MINE OR GARDEN? VALUES AND THE
ENVIRONMENT—PROBABLE SOURCES OF
CHANGE IN THE NEXT HUNDRED YEARS

by Thomas Devaney Harblin

Recent realizations about the impact of humans upon their environ-
ment and the inevitability of the laws of thermodynamics have
sparked widespread debate about possible, probable, and alternative
futures open to the human spectes, American culture, and individuals
now living.! As part of this debate this analysis will focus around the
following questions: (1) Why change values that have contributed to
the development of such a high American standard of living? (2)
What is the role of culture in generating human futures? (3) What are
some consequences for the environment of values that are prominent
features of American sociocultural patterns? (4) In a period of rapid
change, are there ascending values which appear to be more compati-
ble with long-range environmental quality and human adaptation
under desirable conditions than currently prominent American
values? (5) What are the sources of these ascending values, and where
are they most manifest? (6) Should humans redirect the “ecovolution-
ary” process toward goals more likely to yield a long-term continuity
of life?? (7) What can participants in the environmental movement do
to enhance chances of attaining their goal of long-range environmen-
tal quality? (8) For the human species, American culture, and individ-
uals now living, can humans generate images of desirable futures
which are strong enough to motivate a critical mass of Americans to
~adjust life-styles so as to cooperate with ascending values more com-
patible with environmental quality? (9) How important are such im-
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ages of desirable futures to long-term successful human adaptation to
environmental change? (10) Concretely, what can be done to promote
ascendency of an “ethic of preeminent environmental consciousness”?

The purpose of seeking answers to these questions is to stimulate
-and shape debate within the context of this conference on the ecosys-
tem, energy, and values rather than to foreclose it with premature
conclusions. Underlying the following discussion of these issues is the
imagery of conflict between American culture organized as a “mining
company” to extract maximum short-term gain from the environ-
ment (or “mine”) and a reorganized culture which would function as a
“gardener,” whose principal obligation is to tend and nurture the
environment (or “garden”) upon which he and all subsequent genera-
tions inevitably depend.

THE CASE FOR VALUE CHANGE

The more vigorously and rapaciously humans modify their environ-
ment to meet immediate needs and wants, the more the very con-
ditions for major cultural alteration become established. Principles of
ecology and the laws of thermodynamics set limiting conditions on
human choice. Between the present time and final completion of the
process of entropy (the end of energy available for transformation),
humans have an unknown but limited number of “degrees of free-
dom” regarding the use of energy and environmental resources.? To
commit resources to specific, present objectives implies a pattern of
commitment of future resources as well. For example, to use 80 per-
cent of current federal energy-development funds to develop nuclear
power makes it more likely that future funds will continue to be
channeled to such development.* Or if a change in priority occurs due
to unacceptable problems with nuclear power, further funds will be
required to undo or compensate for the consequences of those prob-
lems.

The very success of American culture in providing short-term im-
provements in the quality of life might short-circuit the future of the
“human experiment” quite prematurely to the inevitable completion
of the second law of thermodynamics—no more available energy to be
transformed. To avoid this it is necessary to understand and antic-
ipate long-term consequences of short-term gains and to develop
alternative images of desirable human futures sufficient to motivate
the value transition under way in American culture. For example,
some sociocultural patterns warranting examination of long-term
consequences and contrast with alternatives include a growing de-
pendence upon nuclear power, belief in unlimited resources, the ex-
pectation that there is a “technological fix” for all problems, resource
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consumption for status demonstration purposes, “random” procre-
ation and the absence of a national population policy, waste as a
correlate of bureaucratic complexity, and widespread alienation and
lack of acceptance of personal responsibility for the consequences of
one’s Own actions, to mention just a sampling.

Among an increasing number of diversely experienced and moti-
vated observers, there is a growing sense of limit to the degrees of
freedom remaining to the human species and the future of American
culture. In spite of this growing awareness, the vast majority of the
world’s inhabitants probably lack such a notion of limits, certainly
conceptually, if not experientially. However, engineers and physicists
have laid bare the meaning of net energy, the thermodynamic im-
perative, and the limitations to fossil-fuel subsidy. Ecologists and
theoreticians of many disciplines have contributed valuable tools to
understand the functioning of nature through cybernetics,
the holocenotic principle, and general systems theory. Social scientists
have exposed the patterns of growing impatience with gross in-
equalities among Third World and domestic poor. Microbiologists
have demonstrated the rising curve of bacteria-strain resistance to the
“overworked miracle,” antibiotics. Under such conditions, the evolu-
tion of consciousness and conscience needs acceleration, and Van
Rensselaer Potter’s admonition becomes noteworthy: “Whether the
survival of the human species in an acceptable form of civilization can
be accomplished without revision of many ancient and diverse beliefs
is purely conjectural, but it would be surprising if survival could be
based on erroneous beliefs. It seems likely that survival is possible only
when the system of beliefs is compatible with the world situation. In
earlier times, the results of erroneous superstitions were local and the
disasters were local. Now the whole world is influenced by events in
any part of it. Change in outlook is needed, but will the change come
in time?”s

Values as well as beliefs must be compatible with the world situa-
tion, and what is an “acceptable form of civilization” in the future may
not look very desirable by today’s standards. Hence, if humans can
indeed take responsibility to be the “helmsmen” of their future, vig-
orous public debate is warranted regarding what conditions constitute
a desirable or even acceptable set of futures for the human species,
American culture, and individuals now alive.

THE RoLE OF CULTURE IN GENERATING HUuMAN FUTURES

The future of culture and specifically American culture is important
to both the future of the human species and the future quality of life
of individuals now living. The probability of human futures is Jow-

136



Thomas Devaney Harblin

ered when cultures upon which humans are dependent no longer are
able to mediate with desirable consequences the relationship between
the demands of the physical and social environment and the limits of
human genetic adaptability. The demise of any technologically ad-
vanced culture means the probable loss of much knowledge that has
served historically to motivate proper adaptation between humankind
and nature. This knowledge and its technological application is em-
bodied in such social institutions as religion, medicine, government,
-education, the economy, and most especially science. These in-
stitutions, themselves perhaps the epitome of human technological
development, have raised human evolution above the level of blind
trial and error of genotypic selection to the level of cultural evolution.

Believing that the quality of the species gene pool already has been
compromised sufficiently to prevent human adaptation at a future
time of great ecological stress, some may not cheer this success of
culture. Nevertheless, one enduring human value has been to seek
control over the conditions of existence. To some this means more
than the ability to adapt efficiently, even to severe stress from the
environment. In a sense, it involves becoming more like the “image of
God,” that is, being able to guide the objective conditions of existence.
This value is manifest in the very development of culture and its
mediating and transforming institutions.

Humankind may no longer carry within its biological capacities
sufficient genetic diversity to adapt to many conceivable environmen-
tal changes, including some conditions that could result from existing
cultural patterns. Widespread nuclear warfare could be such a case.
Thus the future of humankind may depend inevitably upon
cultural evolution. Under such conditions it becomes imperative to
recognize interdependence as the fundamental fact of human exis-
tence and evolution. Culture is that blueprint, that set of ground
rules, which describes and directs patterns of interdependence be-
tween humans and between humans and the natural environment.®
Hence those environmental compromises which threaten the viability
of American culture as a mechanism of long-run adaptation become
important first priorities for correction by those in the environmental
movement whose objectives involve long-range concerns for en-
vironmental quality and human adaptation.”

While some appear ready to jettison completely the culture upon
which they have been dependent for their survival, there is consider-
able reluctance, even among scholars, to tamper imaginatively with
the basic organization, value, and belief patterns of American culture,
to propose radical alternatives, to create images of desirable futures
distinct from existing patterns. There is an understandable prefer-
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ence for orderly, controlled, predictable change, where change ap-
pears warranted. However, when the objective conditions of existence
are rapidly altered, such as with a restricted energy supply, alternative
paths and their consequences must be explored since, whatever the
outcomes, living conditions probably will be different from what they
are at present. What now follows is an effort to examine some
selected, currently prominent values viewed by some observers as
particularly compromising to long-term environmental quality and
some apparently ascending values that are expected to be more con-
ducive to viable human futures.

CURRENTLY PROMINENT AND ASCENDING VALUES

Tables 1 and 2 summarize, respectively, the environmental impacts of
currently prominent American values (PAV) and values within Amer-
ican culture that appear to some observers to be ascending in im-
portance (AV). The values chosen for inclusion in table 1 as currently
prominent American values were selected because of their collective
pivotal importance as obstacles to a fairly comprehensive American
cultural transition toward an expanded environmental consciousness
and commitment to desirable human futures. These values make op-
erational an “ethic of anthropocentric hedonism.” Taken together,
they constitute a threat not only to the quality of present and future
life but perhaps also to the fact of life for future human generations.

By contrast, table 2 shows a dozen apparently ascending American
values. Their ascendance to prominence probably would establish
firmly an environmental ethic as a guiding gyroscope of American
culture processes. Taken together, they constitute one formulation of
a desirable image of individual and collective human futures. The
security of these futures is postulated upon this “ethic of preeminent
environmental consciousness.”

In short, the ethic of anthropocentric hedonism conjures up the
imagery of the mine, a nonliving thing. The environment is viewed as
a mine to be rapaciously exploited. When the extraction of value is
complete, the mine is sealed and abandoned, useless to future gener-
ations. American culture is the mining company whose only commit-
ment is to ever more efficient extraction of value from the mine. By
contrast, the ethic of preeminent environmental consciousness flow-
ers in the imagery of the garden. The environment of the garden is
ordered by the gardener (a reorganized American culture), who tends
the garden with both respect and genuine reverence for its vital qual-
ity and affection for those who will inherit a plot. The gardener
understands that as a living organism the garden must be nurtured
and protected against the occasional capriciousness of weather varia-
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tions. The images of mine and garden summarize the principal choice
being confronted in the transition of American culture postulated
here.

The complex of values labeled the “ethic of anthropocentric
hedonism” (see table 1) clusters around several nuclei:® a general
orientation (items 1-3), involving egoistic hedonism, class stability and
resistance to social change, and materialistic progress and growth; the
human-environment relationship (rows 4-6), including exploitation
of the environment for economic gain, the primacy of private prop-
erty, and population growth; the human-human relationship (rows
7-9), encompassing radical individualism, competitive advantage, and
the utilitarian value of the human person; and methods of problem
solving (rows 10-12), incorporating centralization of authority, a
preference for “muddling through,” and science as an adjunct of the
marketplace.

In addition to the prominent American values which comprise the
ethic of anthropocentric hedonism, table 1 summarizes the salient
impacts of each value on the environment, the way American culture
has been adapted to the environmental impact, and some specific
examples of that adaptation process.

In contrast with table 1, table 2 presents one alternative image of
the future of American culture. The components of the “ethic of
preeminent environmental consciousness” are the general orientation
(rows 1-3), including an optimally desirable future, dynamic order
preferred to stability, and advances in qualitative (as opposed to mate-
rial) culture; the human-environment relationship (rows 4-6), involv-
ing control through harmony with natural laws, public ownership of
basic resources, and population planning; the human-human re-
lationship (rows 7-9), encompassing interdependence, relative social
and economic equality, and guaranteed personal dignity and worth;
and methods of problem solving (rows 10-12), incorporating self-
reliance and decentralization, planning the future, and science valued
primarily as a tool of human adaptation.

In addition to the apparently ascending values which compose the
ethic of preeminent environmental consciousness, table 2 summarizes
possible impacts of each value on the environment and the change
in the cultural-adaptation process needed to establish the ascending
value as a prominent value within American culture.

Given that the advantage of incumbency lies with the “environment
as mine,” positive actions will be required to redirect the anthropocen-
trically hedonistic American values if the “environment as garden” is
to have any chance of survival.
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SoURCES OF VALUE CHANGE IN PRESENT-DAY AMERICA

There are two prongs to the value-change process in contemporary
America. One consists of a set of forces working to erode the prom-
inent values of the ethic of anthropocentric hedonism. However,
this prong does not carry with it the conditions to develop sufficiently
comprehensive positive images of human futures necessary to moti-
vate a thorough reorientation of American culture. The second prong
is that motivational power arising from the dynamic interface of sci-
ence and religion. The dialectic between these two prongs, erosion of
established values and motivation and confidence to bring about
change, is essential to the establishment of the ethic of preeminent
environmental consciousness.?

The set of forces working to erode currently prominent values
includes (1) a vast array of social movements among those tradition-
ally locked out of the resource-allocation process (these have not yet
coalesced in an effective political mobilization but appear to be mov-
ing toward that eventuality; the issues around which these movements
are organized include racial and ethnic rights, unionization of farm
workers, women’s rights, welfare rights, the right to choice regarding
sexual-expression preferences, and environmental quality; their very
emergence challenges the legitimacy of the existing cultural fabric);
(2) advances in science and technology, particularly in the critical
areas of monitoring previously mysterious and subtle ecosystem
changes and in the development of renewable resource bases;'® (3) an
attitude of pluralism and experimentation with life-styles designed to
generate alternative styles of human relationships, particularly be-
tween the sexes, in “family” living, and in relatively autonomous
communal groups; (4) development of comprehensive planning
models, especially at regional levels, and their early gropings for iden-
tity and legitimacy (successes have been uneven, but they are a factor
that hardly existed prior to a decade and a half ago);!' and (5) an
awareness that the time for choice is at hand and that if humans fail to
plan the future toward consciously chosen desirable ends the future
will emerge to constrain us with a series of faits accomplis that we do
not now see as desirable.'?

The nexus of science and religion has made it appear increasingly
reasonable to offer an affirmative response to the question of whether
man both can and should attempt to direct the ecovolutionary process
toward goals more likely to yield continued life than those of present
American culture. Science has hinted that such conscious direction
indeed my be possible. Religion has provided the justification that

145



ZYGON

permits humans to believe they should accept responsibility to under-
take such an endeavor. Saying yes implies that there indeed may be
some values which are absolute for the human species. Humankind’s
historical quest to overcome the constraints of the natural environ-
ment suggests that there are such absolutes. One such absolute value
might be made operational as the desire to control a wider and longer
range of the objective conditions of human existence, perhaps even to
direct intentionally the very process of ecovolution. Within a religious
framework one might say that the value is to increase the degree to
which humans act as “cocreators” with “God,” thus fulfilling the imago
dei.® Such a value can facilitate the understanding of how science and
religion ultimately can be consummated in union since the goals of
science are given commonly as description, explanation, prediction,
and, ultimately, control.

In short, the replacement of the ethic of anthropocentric hedonism
by the ethic of preeminent environmental consciousness will require a
continued dialectic between those forces actively eroding prominent
values and the motivational power of the mutual reinforcement of
science and religion. The cultural glue that holds the transforming
dialectic together is a value-belief system or ideology expressed as an
image of the future that compels commitment to change. To trans-
form the mine into a garden humans must believe in their re-
sponsibility to develop alternative desirable images of human futures
upon which cultural evolution can be nourished and to forge the
political tools to transform the images into reality.

There is one particularly perplexing obstacle to the establishment
of an ethic of preeminent environmental consciousness that exists
within the value-change process itself. From some of the social move-
ments mentioned above comes a message that those who traditionally
have been shortchanged in the resource-allocation process want more
of the material rewards that many Americans have enjoyed, even
squandered, for so long. Supporters of the environmental movement
generally have failed to make the connection between their goal of
long-term environmental quality and the expressed needs of partici-
pants in other movements for a greater share of the American pie.
While certain movements, especially among the poor, by their very
existence involve a challenge to prominent American values, they will
not necessarily become allies who readily adopt the objectives of
environmental-movement members. Given a choice between an ex-
panding economy with increased job opportunities and a clean envi-
ronment, the poor and unemployed go on record in support of more
jobs. This becomes an unneeded choice only when resource redistribu-
tion is accepted as an alternative to growth as a means to social change.
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The dilemma is apparent when it is realized that the active backbone of
the environmental movement is an upper-middle-class, professional,
highly educated constituency, which mistakenly believes that any re-
source reallocation would be principally at its expense. However, if
the goals of the environmental movement are to be established as
guidelines to important moral and political decisions in coming de-
cades, activists in that movement must address simultaneously those
conditions which prevent members of other movements from becom-
ing their allies.

THE RoLE OF IMAGES OF THE FUTURE

The Dutch futurologist Fred Polak has suggested that “the choice for
modern man is no longer between this image of the future and that,
but between images of his own choosing and images which are forced
upon him by outside pressures.”*® He suggests further that images of
the future can affect the formation of values and the degree of com-
mitment that values are capable of eliciting.

According to Polak, the image of the future functions as (1) a
synthesizing ideology to bind together resources such as people, or-
ganization, dollars, and technology, to produce sociocultural change;
(2) an indicator of cultural dynamics (his historical survey of past
cultures found a close relationship between a positive image of the
future and the flowering of a culture and between weakened images
of the future and cultural decay); (3) a barometer to assess the poten-
tial strength of a culture by measuring the intensity and energy of its
images of the future; (4) a regulative mechanism (the concept of the
image of the future has made it possible to move from diagnosis to
prognosis due to the observed intimate relationship between the
image of the future and the future); and, finally, (5) an actual forecast
(the image of the future not only indicates choices and possibilities but
has an ideological dimension in that it actively promotes certain
choices and, in effect, puts them to work in determining the future; it
serves as self-fulfilling prophecy). To this list of functions can be
added another. The image of the future can serve as a standard
against which to assess the quality of ethical and moral judgments
being made by decision makers empowered with the authority to lead
a culture toward a specified desirable future. The image becomes a
tool for accountability.

The garden imagery of the operational ethic of preeminent en-
vironmental consciousness presented in table 2 can serve as a founda-
tion upon which a more comprehensive positive image of the future
might be constructed in detail. It is offered to stimulate debate re-
garding what is indeed a desirable image of the future of the human
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species, American culture, and individuals, both living and yet un-
born. While many diverse conceptions of desirable futures can and
ought to be generated, the garden ethic outlined in table 2 ought to
remain central to such images due to the positive impact on the envi-
ronment that is postulated for its operational values.

An analysis of what needs to be done having been offered, the task
remains as to how concretely to bring about the changes necessary to
establish securely the garden in place of the mine.

It has been suggested that this is a matter requiring both political
strategy and motivation based on the dynamic interaction of science
and religion. There are probably a number of strategic options, which
range from armed rebellion, such as installed the new regime in
China, and the prognostications of Robert L. Heilbroner regarding
the emergence of powerful religions of social control and dictatorial,
centralized authority,'® to a laissez-faire trust in the omnipotence of
the “technological fix” and the “maximum growth is best” economy as
aroad to change. Both extremes are self-defeating. Both compromise
as means many of the values purported to be desirable as ends. But
are the standard alternatives to these extremes likely to prove viable?
Are good example and honest, well-meaning leadership sufficient?
Do we need near ecocatastrophic crises to react to? Should we join the
squirrel race of radical individualism and store up nuts hoping for
personal competitive advantage in the possibly impending long, dark
winter? We know that we will probably work within the general
framework of existing culture. Hence it is urgent that a positive image
of desirable futures be an important item on the agenda of in-
stitutions of education and socialization in American culture, espe-
cially churches, schools, mass media, professional journals, learned
societies, and political advocacy and lobbying groups.!” This is one
essenttal entry on an agenda for action, the other being the increased
political involvement of those with a future-oriented, environmen-
tal consciousness. They must move out into the arenas where the
social movements are forming, planning agencies struggling, new
life-styles emerging and where science and technology are being di-
rected. In fact, it is in these arenas where debates about what is desir-
able are most intense and also most likely to be short term in focus. It is
the perspective of the long-range future and of history that can be
added to these debates to help shape them, to make the connections
between what we do now and the probability of not only survival but
the opportunity to experience the desirable later on. Example, hon-
esty, and leadership armed with a powerful image of a desirable
future can revitalize a wounded American culture. But without the
image and without the direct involvement of its carriers in the daily
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lives of oppressed peoples, to set an example condemns those who
cannot conform. Then honesty becomes defense of privilege, and
leadership becomes dominance. Under such circumstances a critical
mass of humans may well lose interest in preserving the future.

It will take the motivation of the gardener committed to his plot to
challenge the entrenchment and short-term seductiveness of the min-
ing company’s exploitive operation. As the gardener does not begin to
sow without an image of the orderliness among the fully blossomed
fruits of his cultivation, so must those who are committed to long-term
environmental quality develop an image of the ends of their en-
deavors. Mining is a depleting, self-limiting process which culminates
in ravaged desolation and abandonment. However, the life of the
garden goes full circle and generates future life. Under the reverent
eye and guidance of the gardener it becomes Creation in a microcosm.

NOTES

1. For a helpful discussion of some of the implications of the laws of ther-
modynamics, see R. B. Lindsay, “The Larger Cybernetics,” Zygon 6 (1971): 126-34. The
futures of the species, the culture, and individuals now living can be analyzed separately
even though they are mutually interdependent at any specific moment of time. This is
so because the human species probably will survive beyond the point where remnants of
a disintegrated American culture as we presently know it are no longer readily recog-
nizable to surviving humans. It is also possible because both the human species and
American culture can endure beyond the life span of any given individual. Moreover,
some Americans will survive as individuals beyond that time when American culture
has been reorganized drastically. Such was the case for the survivors of the collapse of
the Roman Empire and, more recently, the fall of the German Third Reich.

2. The term “ecovolution” combines the concerns of evolutionists and ecologists and
is defined as the simultaneous and mutually interdependent evolution of the human
species (in both biological and cultural contexts), nonhuman species, and the physical
environment—with a focus on the evolution of the relationships among them.

3. The term “degrees of freedom” is used here in the sense used by statisticians.
When information is known or choices are made about some categories in a statistical
problem, the remaining categories become determined.

4. This is illustrated by the proposal of Senator Mike Gravel (D.-Alaska) for a Nu-
clear Power Reappraisal Act of 1975.

5. Van Rensselaer Potter, “Biocybernetics and Survival,” Zygon 5 (1970): 245.

6. See Ralph Wendel Burhoe’s discussion of the “culturetype” in his “Natural Selec-
tion and God,” Zygon 7 (1972): 43-45.

7. For a brief discussion of one example of a “first priority,” see the final paragraph
in the subsection “Sources of Value Change in Present-Day America” below.

8. These nuclei were first identified to me by Karl E. Peters.

9. The two prongs of value change are in accord with Anthony F. C. Wallace’s more
detailed description of revitalization movements and the thought of some that we are
currently in the middle of such major cultural change. See his Religion: An Anthropologi-
cal View (New York: Random House, 1966), pp. 157-63, and Solomon H. Katz's “The
Dehumanization and Rehumanization of Science and Society,” Zygon 9 (1974): 130-34.

10. For a discussion of the need for even greater visibility of environmental monitor-
ing indices, see my “When the Earth Dies, Where Do We Bury 1t?” Florida Naturalist 49
(1976): 20-24.
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11. The regional-planning-council concept is becoming fairly well established in sev-
eral states, most notably Florida and California. See California Land-Use Task Force,
The California Land: Planning for People (Los Alos, Calif.: William Kaufmann, Inc.,
1975).

12. For a comprehensive historical analysis of the role of the image of the future in
past cultures and the implications of this for contemporary civilization, see Fred Polak,
The Image of the Future, trans. and abr. Elise Boulding (San Francisco: Elsevier/Jossey-
Bass, Inc., 1973).

13. This is not the same as saying that man hopes to become God-—which, according to
traditional Christian thought, is the essence of sin. Rather, it is the fulfillment of the
Gen. 1 charge to have dominion over the earth.

14. For an excellent and comprehensive review of the history and nature of the
environmental movement in the United States, see David L. Sills, “The Environmental
Movement and Its Critics,” Human Ecology 3, no. 1 (1975): 1-41.

15. Polak, p. 302.

16. Robert L. Heilbroner, 4n Inquiry into the Human Prospect (New York: W. W.
Norton & Co., 1974).

17. For some suggestions regarding how this may be done in educational programs,
see my and Thane Maynard’s “When the Earth Dies, Where Do We Bury It? Or
Applying Environmental Education Programs to Local Environmental Movements,”
in Environmental Education-1I, ed. Robert Manlett (ERIC/SMEAC, Ohio State University,
1976).
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