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DISCUSSION CASES 

Who Owns the Moon? 

Consider the follOwing thought experiment to as
sess your understanding of property rights. In July 
1969 astronaut Neil Armstrong became the first 
human being to walk on the moon. As Armstrong 
jumped to the surface, he offered the famous de
scription: "One short step for a man, one giant leap 
for mankind." Does anyone own the moon? Could 
anyone ever come to own the moon? What would it 
take to own a planet? Could the United States argue 
that, because it was the first country to travel to the 
moon, and because the United States "claimed" it, 
the moon belongs to the United States? Suppose 
that, instead of unfurling an American flag, Arm
strong staked his claim with the Armstrong family 
flag, announcing that he was claiming this unowned 
land for his family. Would Neil Armstrong own the 
moon? How could land that is unowned first come 
to be owned? 

John Locke argued that land comes to be owned 
when someone mixes their labor with it as long as 
there is "enough and as good" remaining for others. 
Whose labor was mixed with the moon? Do all tax
payers have an equal claim on moon ownership? 
What about citizens of other countries who did not 
have an opportunity to participate in the lunar 
landing? Is there enough and as good remaining for 
them? Or is the moon something that shouldn't be 
owned at all? What would this mean? 

Already there have been discussions about min
ing the moon for minerals. How should we decide 
the proper, ethical use of the moon? 
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