
WHGC ● “The Florida Keys 
Experiment” ● Discussion 
questions and Textual 
Analysis 

 
1. Can the Florida Keyes Experiment be viewed as a dangerous precedent? 
 
2. How did Wilson’s experimental framework change? Does the change carry with it any 

scientific implications? When does an experiment become unethical? Under what 
conditions is it justifiable? Think of some examples to support both points of view. 

 
♦ Between them [the two hurricanes] they wiped the vegetation off the smallest 

sandy islands, as I had hoped. By the time, however, I had changed my plan and 
advanced to a bolder scheme. Why be confined to the haphazard distribution of a 
few remote keys? 

♦ The executives of the first two I called answered with rich southern accents and 
clearly thought I was either joking or crazy. On the third try, I got Steven 
Tendrich, vice president of National Exterminators, Inc. He had northern accent, 
which gave me hope.  

 
3. Examine Wilson’s attitude toward the life forms (arthropods) on the islet. Does it strike 

you as being somewhat callous or indifferent? 
 

♦ We would ourselves eliminate by hand the tree snails and other larger animals 
that might be resistant to the chemical. 

♦ They [the islets] harbored species or races no different from those abounding 
elsewhere. 

♦ The experiment, Simberloff and I argued, might provide information that would 
help guide future park management policy. Our earnestness proved persuasive, 
and we never faced opposition from government officials or the public. 

 
4. Why does Wilson argue that the public would not be sympathetic to what they were 

trying to do? Do you think that the population of 1999 would be more understanding and 
supportive? 

 
♦ A dozen helicopter rides would have paid for our entire project. But not one 

citizen in a hundred would have understood what we were trying to do. It was a 
time of massive imbalance in favor of military security over environmental 
security. 

 
5. Consider Wilson’s motivation for conducting the experiment and the reason 

he chose the Florida Keys as the site of the experiment. 
 

♦ Succeed or fail, I would stay close to Harvard and my family. 



♦ We were both a little crazy in those days. 
♦ …I was as content as Darwin on the voyage of H.M.S. Beagle. 
♦ I did not return to the Florida Keys, and my dream of converting them into a 

natural laboratory languished. A new possibility—a different opening to the 
future—had seized my imagination. I wanted to make sociobiology into a science, 
one that ranged from ants to chimpanzees. 

 
6. Although Lignumvitae Key does not directly enter into play in the experiment, it adds a 

poignant note to the discussion. What irony do we find in 
reference to this well-preserved, “prehistorical” ecosystem? 

 
♦ Their [the owners’] spokesman, a septuagenarian Miami 

dentist, was gleeful that conservationists had entered the 
bidding. [...] He would love to see his beautiful island saved in 
its natural state, he claimed, but if we did not act soon the land 
would go to developers. 

 
7. Did the experiment lead to any significant or revealing conclusions? 
 

♦ The closest island, as expected, had the largest number of species before 
fumigation, forty-three to be exact, and it regained approximately that number 
within the year. 

♦ The most distant island, El, had the smallest number, twenty-six, and climbed 
back close to that after defaunation.  

 


