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“At” versus “of”
These prepositions are difficult. These are both appropriate ways to 
describe MC:

“The marginal cost of the 3rd unit”•
“The marginal cost at 3 units”•

If we choose 3 units of something, then we are “at” the horizontal 
position of 3 on the graph. We then face some marginal cost, which is 
the marginal cost of the 3rd unit.*

* You might wonder why the marginal cost we face is not the MC of the 
4th unit. After all, if we already have 3, adding one more would mean 
adding a 4th. That is also be a reasonable way to think about the 
problem. However, there is a reason why you will almost always 
hear/see me say/write “at” instead of “of”: it eliminates the ambiguity 
when dealing with choices about continuous variables. For choices 
about continuous variables, the height of the marginal cost curve at any 
quantity chosen is the slope of the total cost curve. Because we do not 
care about whole numbers, it does not matter whether that is the cost 
of the unit that got us to that point or the next unit after that point. In 
fact, we can talk about the MC of changes smaller than 1. For a change 
in Q of, say, 0.0001, the MC of the last 0.0001 and of the next 0.0001 
are closer in value on average than when we think about larger changes 
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are closer in value on average than when we think about larger changes 
in Q (like 1). The smaller the changes in Q get, the closer and closer the 
MC of those changes get to each other. This is why the distinction does 
not matter. Hey! You just learned calculus!
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