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PRICING THE PRICELESS

While large literatures have separately examined the history of the environ-
mental movement, government planning, and modern economics, Pricing 
the Priceless triangulates on all three. Offering the first book-length study of 
the history of modern environmental economics, it uncovers the unlikely role 
economists played in developing tools and instruments in support of environ-
mental preservation. While economists were, and still are, seen as scientists 
who argue in favour of extracting natural resources, H. Spencer Banzhaf shows 
how some economists by the 1960s turned tools and theories used in defense 
of development into arguments in defense of the environment. Engaging with 
widely recognized names, such as John Muir, and major environmental disas-
ters such as the Exxon Valdez oil spill, he offers a detailed examination of the 
environment and explains how economics came to enter the field in a new way 
that made it possible to be “on the side” of the environment.

H. Spencer Banzhaf is Professor of Agricultural and Resource Economics at 
North Carolina State University (NCSU) and the director of the Center for 
Environmental and Resource Economic Policy. In addition to his role at 
NCSU, he is a fellow at the National Bureau of Economic Research (NBER) 
and the Property and Environment Research Center. He also serves as an edi-
tor of the Review of Environmental Economics and Policy and on the advisory 
board of the Environmental Defense Fund. He is the author of over seventy 
books and articles.
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HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVES ON MODERN ECONOMICS

Series Editor: Professor Harro Maas, Walras-Pareto Centre for the History 
of Economic and Political Thought, University of Lausanne

�is series contains original works that challenge and enlighten historians of 
economics. For the profession as a whole, it promotes better understanding of 
the origin and content of modern economics
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This book has taken longer to write than I care to admit. It really began over 

twenty years ago, when I was a graduate student. From that time to today, 

my university mentors have been a continued inspiration to me. Neil De 

Marchi, to whom this book is dedicated, first inspired me to a career in 

scholarship. Through many conversations over the years, he helped steer 

me on the course that led to this book. Kerry Smith has read and reread 

the material in this book numerous times and provided priceless feedback. 

Together, I could not have asked for a better combination of mentorship in 

history and environmental economics.

The book draws on previously published work, although substantially 

revised and reconfigured. Portions of Chapters 2, 3, and 6 draw on “The 

Environmental Turn in Natural Resource Economics: John Krutilla and 

‘Conservation Reconsidered’,” Journal of the History of Economic Thought 

44(1), 2019, pp. 27–46. Chapters 3 and 4 draw on “Consumer Surplus with 

Apology: A Historical Perspective on Non-Market Valuation and Recreation 

Demand,” Annual Review of Resource Economics 2, 2010, pp. 183–207. 

Chapter 7 draws on “The Cold War Origins of the Value of Statistical Life 

(VSL),” Journal of Economic Perspectives 28(4), 2014, pp. 213–26. Chapter 

8 draws on “Objective or Multi-objective? Two Historically Competing 

Visions for Benefit-Cost Analysis,” Land Economics 85(1), 2009, pp. 1–23. 

Finally, Chapter 9 draws on “Constructing Markets: Environmental 

Economics and the Contingent Valuation Controversy,” in The Age of the 

Applied Economist: The Transformation of Economics since the 1970s, ed. by 

R. Backhouse and B. Cherrier, History of Political Economy 49(s), Durham, 

NC: Duke University Press, 2017, pp. 213–39. I thank these publishers for 

permission to republish from these works.

Along the way, I received help from many people. I’m especially grate-

ful for comments and suggestions from Roger Backhouse, Nathalie Berta, 
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