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In The Price of Everything, Eduardo Porter, has written an insightful, stimulating and often amusing book on prices. The subjective theory of value, which is the foundation of modern economics―it replaced Marx’s objective labor theory of value well over a hundred years ago―posits that the value consumers place on things is most accurately reflected in the prices they are willing to pay.  Thus, prices provide a reliable guide to individual preferences, and thereby, explain much of human behavior. In a scintillating narrative, Porter shows his readers the ubiquitous role that price plays in human life with chapters as beguiling as their titles; the price of life, the price of happiness, the price of women, the price of work, the price of faith, etc.  In his monograph, Porter insightfully reveals not only how prices are determined, but what they disclose about human behavior. 
 In his narrative, Porter, using economic concepts, provides perceptive commentary on how prices are determined in various markets.  For example, the reader will learn how the airline industry employs “price discrimination”—charging different prices to different customers in order to increase revenue.   Airlines use the Saturday-night stay rule for super saver fares in order to segment the market into business travelers and tourists.  Thus, Business travelers who want to be home on the weekends can’t take advantage of the lower ticket prices, while the more cost-conscious tourists pay less by availing themselves of the super saver tickets.  The author gives many more fascinating examples of this often used pricing mechanism.  
Not surprisingly, sometimes consumers are duped by businesses.  The author gives several examples of this in his monograph.  One instance is in printing, where firms profit by selling cheap printers—sometimes below cost—but expensive ink.  Accordingly, the consumer is misled as to what they are actually paying to print.  The author wryly notes that according to PC World analysis, 90 percent of printing is done using ink that costs $4,371 per gallon.  Making matters worse the out-of-ink warning on some printers comes on when the cartridge is still 40 percent full.          
Throughout the text, Porter illustrates how prices are strong motivating forces, especially when distorted prices steer decision making in the wrong direction.  Speculative bubbles are the prime example of distorted prices, and the author, in describing then recent dot-com (tech) and housing bubbles, adroitly illustrates the dynamics of irrational euphoria that inflate prices beyond reason. Porter includes Keynes’ description of the psychology of speculation from The General Theory of Employment, Interest and Money in this section on “failed prices.”  Porter also introduces Thorstein Veblen’s notion of “conspicuous consumption”—the purchasing of expensive baubles for mere ostentation—as a motivating force and gives several interesting examples of pricing based on this notion.  These are but two examples of the author’s artful sprinkling of some history of economic thought in his narrative.  

Eduardo Porter has written a riveting narrative about how prices are determined and how they function as a motivating factor in human behavior.  The Price of Everything, besides being a highly entertaining book, provides readers with information that is certain to make them wiser consumers.                            
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