
 

 

 

Pondering Externalities 
 

Externalities always involve a dispute about who has which rights. For example, the 
owner of Le Chic was claiming a private property right to use his property as he 
wanted. The neighbors, on the other hand, were claiming a right to not have their 
property rights invaded by a use which impacted their private property rights. 

 
 
Please consider and discuss these questions in your group, then write responses on 
the left side of your notebook. 
 
1) Which of the following actions generate negative externalities that also create 

social problems? 
a) Tossing peanut shells on the sidewalk. 
b) Tossing peanut shells on the floor at an Astros game. 
c) Dropping a candy wrapper on the sidewalk. 
d) Dropping confetti from an office building during a downtown parade. 
e) Setting off loud fireworks on Independence Day. 

 
2) Have you ever heard a teacher, administrator, or another student ruing the 

slovenliness of Klein Oak students upon viewing the commons after lunch? Lest 
you think you are part of a wretched generation, consider the words of ancient 
Greek philosopher Aristotle (circa 350 BC): 

 
What is common to many is taken the least care of, for all men have 
greater regard for what is their own than for what they possess in 
common with others. 
 

Economists call this problem, believe it or not, “the tragedy of the 
commons.” Let’s take a closer look. 
 
a) What rights do students at Klein Oak think they are buying when they buy a 

chicken nugget box? 
i) Do these rights include the right to leave the remains on the table? 
ii) Is it possible that different students view this differently? 
iii) What actions of our administration might contribute to the notion that 

one purchases the right to leave remains on the table? 
b) Who gets the benefit and who bears the cost when a student leaves the 

remains of his chicken nugget box on the table at lunch? 



 

 

c) Can you suggest any measures that might reduce the amount of debris left 
behind after lunch? 

 
3) What are the property rights claims that are in conflict in each of the cases 

described below? 
a) Owners of motorcycles want to remove their mufflers to obtain more 

efficient engine performance, but the law limits the noise that any 
motorcycle may emit. 

b) A group wants to prohibit billboards along rural highways, but farmers claim 
they have a right to erect any kind of sign they want on their own property. 

c) A Missouri state legislator introduced a bill making it a crime to blow your 
nose in a loud or offensive manner in a restaurant. 

d) A Connecticut state legislator proposed a bill that would ban the throwing of 
rice at weddings on the grounds that uncooked rice is unhealthful for birds. 

e) Restaurant owners want to exclude people whose dress doesn’t satisfy 
certain standards. 
 

4) History books often lament the destruction of the great herds of bison that 
roamed the western prairies prior to the arrival of white men. 
a) Why were so many white men willing to shoot these animals and leave their 

meat and hide to rot? Wasn’t this highly wasteful? Why did so many people 
apparently place such a high value on a moment of sport as to kill these 
animals for no other reason than the excitement of it? [Or did they?] 

b) Who bore the costs when a hunter shot a bison or “buffalo” from the window 
of a passing train? 

c) Was the near extinction of the buffalo an irreversible act? Or could we 
bring those huge herds of buffalo back within a few years if the proper 
incentives existed? 

d) What is the animal that has replaced the buffalo on the western prairies? 
Why do they not suffer the same fate as the buffalo? 

 
 
 
 
 
 


