




Darwin's Drearnpond (199!i);tells of the devastating effects of 
introducing the Nile perch into Lake Victoria: the amazing 
species flock of cichlid fish was, nearly extinguished in a few 
years, a catastrophic loss for biologists, but not necessarily for ' 
the people who lived on its shores and who now could supple­
ment their subsistence diet with the bounties of a new fisheri 
Goldschmidt also tells, however, of a similar cultural effect: the 
extinction of traditional SukUma baskets. 

These watertight baskets were woven by women and used at 
celebrations as vessels for consuming vast quantities ofpombe, 
a millet beer .... Blades of grass dyed with manganese were 
woven into the baskets in geometric patterns with a symbolic . 
Significance. It wasn't always possible to find out what the pat­
terns meant because the arrival of the mazabethi-the alu­
minum dishes named after Queen Elizabeth that had been 
introduced on a large scale under British rule-had signified 
the end of the masonzo culture. I spoke to an old woman in a 
little village who, after more than thirty years, was still 
incensed about the mazabethi .. .. "Sisi wanawake, we 
women, we used to weave baskets while sitting around and 
chatting with each other. I don't see anything wrong with that. 
Each woman did her best to make the most beautiful basket 
possible. The mazabethi put an end to all that. [p.39] 

Even more sad, I think, is the effect reported of the intro­
duction of steel axes to the Panare Indians of Venezuela. "In 
the past, when stone axes were used, various individuals came 
together and worked communally to fell trees for a new gar­
den. With the introduction of the steel ax, however, one man 
can clear a garden by himself ... collaboration is no longer 
mandatory nor particular:?y frequent" (emphasis added, 
Katharine Milton, "Civilization and Its Discontents," Natural 
History, March, 1992, pp. 37-42.) , 

These people lose their traditional "web of cooperative inter­
dependence," and they alsooJ.ose a great deal of the knowle<Ige 
they have amassed over centuries, of the fauna and flora of their 
own world. Often their very languages are extinguished, in a gen­
eration or two. l'hese are greilt losses, without any doubt. But 
what policies should we adopt regarding them? . 

First, we should take note of the obvious: when traditional 
cultures encounter Western culture, the traditionalists enthu­
siastically adopt almost all the new practices, the new tools, 

. ·the new ways. Why? Because they know what they have 
always desired, valued, wished for, and they find that these 
novelties are better means 'to their own ends than their old 
ways. Steel axes replace stone axes, outboard motors replace 
sails, modern medicine replaces witch doctoring, transistor 
radios and cellular phones are eagerly sought. These people 
turn out to be no better than we are at foreseeing the long-

, term effects of their choices, but, on the basis of the informa­
tim! they consider, they choose rationally 

Yes, there are times, to be sure, when their innocence is 
taken advantage of by meretricious "advertising" cunningly 
aimed at their sheltered appreciation of the possibilities life has 
in store. But notice that this deplorable tactic is not the special 
�~�!�o�v�i�n�c�e� of those who would exploit them. Those who would 

. protect them from modern technology are apparently prepared 
• to grit their teeth and lie to them on a large scale: "Conceal your 
high-tech wonders from them! If you must give them something, 
palm off some shiny beads, or other tidbits that they can readi­
ly incorporate into their traditional culture." 

Is this any way to treat adult members of our species? Do we 
not all have, among our human rights, the right to know' the . 

truth? It is shockingly paternalistic to say that we should shield 
these people from the fruits of civilization. What, are they like 
elephants, to be put in a preserve? I recommend that we treat 
them as we treat our own citizens: we offer them all the truth­
seeking tools in our kit, so that they can make an informed 
choice-if they so choose. To be sure, that course of action is a 
one-way street. Once they have been so informed, we have 
already violated their pristine purity There's no going back. 

You can't have it both ways. If these are human adults, then 
they have a right to know, do they not? Would you really advo­
cate taking steps to prevent them from educating themselves? 
Educating themselves will turn them into something radically 
different. They will lose many of their old ways. Some of this 
will be good rid.dance, and some, no doubt, will be tragic. But 
what standard would you use to anchor the "right" ways for 
them? The ways of the last hundred years, or of the last ten 
years, or of the last ten millennia? And more pressing, what 
would give us the right in the first place to treat them differ­
ently from the way we treat our own citizens? 

Who cries out for this self-imposed restraint, by the way? 
Who beseeches us to button our "imperialist" lips and keep our 
so-called scientific truths to ourselves? Not, typically, the peo­
ple, but rather, their self-declared spiritual leaders. It is they, not 
their flocks, who demand that their flocks be shielded from the 
corrosive and irreversible influences of our scientific culture of 
truth. Those people who work in "cultural studies," and others 
who fly the banner of multiculturalism, should linger thought­
fully over the following suggestion: their well-meaning policy of 
tolerance for traditional policies that deny free access to the 
truth-seeking tools of science is often- more often than not, I 
would judge-a policy in the service of tyrants. 

In our culture, the idea of informed consent is one of the 
cornerstones of liberty In other cultures, the very idea of 
informing the people so that they might consent or not is 
viewed with hostility The next century will, I hope, sweep 
away this hostility Indeed, I think it will become more and 
more impractical for political leaders to preserve the unin­
formedness of their people. All we need do is just keep putting 
out the word, clearly and with scrupulous concern for telling 
the truth. There is really nothing new in this suggestion. 
Institutions such as the BBC World Service have been doing 
just that, with tremendous success, for decades. And year 
after year, the elite in every nation in the world send their chil­
dren to our universities for their educations. They know, per­
haps better than we ourselves appreciate, that the science and 
technology of truth-seeking is our most valuable export. fi 

Notes 
1. Richard Dawkins and John Krebs, in "Animal Signals: 

Information or Manipulation," in J.R. Krebs and N.B. Davies, 
eds., Behavioral Ecology (Oxford: Blackwell Scientific 
�~�b�l�i�.�c�a�t�i�o�~�s�,� �1�~�7�8�)�,� pp. �~�8�2�-�?�0�9�,� opened up �~�h�e� �~�i�e�l�d� of th.eoret- 1 
ICal illvestIgatlOn of thIS SIde of commumcatJon, See Marc . 
Hauser, The Evolution of Communication (1996), for a mas­
terful 'overview df the empirical and theoretical work in the 
field. . 

2. If you think; impatiently, that there is an obvious "';ay of 
cutting through this GOI:dian knot, wonderful. Write lip your 
solution and, subinit it. to a philosophy journal. If you're right, 
y.ou'll �~�e�c�o�m�e� famous for · solving problems �t�h�a�~� have stymied 
the cleverest epistemologists for years, if not centuries. But be 
forewarned: it was just such brave convictions that led most of 
�u�~� into this discipline. ' . .\ 
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