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When people are asked to identify facts and things associated with potatoes, they typically mention potato chips, French
fries and baked potatoes. What is little known and most often overlooked is the fact that potatoes were implicated in one of
the greatest tragedies in human history. In the mid-nineteenth century in Ireland, o potato famine caused the death of a
million people and forced hundreds of thousands of survivors to escape hunger by immigrating to North America. How did this
hoppen? Experts have identified several factors, but they have all singled out a practice called mono-cropping as the most

damaging. The problem with mono-cropping was that only one kind of potato
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which supposedly produced the highest yield was planted, making it vulnerable to a blight* which can cause a total crop

failure. And that is what happened: Phytaphthora infestans™ destroyed potato plants and Irish farmers had no means to stop
it. The blight rotted potatoes in the fields as well as those in storage. With no other main food source to depend on, people
starved to death, It was dangerous to put all of one's genetic eggs in one basket, for one ran the risk of losing everything.
We now look back ot the tragedy and cannot help but wonder why the Irish insisted on just one kind of potato, because they
could have learned from other cultures to cultivate o wide variety of potatoes: some that grew in small areas, some that
needed very little water, and some that had marked disease resistance. The advantage of having many kinds of potato is, of
course, genetic diversity, which offers great protection from the mass devastation that the Irish experienced. This example

demonstrates that greater diversity, be it natural or cultural, has profound implications for human beings.

*blight: a kind of plant disease

*Phytophthora infestans: AIBO| EIHS 2107 |= BLH|Q) UE

(h

The process by which minority groups adopt the norms, values, and language of the majority population and eventually
disappear as distinct groups is called assimilation. Much assimilation has occurred as a result of diverse groups or individuals
acting on the judgement that they or perhaps only their descendants will have better life prospects if they can shed
their present identity and acquire another. What makes such voluntary choices potentially problematic, morally speaking. is
the context in which they are made. Especially where minority groups attempt to assimilate, there are good reasons for
suspecting that the motivation is a desire to escape stigmatization and discrimination. But we cannot simply assume that
conditions which prompt them to assimilate are necessarily unjust. It could actually be the culture of a group (for example,
the language) rather than the institutional arrangement that may put its members ot o disadvantage in pursuving their
goals, Linguists and anthropologists can have regrets if as a result a certain language ceases to be spoken or a certain
cultural trait disappears. But it is inappropriote for them to urge people to preserve their language or cultural traits

against their own judgements as to where their advantage lies.
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