcWLRQ SURceVV aQd a SRVLWLYe cRPSRQeQW cRQQRWeV a QeW output. So, 
for instance, if k = 5, Whe QeWSXW YecWRU (í2, 0, 3, í1, 2) LV LQWeUSUeWed aV Whe fLUm 
transforming two units of the first commodity and one unit of the fourth into three units 
of the third and two units of the fifth.´ (319)  

 
In the same vein, but far less frequently, examples can describe imaginary worlds, where the firm 
produces an imaginary output such as the snarks in Begg, Fisher and Dornbush (1989) or the pfillips 
in Kreps (1990):  
 

³In a particular economy, a product called pfillip, which is a nonnarcotic stimulant, is 
produced by a competitive industry. Each firm in this competitive industry has the same 
production technology, given by the production function 
 

y = k1/6l1/3, 
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where y is the amount of pfillip produced, k is the amount of kapitose (a specialty 
chemical) used in production, and l is the amount of legume (a common vegetable) used 
in production.´ (Kreps 1990, 274)  

 
Finally, we also find examples in microeconomics textbooks which describe impossible worlds: in 
impossible worlds, firms dRQ¶W SURdXce SfLOOLSV RU VQaUNV, bXW UeaO RXWSXWV VXch aV cORWheV RU cRRNLeV, 
but the production technology they use does not exist (yet). For example, Mankiw introduces the notion 
Rf PaUgLQaO SURdXcW Rf OabRU WhURXgh CaUROLQe¶V CRRNLe FacWRU\.  In order WR ³VLPSOLf\´ Whe SUeVeQWaWLRQ, 
MaQNLZ haV SUeYLRXVO\ aVVXPed ³WhaW Whe VL]e Rf CaUROLQe¶V facWRU\ LV fL[ed´, a ³UeaOLVWLc´ aVVXPSWLRQ ³LQ 
Whe VhRUW UXQ´ (2015, 263). The eTXLSPeQW LV WheQ fL[ed, aV ZeOO aV VRPeZhaW RYeUVL]ed becaXVe 
otherwise it would be impossible to produce more cookies. So far so good: simplification is a good way 
to teach difficult or abstract concepts. But then Mankiw introduces a table (table 1) containing the 
following columns:   
 

Number of workers 
Output (quantity of cookies 

produced per hour) 
Marginal Product of Labor 

0 0  

  50 

1 50  

  40 

2 90  

  30 

3 120  

  20 

4 140  

  10 

5 150  

  5 
6 155  

  
 

 
As one might guess from column 3, Mankiw uses this table to explain marginal product of labor without 
speaking about (among other things) all the ingredients needed to make cookies (flour, sugar, chocolate 
chips, and so on):  

 
³When the number of workers goes from 1 to 2, cookie production increases from 50 to 
90, so the marginal product of the second worker is 40 cookies. And when the number of 
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workers goes from 2 to 3, cookie production increases from 90 to 120, so the marginal 
product of the third worker is 30 cookies.´ (Mankiw 2015, 264)  
 

If CaUROLQe¶V facWRU\ ZeUe UeaO, LQSXWV ZRXOd QRW be VXbVWLWXWeV bXW cRPSOePeQWV: CaUROLQe cRXOd QRW 
replace flour by labor, labor by ovens, nor ovens by chocolate chips. Furthermore, there would be no 
need to reduce the number of inputs for the sake of simplicity, for any student will understand that, 
unless something like the miracle of the loaves and fishes was to be repeated, no one could produce 
more cookies without, say, more flour, even by working more: the marginal product of labor would 
therefore be zero (not 50, 40 or even 5 per hour). Indeed, the concept of the marginal product of an 
input requires that this input be increased by one unit while all other inputs are held constant. This 
consequence is obvious wherever the production process needs material inputs, as Moseley (2015) 
clearly puts it;2 but this is also exactly what happens in the two real-world examples of Pindyck and 
RXbLQfeOd¶V We[WbRRN TXRWed abRYe, LQcOXdLQg Whe e[aPSOe Rf µWhe UecRQVWUXcWLRQ Rf concrete sidewalks 
XVLQg MacNhaPPeUV¶ ZhLch dReV QRW PeQWLRQ aQ\ RWheU LQSXW e[ceSW OabRU. FRU, aV haV beeQ NQRZQ fRU 
a long time, if the production function is fixed SURSRUWLRQV, ³WheQ aQ e[WUa XQLW Rf RQe facWRU, 
unaccompanied by an increase in the otheU, ZLOO \LeOd SUecLVeO\ QR addLWLRQ WR Whe WRWaO SURdXcW´ (HLcNV, 
1932, 81): the marginal product of each input is then zero.3   
 
Hence either MaQNLZ¶V WabOe 1 LV aSSURSULaWe WR SUeVeQW Whe cRQceSW Rf Whe PaUgLQaO SURdXcW Rf OabRU, 
aQd WhLV e[aPSOe deVcULbeV aQ LPSRVVLbOe ZRUOd ZheUe ³Whe VecRQd ZRUNeU´, ZhRVe QaPe PLghW be 
Jesus, can produce 40 cookies without any flour, sugar, or chocolate chiSV¶;4 or this example describes 
RXU ZRUOd aQd WheUefRUe caQ¶W be XVed WR e[SOaLQ ZhaW PaUgLQaO SURdXcW Rf OabRU PeaQV, VLQce Whe fLgXUe 
40 cannot indicate the increase in the quantity of output obtained from one additional unit of labor 
holding the used quantity of all other inputs fixed.   
 
We XVe Whe WeUPLQRORg\ ³LPSRVVLbOe e[aPSOeV´ WR deVLgQaWe WheVe NLQdV Rf e[aPSOe WhaW eLWheU deVcULbe 
an impossible world (where real outputs are produced through a technique which does not exist) or are 
inconsistent with the very concept or hypothesis they are supposed to exemplify (production techniques 
aUe SOaXVLbOe bXW dRQ¶W fLW Whe cRQceSW RU h\SRWheVLV). IQ VhRUW, LPSRVVLbOe e[aPSOeV aUe eLWheU 
impossible-world examples or real-world-but-inconsistent examples.  
 
While examples describing real, abstract, or imaginary worlds are, in many ways, very useful from a 
pedagogical point of view (see Jallais 2018), this is not so obvious for impossible examples. Unless 
they are unambiguously presented as being impossible, the use of this sort of example seems to be an 

 
2 ³[I]W LV QRW SRVVLbOe WR LQcRUSRUaWe PaWeULaOV LQSXWV (aQd LQWeUPedLaWe gRRdV LQ geQeUaO) LQWR Whe WheRU\ LQ a 
reasonably coherent way, because materials inputs cannot be held constant as output increases. In order to 
increase output in goods-producing industries, the quantity of materials used to produce these goods must also 
be increased (e.g. more wood to produce another chair, more cloth to produce another shirt, more tires to produce 
aQRWheU caU). [«] Whe e[LVWeQce Rf Paterials inputs in the production process renders the concept of the marginal 
SURdXcWLYLW\ Rf caSLWaO LPSRVVLbOe LQ UeaOLW\ (WhLV fXQdaPeQWaO SURbOeP aOVR aSSOLeV WR Whe PaUgLQaO SURdXcW Rf OabRU).´ 
(Moseley 2015, 294-5)  

3 This phenomenon was well known, for example, by Pareto at the end of the 19th century. Pareto notes, in fact, 
WhaW ³ZheQ VRPe Rf Whe SURdXcWLRQ cReffLcLeQWV aUe cRQVWaQW, cRQVLdeULQg Whe PaUgLQaO SURdXcW caQQRW be dRQe 
without correction. Indeed, if, for example, the quantity of iron ore is to be proportional to the quantity of metallic 
iron produced, one cannot assume that the product will rise by by increasing only one of the other production 
facWRUV. ´ (PaUeWR 1897, �717, 85).  

4 In Moseley 2012b, examiQLQg Whe e[aPSOe Rf a baNeU\ gLYeQ LQ MaQNLZ¶V ³beVW-selling intermediate 
MacURecRQRPLcV We[WbRRN (ChaSWeU 3)´, MRVeOe\ VSeaNV abRXW µWhe addLWLRQaO baNeU\ ZRUNeU¶ aV µa PLUacOe ZRUNeU¶. 
µJeVXV ZRXOd be MeaORXV¶ he addV (MRVeOe\ 2012b, 118).   
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aberration: a priori they cannot enable students to understand a concept or a hypothesis, and even less 
so its scope. We may ask, then: why do microeconomists use such examples? and what can students 
learn from them? Before these questions can be answered, we will (in Sect. 2) present the textbooks 
we have examined and explain how we chose them. We will then (Sect. 3) propose a typology of these 
textbooks according to their intended audience. This will allow us to reveal the kind of students who are 
reading impossible examples. The presentation of the uses of impossible examples and the way they 
are ² RU aUeQ¶W ² justified (Sect. 4) will then allow us to infer what these students can learn through 
this type of examples, addressing the cases of a concept (Sect. 5), a law (Sect. 6), and the related 
theory (Sect. 7).  
 
 
2. Corpus 
 
The PaWeULaO Ze chRVe WR LQYeVWLgaWe fRU WhLV UeVeaUch LV cRPSRVed Rf ³SRSXOaU´ PLcURecRQRPLcV 
textbooks, meaning those that are used by a wide range of students. To make our selection, we 
e[aPLQed Whe UaQNLQgV Rf Whe ³WRS´ RU ³beVW´ PLcURecRQRPLcs books provided by three websites. First, 
we used two rankings provided by Goodreads, based on the recommendations of the readers:5 the top 
µPLcURecRQRPLcV¶ bRRNV aQd Whe µSRSXOaU PLcURecRQRPLcV bRRNV¶ UaQNLQg. We aOVR e[aPLQed 
BRRNAXWhRULW\¶V UaQNLQg, baVed RQ PXOWLSOe cULWeULa, LQcOXdLQg Whe UecRPPeQdaWLRQV Rf ³dRPaLQ e[SeUWV´. 
BRRNAXWhRULW\ cOaLPV WR be ³Whe ZRUOd'V OeadLQg VLWe fRU QRQfLcWLRQ bRRN UecRPPeQdaWLRQV´. IW XVeV 
YaULRXV daWa WR ³LdeQWLf\ aQd UaWe Whe beVW QRQfLcWLRQ bRRNV, XVLQg dR]eQV Rf dLffeUeQW VLgQaOV, LQcOXdLQg 
public mentions, recommendations, ratings, sentiment, popularity and sales history. This includes 
maintaining the most comprehensive collection of book recommendations from domain experts such 
aV EORQ MXVN, WaUUeQ BXffeWW, PURf. DaQLeO KahQePaQ, SheU\O SaQdbeUg, aQd DaYLd AOOeQ´ (https:// 
bookauthority.org/about). LaVW, Ze XVed µAPa]RQ BeVW SeOOeUV RaQN¶, aV a UeSUeVeQWaWLon of general 
sales of textbooks throughout the world.6 These rankings were then narrowed down to academic 
textbooks (the result may be found in the Annex).   
 
We then chose an initial set of textbooks comprising the first two textbooks of each of the four rankings. 
This set contained six different textbooks, and includes the five best-VeOOeUV (accRUdLQg WR APa]RQ¶V 
ranking). We also looked into other textbooks that were further down in the rankings if the author was 
a major figure in the academic field. FRU LQVWaQce, Ze chRVe WR e[aPLQe VaULaQ¶V Intermediate 
Microeconomics and Microeconomic Analysis, which appear among the first ten or eleven textbooks of 
WZR UaQNLQgV; aQd aOWhRXgh DaYLd M. KUeSV¶V Microeconomic Foundations was ranked 9th LQ µSRSXOaU 
microecRQRPLcV bRRNV¶ bXW RQO\ 22nd in the global BookAuthority list (and 15th if we exclude double 
rankings), we chose to examine this textbook because its author, like Krugman, was also awarded the 
John Bates medal in 1989 by the American Economic Association.   
 
Hence, we studied the ten following textbooks:   

 Frank, Microeconomics and Behavior, 9th ed., 2014 [1991].7   
 Kreps, Microeconomic Foundations I, 2013.  

 
5 ³GRRdUeadV LV Whe ZRUOd¶V OaUgeVW VLWe fRU UeadeUV aQd bRRN UecRPPeQdaWLRQV. OXU PLVVLRQ LV WR heOS SeRSOe fLQd 
aQd VhaUe bRRNV Whe\ ORYe. GRRdUeadV OaXQched LQ JaQXaU\ 2007´. IW cOaLPV WR haYe 90 PLOOLRQ PePbeUV, RYeU 2.6 
billion books, and 90 million reviews (https://www.goodreads.com/about/us).  

6 ³The APa]RQ BeVW SeOOeUV caOcXOaWLRQ LV baVed RQ APa]RQ.cRP VaOeV aQd LV XSdaWed hRXUO\ WR UefOecW UeceQW aQd 
hiVWRULcaO VaOeV Rf eYeU\ LWeP VROd RQ APa]RQ.cRP.´ (https://www.amazon.com/gp/help/ 
customer/display.html?nodeId=GGGMZK378RQPATDJ)  

7 The year in brackets is that of the first edition, when the edition used is more recent.  

http://www.paecon.net/PAEReview/issue98/whole98.pdf
http://www.feedblitz.com/f/f.fbz?Sub=332386
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https://drive.google.com/u/0/open?id=1kVno3HNTlvDMEhwFFy3Qv3c9zUxJ9t-h
https://drive.google.com/u/0/open?id=1kVno3HNTlvDMEhwFFy3Qv3c9zUxJ9t-h
https://drive.google.com/u/0/open?id=1kVno3HNTlvDMEhwFFy3Qv3c9zUxJ9t-h
https://drive.google.com/u/0/open?id=1kVno3HNTlvDMEhwFFy3Qv3c9zUxJ9t-h
https://drive.google.com/u/0/open?id=1kVno3HNTlvDMEhwFFy3Qv3c9zUxJ9t-h
https://www.goodreads.com/about/us
https://www.goodreads.com/about/us
https://www.amazon.com/gp/help/%20customer/display.html?nodeId=GGGMZK378RQPATDJ
https://www.amazon.com/gp/help/%20customer/display.html?nodeId=GGGMZK378RQPATDJ
https://www.amazon.com/gp/help/%20customer/display.html?nodeId=GGGMZK378RQPATDJ
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 Krugman & Wells, Microeconomics, 4th ed., 2015 [2006].  
 Mankiw, Principles of Microeconomics, 7th ed., 2015 [2000]  
 Mas-Colell, Whinston & Green, Microeconomic Theory, 1995.  
 Mateer & Coppock, Principles in Microeconomics, 2nd ed., 2018 [2014].  
 McConnell, Brue & Flynn, Microeconomics: Principles, Problems and Policies, 21st ed., 2018 

[1975]  
 Pindyck & Rubinfeld, Microeconomics, 9th ed., 2018 [1988]  
 Varian, Intermediate Microeconomics: A Modern Approach, 9th ed., 2014 [1987]   
 Varian, Microeconomic Analysis, 3rd ed., 1992 [1978]  

  
WLWhLQ WhLV cRUSXV, Ze decLded WR fRcXV RXU aQaO\VLV RQ Whe SUeVeQWaWLRQ Rf Whe ³cRPSeWLWLYe fLUP´ aQd 
on the examples given in chapters dealing with the production process or markets for factors of 
productions. This choice ² of the firm over the consumer, for example ² was motivated by the fact 
WhaW RXWSXW LV UeaO, ZheUeaV XWLOLW\ (µVaWLVfacWLRQ¶) LV a QRWLRQ PRUe dLffLcXOW WR gUaVS. AV VaULaQ SXWV LW: ³Whe 
RXWSXW Rf a SURdXcWLRQ SURceVV LV geQeUaOO\ RbVeUYabOe, ZheUeaV Whe µRXWSXW¶ Rf cRQVXPSWLRQ (XWLOLW\) is 
QRW dLUecWO\ RbVeUYabOe´ (2014, 350). FXUWheUPRUe, LPSRVVLbOe e[aPSOeV aUe XQOLNeO\ WR be fRXQd LQ 
chapters on consumers, since any kind of preference seems to be a priori possible: hence if 
microeconomics textbooks were dealing only with consumer theory, our question would have been of 
no interest.  
 
 
3. A typology of textbooks 
 
Our focus on the use of impossible examples in the chapters we were interested in led us to categorize 
textbooks into three distinct groups: beginner, intermediate and advanced textbooks.  Krugman and 
Wells 2015, Mankiw 2015, Mateer and Coppock 2018, McConnell, Brue and Flynn 2018, and Pindyck 
and Rubinfeld 2018 are beginner textbooks: they aim at first-year college students who will not 
necessarily major in economics. This chaUacWeULVWLc PaNeV WheP µbeVWVeOOeUV¶ becaXVe Rf Whe QXPbeU Rf 
students taking Econ 101.8 On the other end of the spectrum, Kreps 2013, Mas-Colell, Whinston and 
GUeeQ 1995 aQd VaULaQ 1992 aUe ZhaW Ze caOOed ³adYaQced´ We[WbRRNV, addUeVVed aW fLUVW-year graduate 
students taking a course in microeconomic theory (Mas-Colell, Whinston & Green 1995, xiii, Kreps 
2013, 16). Falling between these, in a way we explain below, we labeled Varian 2014 and Frank 2014 
³LQWeUPedLaWe´ We[WbRRNV.  
 
The SXUSRVe Rf begLQQeUV¶ We[WbRRNV LV SULPaULO\ WR µheOS¶ VWXdeQWV WR ³WhLQN OLNe ecRQRPLVWV´ (MaWeeU & 
Coppock 2018, xxvi; Mankiw 2015, 19),9 so that they can understand economic issues and policies 
(McConnel, Brue & Flynn 2018, x), and grasp how the economy ² or even the world ² works (Pindyck 
& RXbLQfeOd 2918, 15), RU PRUe VSecLfLcaOO\ ³ZhaW SeRSOe dR aQd hRZ Whe\ LQWeUacW´ (KUXgPaQ & WeOOV 
2015, [YLL). BXW Whe\ aLP aOVR WR VhRZ VWXdeQWV hRZ Whe\ caQ ³aSSO\ ecRQRPLc SULQcLSOeV WR WheLU 
decision-PaNLQg´ (MaWeeU & CRSSRcN 2018, [xvi), whether they are a manager, a public policy maker, 
or something else entirely (Pindyck & Rubinfeld 2918, 15).  

 
8 ³We haYe beeQ e[WUePeO\ gUaWLfLed b\ Whe VXcceVV Rf Whe fLUVW WhUee edLWLRQV Rf Economics, which has made it 
one of the best-VeOOLQg ecRQRPLcV We[WbRRNV´ Va\ KUXgPaQ & WeOOV (2015, [YLL), ZhLOe McCRQQeOO, BUXe & FO\QQ 
begLQ ZLWh WhLV ZeOcRPLQg ShUaVe: ³Welcome to the 21st edition of Economics, the best-selling economics textbook 
in the world. An estimated 15 million students have used Economics or its companion editions, Macroeconomics 
and Microeconomics´ (2018, [). FRU hLV SaUW, VSeaNLQg abRXW aOO hLV We[WbRRNV, MaQNLZ gXeVVeV WhaW, ³LQcOXdLQg 
WUaQVOaWLRQV, abRXW fRXU PLOOLRQ cRSLeV Rf [hLV] bRRNV aUe LQ SULQW´ (2020, 215).  

9 MRUe SUecLVeO\, MaQNLZ LQYLWeV hLV UeadeUV WR XVe Whe ecRQRPLVWV¶ OaQgXage WR WhLQN abRXW Whe ZRUOd LQ ZhLch 
they live. His purpose LV WR ³heOS´ VWXdeQWV ³OeaUQ Whe ecRQRPLVW¶V Za\ Rf WhLQNLQg´ (MaQNLZ 2015, 19).  
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On the contrary, the avowed objective of advanced textbooks is technical and theoretical, as is apparent 
fURP WheLU WLWOeV: µMLcURecRQRPLc TKHRU\¶, µMLcURecRQRPLc AQDO\VLV¶ aQd µMLcURecRQRPLc FRXQGDWLRQV¶ 
(ePShaVLV added). FRU e[aPSOe, VaULaQ 1992 LV aLPed aW heOSLQg VWXdeQWV ³[PaVWeU] Whe VWaQdaUd WRROV 
Rf ecRQRPLc aQaO\VLV´ ([LY). TheVe We[WbRRNV aLP fLUVW aW ULgRU aQd SUecLVLRQ (MaV-Colell, Whinston & 
Green 1995, xiv). Kreps describes the main differences between beginner and advanced textbooks as 
follows:   
 

³The standard textbooks are not written with command or mastery of the material as their 
primary objective. Because they are written to serve very broad audiences, breadth of 
coverage is stressed over depth, and the authors sometimes omit technical details, to 
avoid panicking less well-prepared readers. This book sacrifices breadth for depth, avoids 
compromises about details (with a few exceptions), and tries to explain to the reader both 
why economic foundations are done the way they are done and what are some of the 
limitations in how things are done.´ (Kreps 2013, 14)  

 
Hence beginner textbooks present microeconomic concepts and assumptions through stories, make 
extensive references to the real world, and seldom contain mathematical equations or 
demonstrations.10 On the contrary, advanced textbooks are very technical. Their authors concentrate 
on mathematical hypotheses and demonstrations of neoclassical producer theory, and seem to have 
little interest in linking their presentation to real-world issues.11   
Finally, like beginner ones, intermediate textbooks are aimed at undergraduate students, but with a 
more thorough treatment of microeconomic theory. They are therefore hereafter categorized as 
intermediate since they both try to refer to real-world stories while also proposing a formal presentation 
of microeconomic theory.12 As Varian puts it:  
 

³My aim in writing the original text was to present a treatment of the methods of 
microeconomics that would allow students to apply these tools on their own and not just 
passively absorb the predigested cases described in the text. I have found that the best 
way to do this is to emphasize the fundamental conceptual foundations of 
microeconomics and to provide concrete examples of their application rather than to 
attempt to provide an encyclopedia of terminology and anecdote.´ (Varian 2014, xix)  

 
In the same YeLQ, FUaQN ZULWeV: ³M\ gRaO LQ ZULWLQg Microeconomics and Behavior was to produce an 
LQWeOOecWXaOO\ aQd chaOOeQgLQg We[W WhaW ZRXOd aOVR be acceVVLbOe aQd eQgagLQg WR VWXdeQWV. [«] SRPe 
texts have done well by sacrificing rigor in the name of user-friendOLQeVV. [«] OWheU We[WV haYe 
succeeded in sacrificing accessibility in the name of rigor, where rigor all too often means little more 
WhaQ PaWhePaWLcaO deQVLW\´ (FUaQN 2015, S. YLL).   

 
10 ³We beOLeYed WhaW VWXdeQWV¶ XQdeUVWaQdLQg Rf aQd aSSUecLaWLRQ fRU PRdeOV ZRXOd be gUeaWO\ eQhaQced Lf Whe\ 
were presented, as much as possible, in the context of stories about the real world, stories that both illustrate 
economic concepts and touch on the concerns we all face as individuals living in a world shaped by economic 
fRUceV.´ (KUXgPaQ & WeOOV 2015, [YLL)  

11 AV KUeSV Va\V: ³SRPe fLUVW-year graduate students are utterly turned off by their first-year theory courses. They 
have come to the study of economics to understand real-world phenomena and, perhaps, to make a difference in 
the real world, not to study mathematics. To those students, my response is that if you plan to use economic 
techniques to understand the real world and to see how to make a difference, your effectiveness will depend in 
part on how well you understand those techniques; doing all this math builds your understanding of the 
WechQLTXeV.´ (KUeSV 2013, 17)   

12 We named this category after Varian (2014).  
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All these textbooks use examples, and most of them stress their usefulness, albeit for very different 
reasons. Examples in advanced textbooks are designed to illustrate the mathematical issues underlying 
microeconomic producer theory, and to help students acquire the technical tools of neoclassical 
modeling. Examples in beginner textbooks are used to present the main concepts, assumptions, and 
SURSeUWLeV, VeeNLQg WR aWWUacW Whe VWXdeQWV¶ LQWeUeVW WR Whe WRSLcV, PRWLYaWe WheLU OeaUQLQg, aQd LQcUeaVe 
their understanding of the models as well as their relevance and application to the real world.13 For 
e[aPSOe, McCRQQeOO, BUXe aQd FO\QQ¶V µbR[eV¶ aLP WR SURYLde ³aQaORgLeV, e[aPSOeV, RU VWRULeV WhaW heOS 
drive home central economic ideas in a student-oriented, real-ZRUOd PaQQeU´ (2018, [L). KUXgPaQ aQd 
Wells seem to be the most fervent defenders of the use of examples:  
 

³We beOLeYed WhaW VWXdeQWV¶ XQdeUVWaQdLQg Rf aQd aSSUecLaWLRQ fRU PRdeOV ZRXOd be 
greatly enhanced if they were presented, as much as possible, in the context of stories 
about the real world, stories that both illustrate economic concepts and touch on the 
cRQceUQV Ze aOO face aV LQdLYLdXaOV OLYLQg LQ a ZRUOd VhaSed b\ ecRQRPLc fRUceV. [«] 
Because Robin and I both feel that the teaching of economics is at its best when it 
engages students with real-life issues and problems, we have done a major updating of 
examples, stories, and cases to incorporate many of the most current economics topics. 
No other economics textbook updates examples as extensively with each new edition as 
ours does. This thorough refreshing of examples was one major focus of the revision.´ 
(Krugman & Wells 2015, xvii)  

 
BeWZeeQ WheVe caVeV, VaULaQ (2014, [[) Va\V he ³SXW LQ a ORW Rf e[aPSOeV Rf hRZ WR XVe Whe WheRU\ 
deVcULbed heUe´ WR Weach VWXdeQWV hRZ ³WR WUaQVOaWe aQ ecRQRPLc VWRU\ LQWR aQ eTXaWLRQ RU a QXPeULcaO 
exaPSOe´.14  
 
All this at least partly explains the kind of examples these different textbooks use. Advanced textbooks 
refer exclusively to abstract examples in the chapters we examined.15 In the intermediate textbooks, a 
few real-world or impossible examples are given to illustrate the concepts presented in chapters relating 
WR SURdXcWLRQ. FRU LQVWaQce, LQ VaULaQ¶V (2014) chaSWeUV UeOaWLQg WR WechQRORg\, cRPSeWLWLYe fLUP 
behavior, or markets for factors of production, he refers to: holes made by a man and a shovel (352); 
³Whe caVe Rf faUPLQg [ZLWh] RQe PaQ RQ RQe acUe Rf OaQd´ (357); Whe SXPSLQg caSacLW\ Rf aQ RLO SLSeOLQe 
(360); a daWa ceQWeU (360); aQd IQWeO¶V ³µfab SOaQWV¶ WhaW fabULcaWe, aVVePbOe, VRUW, aQd WeVW adYaQced 
cRPSXWeU chLSV´ (361). SLPLOaUO\, in his chapter on production, Frank speaks of: meals produced with 
equipment-hours/week and person-hours/week (250); the FM radio broadcast of classical music (251); 
Whe RZQeU Rf a fLVhLQg fOeeW (258); ³WULSV´ SURdXced b\ ³WZR W\SeV Rf gaVROLQe LQSXWV, Te[acR aQd APRcR´ 
(263); and typing letters using typewriters (263). Yet, in both of these textbooks, the rest of the concepts 

 
13 PLQd\cN & RXbLQfeOd LQVLVW RQ WhLV OaVW XVe Rf e[aPSOeV: ³ThLV aSSOLed ePShaVLV LV accRPSOLVhed b\ LQcOXdLQg 
e[aPSOeV.´ IQdeed, VWXdeQWV ³ZaQW aQd Qeed a gRRd XQdeUVWaQdLQg Rf hRZ PLcURecRQRPLcV caQ actually be used 
RXWVLde Whe cOaVVURRP´ (PLQd\cN & RXbLVfeOd 2018, 16).  

14 SLPLOaUO\, FUaQN aUgXeV WhaW ³aSSOLcaWLRQV aQd e[aPSOeV aUe LQWegUaWed fXOO\ LQWR Whe We[W´ (YLL), aQd WhaW ³PRUe 
than any other text currently available in the marketplace, Microeconomics and Behavior prepares students for its 
end of chapter problems by taking them through a sequence of carefully crafted examples and concept checks 
ZLWhLQ each chaSWeU´ (FUaQN 2015, YLLL).  

15 Note that they may contain other kinds of examples in other chapters. Mas-Colell, Whinston & Green, for 
example, use a few real-world examples in the chapters dealing with preference or consumer choice, among 
RWheUV: ³FRU e[aPSOe, LPagLQe WhaW a SRRU cRQVumer initially is fulfilling much of his dietary requirements with 
SRWaWReV becaXVe Whe\ aUe a ORZ cRVW Za\ WR aYRLd hXQgeU. EWc.´ (1995, 26).  
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are either illustrated by abstract examples or are introduced without any example at all. On the contrary, 
beginner textbooks contain mostly real-world and impossible examples.16   
 
It is in this latter category of textbooks that most impossible examples can be found: the authors refer 
to numerous producers (most of whom are even given surnames) and real products to introduce, 
present, explain, or even define the theoretical concepts. For example, Krugman and Wells appeal to 
GeRUge aQd MaUWha¶V faUP (2015, 330 eW VT.), MaUW\¶V FUR]eQ YRgXUW ³a VPaOO VhRS WhaW VeOOV cXSV Rf 
fUR]eQ \RgXUW´ (2015, 353), MagQLfLceQW BORRPV ³a fORULVW VSecLaOL]LQg LQ fORUaO aUUaQgePeQWV´ (2015, 
353), RU NReOOe¶V ChULVWPaV WUee faUP (2015, 361 eW VT.). MaQNLZ PaNeV e[WeQVLYe XVe Rf ³CaUROLQe¶V 
CRRNLe FacWRU\´ (2015, 260 eW VT.) RU ³CRQUad¶V CRffee ShRS´ (2015, 266 eW VT.) ZheQ deaOLQg ZLWh fLUP 
behavior (part V Rf hLV ³PULQcLSOeV Rf PLcURecRQRPLcV´) ZhLOe MaWeeU aQd CRSSRcN dR Whe VaPe WhLQg 
ZLWh a ³McDRQaOd¶V UeVWaXUaQW´ (2018, 251-4). PLQd\cN aQd RXbLQfeOd eYRNe, aPRQg RWheUV, a ³baNeU\´ 
SURdXcLQg ³VXch RXWSXWV aV bUead, caNeV´ (2018, 212), ³Whe QXPbeU Rf SeUsonal computers that can be 
produced each year with a 10,000-squarefoot plant and a specific amount of assembly-OLQe OabRU´ (2018, 
213), RU a ³cORWhLQg facWRU\´ (2018, 214). FLQaOO\, McCRQQeOO, BUXe aQd FO\QQ UefeU WR a ³faUPeU ZhR LV 
deciding on how much cRUQ WR SOaQW´ (2018, 53), ³Leah, aQ aSSOe gURZeU´ (2018, 79), ³CaUORV, CRXUWQe\, 
ChXcN, CLQd\, CUaLg aQd Chad, RUaQge gURZeUV´ (80), ³a WabOe-PaNLQg fLUP´ (2018, 180), a ³VPaOO W-shirt 
PaQXfacWXUeU´ (2018, 182), RU ³a ZRRd-shop manufacturing furniture fraPeV´ (2018, 184). TheVe aUe 
only a few of the very numerous examples given by these authors when presenting producer theory.   
 
Beginner textbooks also sometimes include boxes with real data on issues pertaining to the sector they 
have presented. For instance, when Krugman and Wells introduce the production process with George 
aQd MaUWha¶V faUP, Whe\ aOVR LQcOXde a BR[ RQ ³ZheaW \LeOdV aURXQd Whe ZRUOd´ (ZLWh FAO daWa aQd 
analysis of the differences of wheat yields in various countries) (Krugman & Wells 2015, 332).  
 
 
4. What justification for the use of impossible examples?  
 
As mentioned in the introduction to this paper, the pedagogical usefulness of impossible examples is 
far from obvious. We therefore looked carefully for a justification of their inclusion in beginner textbooks; 
we found none.   
 
Beginner textbooks systematically refer to examples when presenting concepts, and it appears that 
they generally use impossible examples to illustrate, introduce, present, or explain part of the core 
concepts, assumptions, or theorems of microeconomic neoclassical theory ² such as the marginal 
product, the law of diminishing marginal product, or the distribution of revenue.   
 
In fact, the textbook authors never mention that the example they may be using while presenting these 
particular aspects happens to be impossible. To add to the confusion, the same basic storyline ² e.g. 
CaUROLQe¶V CRRNLe FacWRU\ RU CRQUad¶V CRffee ShRS (MaQNLZ 2015), GeRUge aQd MaUWha¶V faUP 
(KUXgPaQ & WeOOV 2015) RU eYeQ McDRQaOd¶V (MaWeeU & CRSSRcN 2018) ² can switch from real to 
impossible without any warning. As a matter of fact, impossible examples are often introduced as real-
world examples, and the reader is never alerted when the latter turn into the former (or when these 
impossible examples turn once again into real-world examples, when the concept to which they pertain 
is not inconsistent with reality).  
 

 
16 We did not find any example describing an imaginary world in our corpus.  
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BXW Lf VWXdeQWV dRQ¶W gXeVV WhLV PeWaPRUShosis ² and as beginners how could they? ² what can they 
possibly learn through these examples? To illustrate our point we will focus on the concept of the 
marginal product (Sect. 5), the law of diminishing marginal product (Sect. 6), and the income theory of 
distribution (Sect. 7).  
 
 
5. What can students possibly learn through impossible examples? The case of the concept of 
the marginal product  
 
Let us recall that the marginal product of labor is the increase in the quantity of output obtained from 
one additional unit of labor, holding the quantity of all other inputs fixed. In our beginner textbooks, 
marginal product (most frequently ² but not always ² of labor) is always presented through at least 
one impossible example. Yet, in our view, undergraduate students cannot possibly understand the 
concept of the marginal product when it is introduced, explained, and finally defined though impossible 
e[aPSOeV, fRU WhURXghRXW WheVe e[aPSOeV Whe\ aUe QeYeU WROd WhaW µholding the quantity of all other inputs 
IL[HG¶ PeaQV µholding the used TXDQWLW\ RI DOO RWKHU LQSXWV IL[HG¶, if indeed they are ever informed about 
the existence of such a condition.  
 
Before introducing the concept of the marginal product, authors generally reduce the number of inputs 
aQd RQO\ cRQVLdeU WZR: geQeUaOO\ VSeaNLQg µOabRU¶ aQd µeTXLSPeQW¶, µcaSLWaO¶, µPachLQeV¶, µfacWRU\¶, RU eYeQ 
µOaQd¶. The TXeVWLRQ LV WheQ: ZheUe haYe aOO Whe RWheU LQSXWV gRQe?   
 
LeW¶V WaNe Whe caVe Rf CaUROLQe¶V CRRNLe FacWRU\. FRU SUecLVLRQ, OeW XV cLWe MaQNLZ¶V e[acW ShUaVLQg:   
 

³In the analysis that follows, we make an important simplifying assumption: we assume 
WhaW Whe VL]e Rf CaUROLQe¶V facWRU\ LV fL[ed and that Caroline can vary the number of cookies 
produced only by changing the number of workers she employs. This assumption is 
realistic in the short run but not in the long run.´ (2015, 263, our emphasis)  

 
SLQce Whe aVVXPSWLRQ ³CaUROLQe caQ YaU\ Whe QXPbeU Rf cRRNLeV RQO\ b\ chaQgLQg Whe QXPbeU Rf ZRUNeUV 
Vhe ePSOR\V´ LV QRW SUeVeQWed aV aQ LPSRVVLbOe bXW aV a ³UeaOLVWLc´ RQe ³LQ Whe VhRUW UXQ´, VWXdeQWV aUe 
probably led to understand that the factory is oversized ² OLNe Whe fL[ed aPRXQW Rf µcaSLWaO¶ RU 
µeTXLSPeQW¶ LQ PLQd\cN aQd RXbLQfeOd¶V cORWhLQg facWRU\ (2018, 214 eW VTT.), fRU e[aPSOe ² and that the 
WeUP µfacWRU\¶ (RU µeTXLSPeQW¶ RU µcaSLWaO¶) LQcOXdeV aOO RWheU LQSXWV, aV LQ MaWeeU aQd CRSSRcN¶V 
McDRQaOd¶V e[aPSOe LQ ZhLch caSLWaO ³LQcOXdeV Whe bXLOdLQg LWVeOf, Whe eTXLSPeQW XVed, Whe SaUNLQg ORW, 
the signs, and all the hamburger patties, bunV, fULeV, NeWchXS, aQd RWheU fRRdVWXffV´ (2018, 251), RU LQ 
McCRQQeOO, BUXe aQd FO\QQ¶V ZRRdVhRS:  
 

³Assume a woodshop is manufacturing furniture frames. It has a specific amount of 
equipment such as lathes, planes, saws, and sanders. If this shop hired just one or two 
workers, total output and productivity (output per worker) would be very low. The workers 
would have to perform many different jobs, and the advantages of specialization would 
not be realized. Time would be lost in switching from one job to another, and machines 
would stand idle much of the time. In short, the plant would be understaffed, and 
production would be inefficient because there would be too much capital relative to the 
amount of labor. The shop could eliminate those difficulties by hiring more workers. Then 
the equipment would be more fully used, and workers could specialize in doing a single 
job.´ (2018, 184, our underlining)  
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IQ MaQNLZ¶V e[aPSOe, VWXdeQWV ZRXOd WheQ XQdeUVWaQd Whe WeUP µfacWRU\¶ WR LQcOXde, aPRQg RWheU WhLQgV, 
enough µfORXU, VXgaU, chRcROaWe chLSV, aQd RWheU cRRNLe LQgUedLeQWV¶ WR SURdXce aW OeaVW 155 cRRNLeV (SeU 
hRXU). HeQce, Whe\ ZRXOd PLVXQdeUVWaQd ZhaW µPaUgLQaO SURdXcW¶ PeaQV: the increase in the number of 
cookies that arises from one additional unit of labor would not be then obtained holding the used quantity 
RI DOO RWKHU LQSXWV (IORXU, VXJDU, FKRFRODWH FKLSV, «) IL[HG. This condition is, by the way, not specified by 
Mankiw when he defines the marginal product:  
 

³The marginal product of any input in the production process is the increase in the quantity 
of output obtained from one additional unit of that input.´ (2015, 264)17   

 
Most of the time, the composition of the equipment, machines, capital, factory, or even land is not 
sufficiently precisely specified for students to know whether it includes all other inputs. Students can 
therefore reasonably ask themselves where all those other inputs are. Where are the seeds, fertilizer, 
WRROV, RU agULcXOWXUaO PachLQeV LQ GeRUge aQd MaUWha¶V faUP (KUXgPaQ & WeOOV, 2015, 330 et sq.), for 
example?  
 
On the contrary, sometimes it is very clear that the oversized equipment, machines, capital, or land 
dReV QRW LQcOXde aOO RWheU PaWeULaO LQSXWV. YeW WhLV dReVQ¶W VeeP WR PaWWeU, VLQce Whe TXaQWLW\ Rf WhRVe 
inputs nevertheless increases with the quantity of labor, as in the second problem proposed by Krugman 
aQd WeOOV (2015) aW Whe eQd Rf WheLU chaSWeU 11, µBehLQd Whe VXSSO\ cXUYe: LQSXWV aQd cRVWV¶:  
 

³MaUW\¶V FUR]eQ YRgXUW LV a VPaOO VhRS WhaW VeOOV cXSV Rf fUR]eQ \RgXUW LQ a XQLYeUVLW\ 
town. Marty owns three frozen-yogurt machines. His other inputs are refrigerators, frozen-
yogurt mix, cups, sprinkle toppings, and, of course, workers. He estimates that his daily 
production function when he varies the number of workers employed (and at the same 
time, of course, yogurt mix, cups, and so on) is as shown in the accompanying table. 
[VLPLOaU WR MaQNLZ¶V WabOe 1 TXRWed abRYe]  
 
 

Quantity of labor 
(workers) 

Quantity of frozen 
yogurt (cups) 

0 0 
1 110 
2 200 
3 270 
4 300 
5 320 
6 330 

 

 
17 He is not the only one. Krugman & WeOOV, fRU e[aPSOe, dRQ¶W PeQWLRQ WhLV cRQdLWLRQ LQ Whe defLQLWLRQ Rf PaUgLQaO 
product, but do so later, when explaining diminishing returns to an input:   

³IQ geQeUaO, Whe marginal product of an input is the additional quantity of output that is produced 
b\ XVLQg RQe PRUe XQLW Rf WhaW LQSXW.´ (2015, 331)  

³IQ geQeUaO, WheUe aUe dLPLQLVhLQg UeWXUQV WR aQ LQSXW ZheQ aQ LQcUeaVe LQ Whe TXaQWLW\ Rf WhaW LQSXW, 
hROdLQg Whe TXaQWLW\ Rf aOO RWheU LQSXWV fL[ed, UedXceV WhaW LQSXW¶V PaUgLQaO SURdXcW. DXe WR 
diminishLQg UeWXUQV WR OabRU, Whe PaUgLQaO SURdXcW Rf OabRU cXUYe LV QegaWLYeO\ VORSed.´ (2015, 332)  

The cRQdLWLRQ ³hROdLQg Whe TXaQWLW\ Rf aOO RWheU LQSXWV fL[ed´ caQQRW be XQdeUVWRRd b\ aQ XQdeUgUadXaWe VWXdeQW 
since it is indicated using an impossible example.  
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[«] c. What is the marginal product of the first worker? The second worker? The third 
worker? Why does marginal product decline as the number of workers increases?´ 
(Krugman & Wells 2015, 353, our underlining.)  

 
In this case, as in the previous one (where equipment-capital-OaQd LQcOXded aOO RWheU LQSXWV), ³PaUgLQaO 
SURdXcW Rf OabRU´ VeePV WR deVLgQaWe Whe LQcUeaVe LQ Whe TXaQWLW\ Rf RXWSXW (fUR]eQ \RgXUW, heUe) WhaW 
arises from one additional unit of labor, DQG ³RI FRXUVH´ IURP DGGLWLRQDO XVHG TXDQWLWLHV RI DOO RWKHU LQSXWV 
(\RgXUW PL[, cXSV, aQd VR RQ). AQd ZheQ UeadLQg MaQNLZ¶V We[WbRRN, fRU e[aPSOe, Lf VWXdeQWV dR QRW 
guess that Caroline lives in an impossible world ² and how could it be otherwise? ² they cannot 
understand anything but this ill-defined concept of the marginal product of labor. Whether or not they 
believe that capital-factory-equipment-land includes all inputs but labor, they cannot understand that, in 
all those examples, the output increases after the use of an additional unit of labor holding the used 
quantity of all other inputs fixed, because, in all those examples, it is clearly impossible.   
 
This confusion is the reason why beginner students can end up believing that the marginal product of 
labor can be positive in the case of a fixed-proportions production function (such as that of a cookie or 
furniture frames factory, a farm, or a Frozen Yogurt shop). Hence, for these students, when the marginal 
product of labor is null ² as in Pindyck and RXbLQfeOd¶V e[aPSOe Rf ³UecRQVWUXcWLRQ Rf cRQcUeWe 
VLdeZaONV XVLQg MacNhaPPeUV´ (2018, 229) TXRWed abRYe ² LW caQ¶W be becaXVe Rf a fL[ed-proportions 
SURdXcWLRQ fXQcWLRQ, fRU LW LV SRVLWLYe LQ CaUROLQe¶V CRRNLe FacWRU\ (MaQNLZ 2015) RU LQ PLQd\cN aQd 
RubinfeOd¶V cORWhLQg facWRU\ (PLQd\cN & RXbLQfeOd 2018, 214 eW VTT.); Whe\ SURbabO\ WhLQN WhaW WhLV RQO\ 
occurs when the quantity of other inputs is not excessive.  
 
 
6. What can students possibly learn through impossible examples? The case of the law of 
diminishing marginal product  
 
Yet, at this stage of their reading, the beginner students will certainly think that the marginal product of 
aQ LQSXW LV Whe LQcUeaVe LQ Whe TXaQWLW\ Rf RXWSXW WhaW aULVeV fURP RQe addLWLRQaO XQLW Rf WhLV LQSXW, aQd ³Rf 
cRXUVe´ fURm additional used quantities of all other inputs, unless the quantity of (at least) one of these 
other inputs cannot be increased, in which case the marginal product of the input is null. What else 
could they possibly be thinking?  
 
And yet, it is not that cOeaU: aV a PaWWeU Rf facW, VXch a cRPSUeheQVLRQ dReV QRW e[SOaLQ MaQNLZ¶V WabOe 
1 (Mankiw 2015, 263)18 for it does not allow the marginal product of any input to be diminishing. This 
ill-defLQed cRQceSW Rf Whe PaUgLQaO SURdXcW ORRNV PRUe OLNe µUeWXUQV WR VcaOe¶ WhaQ OLNe µPaUgLQaO SURdXcW¶, 
since the used quantities of all inputs increase at the same time. Yet, as it appears in intermediate or 
advanced textbooks, the diminishing returns to scale is a knotty point, and cannot happen in models in 
which the production function reflects nothing but technology. As Mas-Colell, Whinston and Green put 
it:  
 

³It is important not to lose sight of the fact that the production set describes technology, 
QRW OLPLW RQ UeVRXUceV. IW caQ be aUgXed WhaW Lf aOO LQSXWV [«] aUe e[SOLcLWO\ accRXQWed fRU, 
then it should always be possible to replicate production. After all, we are not saying that 

 
18 Nor does it explain, among many others, PLQd\cN & RXbLQfeOd¶V WabOe 6.1 (2018, 215), MaWeeU & CRSSRcN¶V fLgXUe 
8.1 (2018, 253), or tables in Krugman & Wells (2015, 353).  
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doubling output is actually feasible, only that in principle it would be possible if all inputs 
[«] ZeUe dRXbOed.´ (1995, 134)19  

 
Hence, according to them, the usual explanation of diminishing returns to scale is the scarcity of (at 
least) one forgotten (Varian 2014, 360)20 RU µXQOLVWed¶ LQSXW:   
 

³In this view, which originated with Marshall and has been much emphasized by 
McKenzie (1959), decreasing returns must reflect the scarcity of an underlying, unlisted 
input of production.´ (MasColell, Whinston & Green 1995, 134)  

 
FRU Whe VaPe UeaVRQ, VaULaQ UegaUdV dLPLQLVhLQg UeWXUQV WR VcaOe aV ³a VhRUW-run phenomenon, with 
VRPeWhLQg beLQg heOd fL[ed´ (VaULaQ 2014, 360).21  
 
NeYeUWheOeVV, Lf Ze ORRN bacN aW MaQNLZ¶V WabOe 1, WhLV ZRXOd RQO\ e[Slain why the second worker added 
40 cookies to the total product, while one worker could produce 50: the reason could be an insufficient 
quantity of flour or a congestion of the oven or whatever. But, in this case, the third worker could not, 
however, produce any additional cookies, so that his marginal product must be zero, not 30 as in 
MaQNLZ¶V WabOe 1.22  
 
There is, however, an exception in the textbooks we examined: the case where the fixed, underlying, 
unlisted input is land. Krugman and Wells, for example, explain the diminishing returns through the 
e[aPSOe Rf GeRUge aQd MaUWha¶V faUP:  
 

³To grasp why diminishing returns can occur, think about what happens as George and 
Martha add more and more workers without increasing the number of acres of land. As 
the number of workers increases, the land is farmed more intensively and the number of 
bushels produced increases. But each additional worker is working with a smaller share 
of the 10 acres ² the fixed input ² than the previous worker. As a result, the additional 
ZRUNeU caQQRW SURdXce aV PXch RXWSXW aV Whe SUeYLRXV ZRUNeU. SR LW¶V QRW VXUSULVLQg WhaW 
the marginal product of the additional worker falls. 
  
The crucial point to emphasize about diminishing returns is that, like many propositions 
LQ ecRQRPLcV, LW LV aQ ³RWheU WhLQgV eTXaO´ SURSRVLWLRQ: each VXcceVVLYe XQLW Rf aQ LQSXW 
will raise production by less than the last if the quantity of all other inputs is held fixed.´ 
(Krugman & Wells 2015, 333)23  

 

 
19 VaULaQ Va\V aOPRVW Whe VaPe WhLQg LQ hLV LQWeUPedLaWe We[WbRRN: ³ThLV caVe [dLminishing returns to scale] is 
somewhat peculiar. If we get less than twice as much output from having twice as much of each input, we must 
be dRLQg VRPeWhLQg ZURQg. AfWeU aOO, Ze cRXOd MXVW UeSOLcaWe ZhaW Ze ZeUe dRLQg befRUe!´ (VaULaQ 2014, 360). ³If 
the firm has twice as much of each input, it can just set up two plants side by side and thereby get twice as much 
RXWSXW. WLWh WhUee WLPeV aV PXch Rf each LQSXW, LW caQ VeW XS WhUee SOaQWV, aQd VR RQ´ (VaULaQ 2014, 359).  

20 ³The XVXaO Za\ LQ ZhLch dLPLQLVhLQg UeWXUQV WR VcaOe aULVeV LV becaXVe Ze fRUgRW WR accRXQW fRU VRPe LQSXW.´ 
(Varian 2014, 360) 

21 IQ hLV adYaQced We[WbRRN, VaULaQ cOaLPV aOPRVW Whe VaPe WhLQg: ³IW WXUQV RXW WhaW LW caQ aOZa\V be aVVXPed WhaW 
decUeaVLQg UeWXUQV WR VcaOe LV dXe WR Whe SUeVeQce Rf VRPe fL[ed LQSXW´ (VaULaQ 1992, 16).  

22 AQd MaWeeU & CRSSRcN¶V fLgXUe 8.1 (2018, 253) RU PLQd\cN & RXbLQfeOd¶V WabOe 6.1 (2018, 215), fRU e[aPSOe, aUe 
problematic for the very same reasons.  

23 We fLQd aOPRVW Whe VaPe e[aPSOe LQ VaULaQ¶V LQWeUPedLaWe We[WbRRN (VaULaQ 2014, 357).  
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IW LV WheQ RbYLRXV WhaW ³aOO RWheU LQSXWV´ PeaQV QRW RQO\ ³Whe fL[ed LQSXW´ OaQd, bXW aOVR VeedV, feUWLOL]eU, 
tools, or agricultural machines, etc., the used quantities of which must necessarily increase unless, 
again, the marginal product of labor is soon to be negligible.24 ³FL[ed´ heUe PeaQV WZR dLffeUeQW WhLQgV: 
the fixed quantity of land which is farmed more and more intensively, and the fixed, but sufficient, 
quantities of all other inputs for the number of bushels produced to increase. Here beginner students 
who were taught the Ricardian theory of rent surely, and unfortunately, will not see the difference 
between the law of diminishing marginal product of labor in neoclassical theory and the diminishing 
UeWXUQ RQ OaQd ZhLch geQeUaWeV UeQW LQ RLcaUdR¶V Principles (2001 [1821]).25  
 
But beyond the fact that land is a somewhat particular input, all this takes us very far indeed from what 
diminishing marginal product of labor means in neoclassical theory.   
 
 
7. What can students possibly learn through impossible examples? The case of distribution of 
revenue  
 
Marginal product is a key concept of neo-classical economics, for, in the perfect competition model, it 
deWeUPLQeV LQSXWV¶ dePaQdV (Whe TXaQWLWLeV chRVeQ b\ a cRPSeWLWLYe SURfLW-maximizing firm are such 
WhaW Whe YaOXe Rf Whe LQSXW¶V PaUgLQaO SURdXcW eTXaOV Whe LQSXW¶V UeaO SULce). IW LV WheQ a cRUe cRQceSW Rf 
neoclassical distribution theory, the so-caOOed µPaUgLQaO SURdXcWLYLW\ WheRU\ Rf LQcRPe dLVWULbXWLRQ¶ 
(McConnel, Brue & Flynn 2018, chapter 16, 6th VecWLRQ¶V WLWOe, 325), LQ ZhLch Whe SULce Rf each LQSXW 
equals its marginal productivity. This is generally what appears in the chapter Rf begLQQeUV¶ We[WbRRNV 
ZhLch deaOV ZLWh ³Whe PaUNeWV fRU Whe facWRUV Rf SURdXcWLRQ´,26 which students read thinking that marginal 
productivity of an input is the increase in the quantity of output that arises from one additional unit of 
that input, DQG ³RI FRXUVH´ IURP DGGLWLRQDO XVHG TXDQWLWLHV RI DOO RWKHU LQSXWV.  
 
Yet, concerning the presentation of distribution theory, using impossible examples to explain marginal 
product has two unfortunate pedagogical consequences, consequences that are all the more 
unfortunate that they happen to be conflicting. On the one hand, (i) it leads to an absurd, and sometimes 
inconsistent, income distribution theory; on the other hand, (ii) it (more or less explicitly) encourages 
students to interpret our world through this dubious theory without further questioning.  
  
i. Our beginner students, to whom the concept of the marginal product (most of the time, labor) has 

been presented through examples with a fixed-proportion production function and excess quantities 
of all inputs (except labor), must surely be thinking that an additional unit of labor leads to something 
similar to the consequences of the withdrawal of one unit of factor, to which Hicks draws attention 
in the following passage:  

 
24 This is the one issue on which we would disagree with Moseley (2015).  

25 FRU LW VeePV WR be ZhaW LV deVcULbed LQ WhLV SaVVage (aPRQg RWheUV): ³IW RfWeQ, aQd, LQdeed, cRPPRQO\ haSSeQV, 
that before No. 2, 3, 4, or 5, or the inferior lands are cultivated, capital can be employed more productively on 
those lands which are already in cultivation. It may perhaps be found, that by doubling the original capital employed 
on No. 1, though the produce will not be doubled, will not be increased by 100 quarters, it may be increased by 
eighty-five quarters, and that this quantity exceeds what could be obtained by employing the same capital, on land 
No. 3. In such a case, capital will be preferably employed on the old land, and will equally create a rent; for rent is 
always the difference between the produced obtained by employment of WZR eTXaO TXaQWLWLeV Rf caSLWaO aQd OabRXU.´ 
(Ricardo 2001 [1821], 42)  

26 ThLV LV Whe WLWOe Rf MaQNLZ¶V (2015, 373) chaSWeU 18; Whe WLWOe Rf chaSWeU 19 LQ KUXgPaQ & WeOOV (2015, 543) LV 
³FacWRU MaUNeWV aQd Whe DLVWULbXWLRQ Rf IQcRPe´; Whe WLWOe Rf chaSWeU 14 in Pindyck & Rubinfeld (2018, 543) is 
³MaUNeWV fRU FacWRU IQSXWV´.  
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³If Whe SURSRUWLRQV aUe fL[ed, WheQ [«] Whe ZLWhdUaZaO Rf RQe XQLW ZLOO Oead WR a faU gUeaWeU 
diminution in the product that can fairly be attributed to that unit alone, since its 
removal put corresponding units of other factors out of action. If all the factors were 
paid according to their marginal products calculated in this second manner, their total 
pay would undoubtedly be far in excess of the value of the goods they produced. 
Which is absurd.´ (Hicks 1932, 81)  

 
For example, if returns to scale are constant, and if we choose units of measure so that the quantity 
of each of the n inputs needed to produce one unit of output equals 1, if the quantities of n ± 1 inputs 
are sufficiently excessive, then an additional unit of the nth input will lead to the production of an 
additional unit of output. If we calculate the marginal product of each input in this manner, for each 
unit of output produced, the total pay for inputs will be n times greater than the total product!27 28   
 
This ill-defined concept is also clearly inconsistent with the normative content of the marginal 
productivity theory of distribution, be it implicit ² as when Mankiw speaks about the marginal product 
Rf a facWRU aV ³LWV PaUgLQaO contribution WR Whe SURdXcWLRQ Rf gRRdV aQd VeUYLceV´ (MaQNLw 2015, 390, 
emphasis added) ² or explicit ² aV LQ McCRQQeO, BUXe aQd FO\QQ 2018, ZhLch cOaLPV: ³IQ WhLV 
marginal productivity theory of income distribution, income is distributed according to 
cRQWULbXWLRQ WR VRcLeW\¶V RXWSXW´, aQd ³TR each accRUdLQg WR Whe YaOXe Rf ZhaW he RU Vhe cUeaWeV´ 
(McConnel, Brue & Flynn 2018, 325). For, when inputs are complements, their physical productive 
contributions are impossible to disentangle: it is obviously impossible to separate out the productive 
contribution of each input.29  

  
ii. Explaining marginal product and factor prices through impossible examples presented as if they 

were real-world examples make students believe that the theory by and large reflects the world in 
which they live, whereas it is in fact almost impossible to find real-world examples of positive 
marginal (physical) product. This illusion is implicitly reinforced given that the marginal product 
theory of distribution generally appears at the end of a presentation where the invented impossible 
examples ² ³SLaP SRXSV´ (McCRQQeO, BUXe & FO\QQ 2018, 321 eW VT.), aQ aSSOe SURdXceU (MaQNLZ 
2015, 374 et sqq.), and so on ² through which it is explained are entangled with boxes full of 
empirical data. But authors can also make it absolutely clear, as do Krugman and Wells in the 
following passage:  

 
³It leads us to the marginal productivity theory of income distribution, which says 
that each factor is paid the value of the output generated by the last unit of that factor 

 
27 Of course, the problem remains even if only a few factors are considered. For example, Krugman & Wells (2015, 
544) sometimes consider four of them (land, labor, physical capital or capital, human capital), and sometimes only 
two (labor and capital), which is still (at least) one too many.   

28 In the first decade of the 20th century, Hobson formulated this kind of argument ² of excessive total factor 
payments ² to criticize the marginal productivity theory of distribution, as for example in Hobson 1900; this is 
VWUeVVed b\ MaQdOeU (1999, 21), ZhR VXSSRUWV HRbVRQ¶V cULWLcLVP XVLQg Whe e[aPSOe Rf a LeRQWLeY SURdXcWLRQ 
function.   

29 According to Pullen (2010), this theoretical problem, calOed Whe µdLVeQWaQgOePeQW SURbOeP¶, LV ZeOO NQRZQ, aW 
OeaVW VLQce HRbVRQ¶V cULWLcLVP Rf Whe PaUgLQaO SURdXcW WheRU\ Rf dLVWULbXWLRQ (fRU e[aPSOe LQ HRbVRQ 1972 [1900] RU 
Hobson 1969 [1910]), and persists ² even if it is less obvious ² when inputs are substitutes, since the increase 
in the total product that occurs after the employment of one additional unit of an input is seldom a monocausal 
phenomenon.   
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employed in the factor market as a whole ² its equilibrium value of the marginal 
product.   
 
To understand why the marginal productivity theory of income distribution is important, 
look back at Figure 19-1 [2015, 546], which shows the factor distribution of income in 
the United States [in 2013], and ask yourself this question: who or what decided that 
labor would get 66% of total U.S. income? Why not 90% or 50%?   
 
The answer, according to the marginal productivity theory of income distribution, is 
WhaW Whe dLYLVLRQ Rf LQcRPe aPRQg Whe ecRQRP\¶V facWRUV Rf SURdXcWLRQ LVQ¶W aUbLWUaU\: 
LW LV deWeUPLQed b\ each facWRU¶V PaUgLQaO SURdXcWLYLW\ aW Whe ecRQRP\¶V eTXLOLbULXP. 
The wage rate earned by all workers in the economy is equal to the increase in the 
value of output generated by the last worker employed in the economy-wide labor 
market.´ (Krugman & Wells 2015, 555)30   

 
 
8. Conclusion  
 

³[I]n economics nothing is more important than teaching, because, as Galbraith senior 
once observed, economics is primarily a teaching profession. This makes economics 
pedagogy a natural starting point for an analysis both of how economics went so horribly 
wrong and of how it might be made less a facilitator of human disaster in the future.´ 
(Fullbrook 2009, 17)  

 
IQ SUeVeQWLQg aQd e[SOaLQLQg Whe PaUgLQaO SURdXcW, aXWhRUV Rf begLQQeUV¶ We[WbRRNV geQeUaOO\ XVe ZhaW 
we call impossible examples. In doing so, as we have shown, they instil misconceptions about 
neoclassical theory: since beginner students are never told and cannot possibly guess the nature of 
these examples, they can only acquire an ill-defined conception of marginal product, e.g. that the 
marginal product of an input designates the increase in the quantity of output that arises from one 
addLWLRQaO XQLW Rf WhLV LQSXW, aQd ³Rf cRXUVe´ fURP addLWLRQaO XVed TXaQWLWLeV Rf aOO RWheU LQSXWV. 
Furthermore, not only is this ill-defined concept inconsistent with the diminution of what is alleged to be 
the marginal product of an input, but it leads to an absurd income distribution theory where, as Hicks 
SXW LW, Whe VXP Rf Whe LQcRPeV ³ZRXOd XQdRXbWedO\ be faU LQ e[ceVV Rf Whe YaOXe Rf Whe gRRdV Whe\ 
SURdXced´ (HLcNV 1932, 81). Consequently, the most motivated students ² those who try hard to 
understand ² PXVW aW OeaVW eQd XS cRQfXVed, Lf Whe\ dRQ¶W LQdeed cRQcOXde WhaW Whe WheRU\ LV abVXUd RU 
logically inconsistent: which would be a pity given the way this theory was originally built. Anyhow, there 
is no way for the beginner students to understand the theory that these examples are allegedly designed 
WR SUeVeQW. IQ Whe chaSWeUV Rf begLQQeUV¶ We[WbRRNV deaOLQg ZLWh Whe SURdXcWLRQ SURceVV aQd Whe PaUNeW 
for factors of production, they are taught nothing but a fake and inconsistent version of neoclassical 
theory.  
 
ThXV, RXU e[aPLQaWLRQ Rf begLQQeUV¶ We[WbRRNV VhRZV WhaW, XQOLNe Whe XVe Rf RWheU W\SeV Rf e[aPSOeV 
(Jallais 2018), the use of impossible ones is an aberration, at least from a pedagogical point of view.   
 
Let us recall what Krugman and Wells (2015) claim:  
 

 
30 AW Whe eQd Rf Whe chaSWeU, Whe\ cRQcOXde WhaW ³Whe PaUgLQaO SURdXcWLYLW\ WheRU\ Rf LQcRPe dLVWULbXWLRQ is not a 
SeUfecW deVcULSWLRQ Rf hRZ facWRU LQcRPeV aUe deWeUPLQed bXW WhaW LW ZRUNV SUeWW\ ZeOO´ (KUXgPaQ & WeOOV 2015, 
562).  
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³Chapters build intuition through realistic examples. In every chapter, we use real-world 
examples, stories, applications, and case studies to teach the core concepts and motivate 
student learning. The best way to introduce concepts and reinforce them is through real-
ZRUOd e[aPSOeV; VWXdeQWV VLPSO\ UeOaWe PRUe eaVLO\ WR WheP. [«] We XVe a fOXLd aQd 
friendly writing style to make concepts accessible and, whenever possible, we use 
examples that are familiar to students.´ (Krugman & Wells, 2015, xix, our emphasis)  

 
But instead of using realistic examples to explain why the marginal product of labor (or of any other 
input) is null whenever inputs are complements ² which even a beginner student can easily understand 
² they choose examples with inputs which present a fake concept of the marginal product, hiding the 
fact that the marginal productivity theory of the demand for factors does not apply in the case of fixed 
proportion production functions.   
 
Why? Why do authors of beginner textbooks choose to teach a fake and inconsistent version of 
neoclassical theory? What pedagogical or epistemological principle can support such a practice? Do 
Whe\ dR WhLV becaXVe Whe\ caQ¶W fLnd any real-world examples that fit the concept or the law? If so, why 
not tell the students? Or why not at least replace these impossible examples by abstract or imaginary 
ones? The mystery remains.   
  
Almost 70 years since Joan Robinson pointed this out, LW VeePV WhaW ³Whe SURdXcWLRQ fXQcWLRQ´ LV VWLOO ³a 
SRZeUfXO LQVWUXPeQW Rf PLVedXcaWLRQ´ (RRbLQVRQ, 1953-4, 81). For this way of teaching economics is 
Whe e[acW RSSRVLWe Rf ZhaW LV geQeUaOO\ e[SecWed fURP a XQLYeUVLW\ edXcaWLRQ, e.g. ³Whe WUaLQLQg Rf Whe 
VWXdeQW LQ cULWLcaO WhLQNLQg´31 aV FUeQch ecRQRPLcV SURfeVVRUV SXW LW ZheQ aQVZeULQg Whe VWXdeQWV¶ 
SeWLWLRQ ZhLch LQLWLaWed Whe ³SRVW-aXWLVWLc´ ecRQRPLcV PRYePeQW LQ JXQe 2000 (FXOObURRN, 2003, 1-9).  
 
This particular way of excluding critical thinking ² by teaching a fake and inconsistent version of the 
neoclassical theory of the competitive firm and of distribution through impossible examples ² is quite 
different from the many other ways of excluding critical thinking that have been identified by these 
movements.32 HeQce LW VeePV WR XV WhaW Ze haYe fRXQd a QeZ ³cOXe aV WR hRZ bRWh Whe ecRQRPLcV 
profession and the public which it educates became so ignorant, misinformed, and unobservant of how 
ecRQRPLeV ZRUN LQ Whe UeaO ZRUOd´ ² a clue which Fullbrook (2009, 17) invited us to seek33 ² since, on 
the one hand, beginner textbooks are the most widely used and, on the other, this pedagogical practice 
leads people to interpret our world by means of concepts and theories they are not aware of misusing.  
 
Hence, until the relevant authors explain themselves, or until they change their way of teaching 
economic concepts, laws, and theories, we must continue to warn beginner students, following Hill and 
M\aWW, WhaW LW ³LV QRW eQRXgh´ WR ³VWXd\ a cRQYeQWLRQaO textbook (and to solve the multiple choice 
TXeVWLRQV WhaW VXSSRVedO\ WeVW XQdeUVWaQdLQg Rf Whe VXbMecW)´; WhaW Whe\ ³Qeed WR Uead ZLWh a cULWLcaO e\e, 
aQd WR QRWe ZhaW LV RPLWWed [«] ZhaW LV XQVXSSRUWed´ (HLOO aQd M\aWW, 2010, 254);  aQd, Rf cRXUVe, WhaW 
they must recognize what is inconsistent, whether this be in the explanation of a law, between a concept 
and an example, between two examples, or between two alleged pieces of the same theory.  

 
31 ³TZR fXQdaPeQWaO feaWXUeV Rf XQLYeUVLW\ edXcaWLRQ VhRXOd be Whe dLYeUVLW\ Rf Whe VWXdeQW¶V degUee cRXUVe aQd 
the training of the VWXdeQW LQ cULWLcaO WhLQNLQg´ (³The FUeQch PURfeVVRU PeWLWLRQ´, in Fullbrook Edward (ed.), 2003. 
The Crisis in Economics. The post-autistic economics movement: the first 600 days. Routledge. London, p. 17)  

32 See for example Fullbrook 2003 & 2009, Collectif Peps Économie 2013, http://www.isipe.net/, 
http://www.rethinkeconomics.org/, Reardon 2009 & 2015.  

33 Although we did not find this in the textbook by Mankiw that Fullbrook invited us to explore, it was present in all 
the best-UaQNed PLcURecRQRPLcV We[WbRRNV fRU begLQQeU VWXdeQWV (LQcOXdLQg MaQNLZ¶V).  
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Annex 
 
I. GoodreadV¶ rankingV   

 
https://www.goodreads.com/ (accessed 22 March 2019)  
The top microeconomics books   
 
1. Robert S. Pindyck & Daniel L. Rubinfeld, Microeconomics, 1989  
2. Paul Krugman & Robin Wells, Microeconomics, 2004  
3. Gregory Mankiw, Principles of Microeconomics, 1997  
4. Jeffrey M. Perloff, Microeconomics, 1998  
5. Andreu Mas-Colell, Michael D. Whinston, Jerry R. Green,  Microeconomic Theory, 1995  
6. Hal R. Varian, Intermediate Microeconomics : A modern Approach, 1987  
7. A.Koutsoyiannis, Modern Microeconomics, 1975  
8. Paul Samuelson & William Nordhaus, Microeconomics, 1989  
9. Michael Parkin, Microeconomics, 1990  
10. Robert Frank, Microeconomics and Behavior, 2006  
11. Hal R. Varian, Microeconomic analysis, 1980  

 
Popular microeconomics books ranking   
This ranking is slightly different from the previous list. If we choose to narrow this list to academic 
authors and textbooks (with microeconomics in the title), the ranking goes:   
 
1. Pindyck (Microeconomics)  
2. Mas-Colell (Microeconomic theory)  
3. Mankiw (Principles)  
4. Varian (Intermediate)  
5. Varian (Microeconomic analysis)  
6. Nicholson (Microeconomic theory)  
7. Koutsoyiannis (Modern Microeconomics)  
8. Ichiishi (Microeconomic theory)  
9. Kreps (Microeconomic foundations) : notes on the theory of choice is prior in the general 

ranking, and a course in microeconomic theory is 3 ranks below) 10. Jehle (Advanced 
microeconomic theory)  

  
II. Bookauthority   

 
https://bookauthority.org/ (accessed 22 March 2019)   
 
The best microeconomics books  
BookAuthority ranking was narrowed (excluding business books or macroeconomic books which 
figured in the ranking)   
 
1. Lee Coppock & Dirk Mateer, Principles of Microeconomics (ranked 16th again)  
2. Campbell R. McConnell, Stanley L. Brue, Sean Masaki Flynn, Microeconomics with Connect  
3. Felix Munoz-Garcia, Advanced Microeconomic Theory : an intuitive approach with examples  
4. Paul Krugman & Robin Wells, Microeconomics (Canadian edition, with Iris Au & Jack 

Parkinson, ranked 13th ; ranked 17th)  
5. R. GOeQQ HXbbaUd & AQWhRQ\ PaWULcN O¶BULeQ, Microeconomics (ranked again 14th)  
6. Daron Acemoglu, David Laibson & John List, Microeconomics  
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7. Gregory Mankiw, Principles of Microeconomics, 7th edition (6th edition « with coursemate » 
is ranked 8th, and the 7th is ranked again 9th)  

8. Astan Goolsbee, Steven Levitt, Chad Syverson, Microeconomics  
9. Eric Chiang, Microeconomics  
10. Neva Goodwin, Jonathan Harris, Julie Nelson, Biran Roach, Microeconomics in context  

 
III. Amazon bestsellers  

 
https://www.amazon.com/ (accessed 22 March 2019)  
 
The best sellers in microeconomics list (narrowed down to microeconomic textbooks):   
 

1. McConnell, Brue & Flynn, Microeconomics  
2. Mankiw, Principles of Microeconomics  
3. Krugman & Wells, Microeconomics  
4. Pindyck & Rubinfeld, Microeconomics  
5. Coppock & Mateer, Principles of microeconomics  
6. Cowen & Tabarrock, Modern Principles of Microeconomics   
7. Frank, Principles of microeconomics  
8. Chiang, Microeconomics : Principles for a Changing World  
9. Varian, Workouts in Intermediate Microeconomics  
10. Baumol, Microeconomics : Principles and Policy  
11. Mas-Colell, Whinston & Green, Microeconomic Theory  
12. Goolsbee, Microeconomics  
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