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Discussion Questions for Week 4 
 

Intellectual Property 
 
1.  How long should copyright last beyond the death of the owner.  Suppose 
Shakespeare’s heirs still owned the copyrights to Hamlet, would that be desirable?  More 
recently, should the heirs of Steig Larsson retain the royalties from The Girl with the 
Dragon Tattoo trilogy?   What would be the economic consequences of extending 
copyright durations far beyond the death of the owner?   
 
2.  The case of State Street Bank and Trust Company v. Signature Financial Group 
(1998) allowed a patent on a “business practice”.  In the wake of this case several other 
such practices have been patented including Amazon’s “one click” ordering and 
Priceline’s reverse auction.  Is the ability to patent such “inventions” socially desirable? 
 
3.  The case of Sony v. Universal was an important first finding about electronic copying 
of movies and other artistic works.  Explain the finding in this case and describe how, if 
at all, it should be extended to more modern forms of electronic copying.  
 
4.  The case of Standard Fashion Company v. Magrane-Houston Co. (1922) has been 
frequently discussed as the major predecessor to modern cases involving “network 
externalities”.  What were the facts in this case?  Was it correctly decided?  Why is the 
case regarded as being in many ways similar to antitrust cases brought against Microsoft? 
 
5.  Some scientists worry about biotechnology patents creating an “anti-commons” in 
which holding patents on gene fragments may deter scientific advances.  Some of the 
issues in this area are discussed in a brief article on the Monsanto case on the website.  
After reading this article you should be able to answer whether you agree with the 
findings of this case and whether it will help to ameliorate the anti-commons problem in 
biotechnology. 
 
6.  If a reward system were substituted for some patents many of the allocational harms 
of patents would be ameliorated.  How should such a reward system be structured?  How 
would the size of rewards be determined? 
 


