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Abstract  
 

Drawing on ideas from social theory, this paper argues that the nature of 

language teaching is intimately related to its social and temporal location. 

To show the impact of context, the paper first presents a brief overview of 

the evolution of language teaching from the late 1950s onwards, showing 

how, in general terms, innovations in language teaching have always 

resonated in harmony with developments in the wider social context. The 

argument of the paper, however, is that in recent years the nature of the 

influence from ‗outside‘ has moved from being simply a zeitgeist towards 

being an imperative–direct determination which shapes the details of 

what is done in classrooms. The paper focuses on two concepts in 

particular, McDonaldisation and neoliberalism, to show how these have 

impinged on language teaching today. 
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Introduction  
 

It is not altogether surprising, of course, that language teaching has almost 

exclusively been concerned with the dual themes of language, on the one 

hand, and teaching, on the other. Language teaching, as a field of 

professional activity, has its origins in linguistics, with the fruits of 

language analysis long since a cornerstone of the content of classroom 

work, in the form of listings of grammar, lexical sets, functions, notions, 

Downloaded from www.AndrewLittlejohn.net In Ahmed, Azra; Mehnaz Hanzala, 
Faiza Saleem and Graeme Cane. 2013. ELT in a Changing World. 
Cambridge Scholars Publishing. Pages 3-16

AL
Typewritten Text

AL
Typewritten Text



discourse structures and so on. More recently, teaching (and learning), that 

is, methodology, has taken a particular emphasis in the debate, specifically 

from the 1950s onwards, with the blossoming of what we now know as 

second language acquisition theory and moves towards communicative 

approaches. 

 

As language teaching asserts itself as a speciality, as an area of particular 

academic interest complete with professorships, research grants, journals, 

conferences and such like, it is comforting to think that we may be getting 

closer to an understanding of these two themes–that is, what precisely 

language is and what makes successful teaching (and learning, of course). 

Our debates aim to reveal and refine, to show that previous visions of our 

discipline were lacking in some way, even if we do sometimes give a 

gentle nod of approval to our own history. Yet, the position taken in this 

paper is that such a view of what we are engaged in misses one 

fundamental point. That is, that despite an emphasis on an apparently 

deepening understanding, the specific forms that language teaching takes 

and the specific foci of language teaching research and thinking are 

cultural activities, located, just as any other cultural activity, in a 

particular period of time and in a particular social milieu. As such, despite 

the internal logic of our discussions, there are likely to be themes, 

perspectives, concepts, rationales–call them what you will–that resonate in 

tune with similar themes, perspectives, concepts, and rationales in other 

areas of social life, often very distant from our own.  

 

Just why this should be so has been discussed and examined by a long line 

of social theorists, who aim to show how our particular modes of thinking 

are derived from wider social forces. Marx (1852, 1969), for example, 

most famously argued that  

 
Upon different forms of property, upon the social conditions of existences, 

rises an entire superstructure of distinct and peculiarly formed sentiments, 

illusions, modes of thought and views of life. The entire class creates and 

forms them out of its material foundation and out of the corresponding 

social relations. The single individual, who derives them through tradition 

and upbringing, may imagine that they form the real motives and starting 

point of his activity. (p. 421) 

 

Marx‘s original formulation of the relationship between historical context 

and forms of thought is now generally seen as rather mechanical, unable to 

explain the subtleties in variations of consciousness. The individual is seen 

as essentially powerless, unable to resist domination from above, a victim 
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of a one-way process of contextual indoctrination. Later neo-marxist 

analyses have offered considerable refinements of this basic formulation 

and now see ideology–quite literally, meaning ‗ideas‘–as woven into our 

day to day ‗lived experience‘, in which a particular view of things appears 

as ‗common sense‘ and as a natural way of thinking and behaving (see, 

inter alia, the considerable volume of work produced by writers such as 

Gramsci, Giroux, Bourdieu, and Foucault). The process of maintaining 

ideology is thus seen as a process in which we are all collectively engaged, 

as our daily actions reaffirm a particular historically and socially located 

perspective. Ruling elites, in this view, are continually engaged in a 

struggle for ‗hegemony‘, a struggle to naturalise their view of things and 

to legitimatise their priorities, a struggle which they undertake through 

institutions such as schools, churches, legal systems, the media, 

advertising, government regulation, and so on.  

 

It is not my purpose in this paper to discuss the various formulations of the 

relationship between thought and action, on the one hand, and historical 

and social context, on the other. Drawing on the social theorists I have 

mentioned, I simply wish to establish a basic proposition: that is, that 

language teaching is no less a cultural activity than any other form of 

social practice and will be subject to the direct influences of the ideology 

of the time, and, in particular, to pressure from ruling elites and social 

classes, however indistinctly voiced, to direct our thinking in particular 

directions. In short, ‗common sense‘ views, being struggled for in the 

wider society in matters quite unrelated to language teaching, will have an 

influence on what happens in classrooms. Language teaching will always 

be underpinned by ideology (see, on this, Littlejohn, 1997). 

 

My contention in this paper is that the nature of this influence has, in 

recent years, become a lot more defined and a lot more assertive, as 

standardisation and centralisation have become the hallmarks of advanced 

industrial societies. I wish to argue that we are moving from a zeitgeist 

relationship with our social and temporal context, to a much more 

directive one of imperative, in which specific ways of doing language 

teaching are being increasingly presented as the only ways to do it, with 

other views marginalised, presented as wasteful or not fit for purpose. To 

do this, I want to first offer a brief historical review of recent 

developments in language teaching to show how language teaching has 

continually marched in tune with developments way beyond the language 

classroom.  
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English Language Teaching – A Brief Historical Overview 
 

Any account of history is necessarily partial, selective and subjective. This 

is true in at least two important ways in respect of the overview which I 

offer here. Firstly, I have chosen to focus mainly on social developments 

in Britain and the United States and relate these to British and American 

approaches to language teaching. As the major powerhouses of much 

contemporary thought in language teaching, this is, I believe, a reasonable 

and justifiable limitation to my review. Secondly, I recognise that I have 

been highly selective in what I have cited as important moments in social 

change, and equally selective in my identification of echoes in classroom 

work. I am sure it is perfectly possible to identify many occurrences of 

both social change and classroom practice which appear to have no clear 

resonance, though, following social theory, it would remain a major 

theoretical challenge to explain why that should be so. My intention here 

is to provide a broad sweep, provocative in nature and ambitious in the 

claims it makes. I will begin first with what I see as the major impetus for 

‗modern‘ language teaching–political developments in the United States in 

the 1950s. 

 

The 1950s/60s and the Cold War 
 

In many ways, the post war period was one of broad optimism. The 

horrors of war were behind the West, and economies were now booming, 

fuelled in part by the Marshall Plan in Europe, with British Prime Minister 

Harold McMillan declaring in 1957 that Britons ―had never had it so 

good‖. A major component in this boom was the rapid development of 

technology—the war itself had, after all, been finally ended by a major 

piece of technology in the shape of the atomic bomb. Technology and 

rationale solutions were very much the flavour of the times. In 

architecture, we saw designs such as the Guggenheim Museum in New 

York (1959) and the Sydney Opera House (begun in 1950), with their 

perfect, geometrical, curved shapes. In the home, this was the era of ‗mod 

cons‘–modern conveniences–which brought technology and efficiency to 

the kitchen with serving hatches, pull-down work surfaces, cookers with 

timers, and flush fitted kitchen units (Ferry, 2011). In the air, the first 

plans for the design of a supersonic aircraft, Concorde, were beginning in 

the early 1960s, with the first flight in 1969.  

 

In the period prior to the late 1950s, English language teaching had 

remained largely free of major innovations. Grammar translation was still 
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the predominant approach, as it had been for hundreds of years (see 

Howatt, 2004), with the Berlitz Method and the Direct Method the only 

major pedagogic rivals. All of this changed dramatically, however, with a 

single event in 1957, when language teaching was kicked abruptly in the 

technological age. 

 

In October, 1957, the USSR launched Sputnik, the world‘s first artificial 

satellite, thereby heralding the beginning of what we now call the Space 

Age. The impact of this and further USSR space achievements on the 

United States was colossal. This was the era of cold war tensions between 

the two countries, and it seemed that communism had achieved a major 

scientific, political and propaganda coup, out-pacing American space 

ambitions, and seriously denting the national psyche.  

 

The immediate response in the United States was one of panic, with the 

inadequacies of American education, science and research blamed for 

falling behind in the race. A major failing was identified in the abilities of 

American scientists to keep up with developments in other countries, so 

‗emergency measures‘ were introduced to pour money into foreign 

language teaching through the 1958 National Defense Foreign Language 

Act, with massive grants to strengthen research, materials and methods 

(Flattau, et al., 2005, 2007). 

 

In an atmosphere which emphasised technical, rationale solutions it is 

perhaps not at all surprising that the lack of foreign language skills was 

immediately seen as a problem requiring a technical solution. In harmony 

with the spirit of the times, behaviourism offered just such a technical 

view, with its conceptualisation of learning as the establishment of habits 

through technically specified routines. Thus it was that behaviouristic 

approaches to language teaching became the main beneficiary of the 

massive injection of funds from the National Defense Act and habit-

forming routines became cemented into language teaching for all time. 

Language laboratories, mim-mem exercises, pattern practice drills and 

dialogue repetition all owe their origins to this period, and still today 

comprise much of a staple diet for language teaching, exported globally as 

American language learning technology. It is interesting to speculate what 

today‘s language teaching might have looked like had Chomsky‘s 

eventual rejection of Behaviourism come sooner—or, indeed, if the USSR 

had delayed their launch of the Sputnik by a decade or so.  
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The Late 1960s to the Late 1970s 
 

Through the 1960s a wave of rebellion occupied many Western 

governments, with outright rejection of authority and ‗The Establishment‘ 

seemingly coming under direct attack. The 1968 Paris riots, the occupation 

of universities in many Western cities, the mass demonstrations against 

the Vietnam War and the Civil Rights marches all signalled a change in 

public mood. The notion of an alternative was predominant, with a break 

away from a conformist, middle-class lifestyle. ‗Flower power‘, ‗dropping 

out‘, ‗psychedelia‘ and ‗do your own thing‘ were all buzz words from this 

era. Hippies, yippies, beatniks and the ‗love generation‘ seemed to 

threaten the very foundations of decency. In music, The Beatles posed a 

major threat with their non-conformist attitudes, and their eventual 

morphing into hippy-inspired styles.  

 

In the context of this rejection of mainstream values and establishment 

control, it is not difficult to understand why language teaching, too, took a 

sudden lurch towards ‗alternative‘ methodologies. It is in this period we 

see the popularisation (at least in language teaching writings, if not in 

actual practice) of ‗fringe‘ methodologies such as the Silent Way 

(Gattegno, 1972) and Suggestopaedia (Lozanov, 1978). It is also in this 

period that we find the ‗do your own thing‘ theme resonating in language 

teaching in the form of self access centres, individualisation and 

autonomous learning, already well established in many parts of the world 

by the beginning of the 1980s (see, for example, de Silva, 1983; Holec, 

1980; Littlejohn, 1983; Riley, 1974). It is also interesting to note that, 

towards the end of this period, we find the emergence of ‗natural‘ 

approaches to language acquisition (Krashen, 1981), in itself a rejection of 

institutionalised approaches to language development, and a return, much 

as the hippies had promised, to a simpler, more natural way of living and 

learning. 

 

The 1970s to the Mid-1980s onwards 
 

In contrast to the community-centred movements of the 1960s, the 

subsequent decade has been characterised by many social commentators 

as one which emphasised the needs, desires and distinct differences of the 

individual, summed up in Tom Wolfe‘s (1976) coining of the term the 

‗Me Decade‘. Certainly, the period from the 1970s onwards can be 

characterised by a focus on the special demands of the individual, 

particularly members of identifiable social groups, who maintained their 
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distinctness from the larger society. Thus, we see in this period the rise of 

the feminist movements, and the recognition of the rights and status of 

different cultures and minority groups, with multiculturalism an explicitly 

adopted policy in many Western countries (Inglis, 1995). Also of 

significance in this period is the emphasis on increased democratisation, 

with the lowering of the voting age from 21 to 18 in many countries from 

1970 onwards.  

 

With the shift towards fulfilling the personal needs of individuals, and the 

rights of groups to participate in democratic society, it was not long before 

such themes began to appear within language teaching. Thus, we see from 

the mid 1970s onwards, the rise of ‗English for Special Purposes‘ as 

recognition that ―your needs are different from my needs‖, the title of an 

article (Underhill, 1981) in the first edition of the significantly named 

journal World Englishes—note the plural. Learners, too, were now being 

encouraged to take direct control of their own learning, spurred on by 

Naiman et al‘s (1978) seminal study The Good Language Learner and by 

the development of training in learning strategies. The theme of widening 

participation in society was also evident in the notable shift away from 

prescription in language teaching (accuracy in grammar) towards a view 

that language is what people do with it, with the widespread adoption of 

Communicative Language Teaching (functions, notions, etc.), and even 

more explicitly, in arguments for negotiated approaches to syllabus 

construction (see Breen, 1984; Breen & Candlin 1980, for early arguments 

for this; see Breen & Littlejohn, 2000, pp. 5-18 for a broader historical 

perspective) 

 

From Zeitgeist to Imperative: The Mid-1980s onwards 
 

Whilst it is possible to identify, as I have done, clear links between the 

themes and issues of the wider society and the manner in which they have 

resonated in the contemporary language classroom, it is also clear that the 

link is a very indirect one, in which the notions of the zeitgeist – the spirit 

of the times–find their way, I would argue, into the perspectives of those 

involved in language teaching. My argument in the following section, 

however, is that the relationship between the social and historical context 

and the practices of language teaching has become much more defined in 

recent years–moving from a generalised influence to a much more 

strongly defined imperative of what has to happen in the classroom. In 

short, processes of standardisation and the centralisation of decision-

making are becoming much more evident. The heyday of imaginative, 
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experimental, if sometimes wacky, approaches to language teaching which 

was the hallmark of much innovation in language teaching through the 

1970s, 1980s and early 1990s, has given way, I would argue, to a 

sameness in approach and an emphasis on efficiency which has significant 

implications for the future of language teaching.  

 

Maintaining my emphasis on the impact of wider social forces, I want to 

now focus on two concepts and show how they relate to classroom 

practices today. These are the controversial concepts of McDonaldisation 

and Neo-liberalism. 

 

McDonaldisation 
 

The term McDonaldisation owes its origins to Ritzer‘s (1993 onwards, 

with frequent updated editions) provocative work in which he analyses the 

nature of the working procedures of the well-known global hamburger 

chain. McDonald‘s, Ritzer argues, is characterised by an emphasis on 

efficiency and total predictability through a number of strategies: a 

completely standardised product; fixed, deskilled work routines for 

employees; fixed language scripts for workers‘ interactions with 

customers; and an emphasis on a packaged ‗experience‘ for all concerned. 

Ritzer argues that this leads to a dehumanising environment, homogenised 

and ―caged‖ as he terms it, by the strictures of the McDonald‘s dictates. 

The significance of Ritzer‘s analysis is not, however, in his criticism of 

McDonald‘s but in his argument that similar practices are now 

‗colonising‘ other areas of social life, with similar standardised products, 

standardised routines, standardised scripts, total predictability and total 

control evident in a wide range of seemingly unrelated fields. He thus 

talks of McUniversity, McCinema, McNews, McTV and so on. For Ritzer, 

society itself is becoming ‗caged‘. 

 

Are we now witnessing the emergence of the ―caged society‖ in language 

teaching? Can we now talk of a ‗McDonaldisation of language teaching‘? 

Clearly, such a claim would require an extensive analysis of contemporary 

practices in language teaching, which is beyond my scope here. A 

reasonable place to start such an analysis, however, would be in the nature 

of teaching materials, published by British and American publishers. 

Certainly, recent evidence is that the supply of teaching materials, at least, 

suggests that we are moving ever more towards the provision of 

―packages‖ with a plethora of components aiming to structure classroom 

time in considerable detail (Littlejohn, 2011, pp. 179-180).  
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We may also point to the typical nature of these materials. ‗Units‘ are 

typically standardised in length (the familiar two-page spread, often 

equalling an assumed 50 minute lesson), standardised in structure, so that 

teachers and students are taken through a fixed plan of action. ‗Warm-up‘ 

exercises, reading or listening texts, comprehension exercises, ‗transfer‘ 

exercises often seem to have a predictable placing in the proposed 

sequence of classroom work. And, as many commentators have remarked, 

the educational diet is frequently thin, with bland, uncontroversial content 

‗carrying‘ the language syllabus, as the materials provide a ‗one stop 

solution‘ to language teaching: tasks generally only require answers 

supplied by the content of the materials themselves. Detailed teachers‘ 

guides complete the picture, providing as they frequently do, a blow-by-

blow guide to what to say and do in the classroom.  

 

If my analysis of the nature of much published teaching material is 

correct, then it does not require a major step to make the link between 

Ritzer‘s analysis and what is happening in contemporary language 

teaching. Much current materials, I would argue, appear to offer scripts for 

both teachers and learners, packed experiences, predictability and 

standardisation, in much the same way as the famous hamburger chain 

does. The analysis could also be extended: do we now have ‗McTeacher 

Training‘ in the form of globally standardised teaching qualifications, in 

which trainees are ‗trained‘ to evoke the standardised routines of 

‗McLesson‘ through the use of ‗McCoursebook‘?  

 

Neo-liberalism 
 

While Ritzer‘s analysis of McDonaldisation provides an in-depth analysis 

of procedures in the workplace, the concept and philosophy of neo-

liberalism has a much broader perspective on the nature of society as a 

whole, shaped by economic activities. With its origins in classical 

economics and works such as Adam Smith‘s (1776, 2012) Wealth of 

Nations, neoliberalism is today associated with a rolling back of state 

intervention, deregulation and privatisation. Economists such as Milton 

Friedman, politicians such as Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher, and 

policy prescriptions such as those set out in the Washington Consensus 

(1989) are familiar names associated with Neoliberalism. As a defining 

movement of our time, Neoliberalism has had a far reaching impact on 

societies everywhere through the dismantling of state subsidies, the 

decentralisation of planning, the deregulation of the finance sectors and–

importantly for my focus here–the primacy of the market.  
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In Neoliberalism, value is determined through the market, as all manner of 

services are monetised, that is, represented as having a monetary value, 

which can be accounted for. To aid in this process, activities previously 

considered holistic in nature–such as aspects of education–are broken 

down into atomistic parts which can be counted and added up, to show the 

‗added value‘ which a service brings. Thus, we have the explosion in 

agencies which rate schools and universities by adding up points allocated 

to factors of perhaps dubious overall significance (such as a university 

having Nobel laureate alumni) in order to show that one institution is 

superior to another–thereby raising its ‗value‘ in the scramble to attract the 

best students and research funds. But even the word ‗student‘ becomes 

questionable in this mindset. ‗Patients‘, ‗passengers‘, ‗students‘, ‗pupils‘ 

‗teachers‘ ‗doctors‘–terms such as these reflect an earlier era, as a new 

vocabulary of ‗consumer‘, ‗client‘, and ‗provider‘ is introduced to reflect 

the market roles of those involved. 

 

What has all this got to do with language teaching? As the logic of the 

market is introduced into our daily lives, and as we are all recast as either 

‗consumers‘ or ‗providers‘, the impact on language teaching has been very 

significant indeed. While language instruction has long since been a paid-

for service, over recent years we have seen a massive escalation in the 

number of marketed language teaching ‗products‘. As I have already 

noted, the logic of the neoliberal market requires a breaking down of 

services into marketable ‗value added‘ components, the monetisation of 

the minutiae of the language teaching process. One of the clearest 

examples of this is the recent proliferation of standardised examinations. 

Whereas thirty or so years ago we had a limited range of international 

examinations available for language students (from the UK, basically only 

two: Cambridge First Certificate in English and Cambridge Certificate of 

Proficiency), the number on offer today runs into hundreds, each aimed at 

specific market segments, for every possible age, background and 

purposes of the students: legal English, medical English, academic 

English, business English…young learners, college learners, adult 

learners, learners with a computer or learners without a computer, learners 

in schools or language institutes, and so on. We may question why the 

world needs this–why, for example, do 6 year olds need an international 

standardised examination (Cambridge Young Learners)? But we have it–

and it is promoted, sold and consumed by parents globally.  

 

While the provision of examinations represents a clear commodification of 

language learning by publishers and examination bodies who can see the 
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business opportunities this represents, the most significant move towards 

the packaging of language learning has, however, come from within the 

language teaching profession itself. Driven by the logic of the times and 

atomisation of ‗value added‘ services which ‗the market‘ requires, we now 

have perhaps the most elaborate device ever to aid in the standardisation 

of language learning in the shape of the Common European Framework 

(Council of Europe, 2001). By providing a ‗systematic‘ division of 

competence levels into ever more detailed (and probably mythical) 

subsets, the CEF has spawned a veritable plethora of commercially 

packaged lessons, course books (many, ‗CEF‘ rebranded), practice tests, 

portfolios, teacher training modules and such like. Far from being just a 

European instrument, the influence of the CEF spreads far and wide, as it 

is now widely adopted in countries all over the world. Through the 

detailed specification of achievement levels, the authors of the CEF have 

achieved a standardisation of language teaching content in classrooms all 

over the world, rendering irrelevant and unnecessary anything that does 

not match the targeted descriptors. And, while the CEF document itself 

makes no statements about methodology, it is clear that narrowly specified 

targets are likely to lead to narrowly specified teaching, and that narrowly 

specified teaching is likely to produce a limited range of methodological 

options—and a tendency towards McDonaldised routines. It is, indeed, the 

language teaching industry‘s best ever instrument to achieve the 

globalisation of one particular prescription of what language, language 

teaching and language learning mean, and its best ever instrument to 

achieve the fulfilment of the neoliberalist goal.  

 

So what? 
 

My argument through the early part of this paper was that previous 

innovations in language teaching took inspiration from the zeitgeist of the 

times, not in a direct way but through a rather remote influence on the line 

of thinking which language teaching practitioners at the time adopted. 

Thus, we saw the development of language laboratories during the 

technology focused 1950s / 60s, the explosion of experimental and fringe 

methodologies during the ‗alternative‘ mindset of the late 1960s / 70s, and 

the development of learner-centred approaches during the ‗Me decade‘ of 

the 1970s/80s. With the advent of the mid 1980s, however, I believe we 

have seen a transition to a much more direct and detailed imperative for 

language teaching, as the profession marches more and more in tune with 

the global economic paradigm and mindset proposed by neoliberalist 

thinking and McDonaldised routines.  
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Does this matter? In as much as it implies a uniformity of thinking, a 

standardisation and homogenisation of language teaching, irrespective of 

local cultures, students‘ personal preferences, personal goals and particular 

teacher strengths and weaknesses, it does of course matter, and matter 

deeply. But the force of centralised detailed standardisation also renders as 

wasteful and irrelevant anything that does not match the specified plans. 

Thus, the profession is in danger of losing the freedom to experiment and 

innovate, to renew itself and discover afresh what language teaching can 

be. Are we, in short, in danger of entering Ritzer‘s ‗caged society‘–and of 

throwing away the key? 

 

It is, of course, not entirely surprising that I am raising these questions 

now. Just as writers in the past have resonated with the influence of ideas 

in the air, so too does the tenor of my argument here. Paradoxically 

perhaps, we are now seeing global resistance to globalisation, in the form 

of the Occupy movements which have sprung up around the world in 

places as far apart as New York, London, Berlin, Hong Kong, Rome, 

Kuala Lumpur, Mexico City, and other major cities (The Guardian, 2011). 

My own personal view is that this is precisely what we need to start doing 

now in language teaching – to resist the manner in which standardisation 

is being enforced, the process in which curriculum decisions are being 

removed from those directly involved with their implementation and the 

erosion of the freedom to imagine a different way of doing things.  
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