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Making Civil Society Work: the «Scottish Moralists» and the Cultural Foundations
of Modernity

The article outlines the importance of civil society in the philosophical discourse of modernity from the
perspective of the Scottish Moralists’ insights into the cultural foundations of interpersonal trust conceived as an
essential element of civic virtue. The importance of civil society springs from its dissimilarity with reference to the
discourses of free markets and political hierarches. Hence, the notion may be associated with the modern conception of
the citizen conceived as an individual shrouded in reciprocity (homo reciprocus).
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Statement of the Research Problem. Nowadays, the idea of civil society constitutes the axis mundus
of cultural considerations concerning the effectiveness of policymaking in modern democratic societies. The
concept, to cut a long story short, gestures towards the cultural productivity of horizontal social ties which
foster the constitution of social networks and other forms of grassroots interactions that render possible the
dissemination of political activism, ideological innovation or values of positive political culture'. It means
that the notion of civil society cannot be seen solely in structural and systemic terms as a concept whose
significance boils down to communicative structures and the institutional tissue of associations and social
movements. Important as they may be, communication networks merely constitute the overall framework in
which the real essence of civil society may exist and flourish. The core element of civil society is
interpersonal trust whose function, as emphasized by the theory of social capital [12], it to grease the wheels
of collective actions in politics, public life or economy. As Jeffrey C. Alexander sees the spirit of solidarity
and interpersonal trust that permeates civil societies: «Civil society is the arena of social solidarity that is
defined in universalistic terms. It is the we-ness of a national community, the feeling of connectedness to
one another that transcends particular commitments, loyalties, and interests and allows there to emerge a
single thread of identity among otherwise disparate people» [1, 2].

The cultural productivity of trust relationships is related to their role in the creation of the culture of
dialogue in which all parties are welcomed to share political viewpoints without the necessity to suppress
the Other’s voice. The emergent «ethics of discussion» constitutes the cornerstone of deliberative, dialogic
democracy which is born out of grassroots communication and the egalitarian engagement in civic life [15].
Considering the importance of civil society for democracy, the article aims to investigate into the problem of
social trust with special reference to the intellectual origins of the concepts in the philosophy of the selected
representatives of the «Scottish Moralistsy.

Research Goals. Looking backward in history, one can observe that the discourse of trust constitutes a
problem which has always remained profoundly intertwined within the cultural panorama of modernity. The
philosophical discourses of trust, as far as their origins are concerned, can be traced as far back as to the
European Enlightenment (or more specifically the «Scottish Enlightenment») and its struggle to make out a
vision a new socio-political order from the turmoil of crisis that disturbed the overtly and overly calcified
structures of medieval feudalism.

© Burzynski T., 2013
! A very similar conceptualization is typical of Mark Granovetter’s idea of «weak social ties» [8; 9].
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The specific research goal is to analyze the «Scottish» discourses of civil society and trust in terms of
the Enlightened socio-political constructs conceptualized under the labels of (1) natural benevolence, (2)
propriety, and (3) impartial spectator. The notions were seen as remedies for the disintegration of well-
settled structures of political power with the concomitant decline of confidence in the Church conceived as
the supreme guarantee of moral order in Europe. The aim is also to observe how at the onset of the
European modernity — perhaps also at the beginning of a new European identity' — the ideas of solidarity
and interpersonal reciprocity were subsumed within a model of a state founded upon social commitment as
well as voluntary cooperation of relatively autonomous, knowledgeable citizens, rather than the absolute and
panoptically organized mechanisms of surveillance, coercion and indoctrination.

Analysis of Research. Since, the sociological problems of policymaking are to a large extent rooted in
the milieu of social philosophy, the research may constitute a form of comparative theoretical study in which
diverse interdisciplinary notions are yoked together to create the discordia concors of social thought. The
overtly sociological problems of reciprocity as well as trust, consequently, emerge as conceptual sub-
categories of the philosophical discourse (or philosophical project) of modernity. As Adam B. Seligman
aptly observes: «<However, the sense remains that trust, or at least its perception, is indeed very modern. It is
articulated in early modern political theory, both by proponents of modern natural law (Grotius, Puffendorf,
Locke) and by its detractors (Hume, Smith)» [16, 31]. Historically speaking, in the context of enlightened
political philosophies, the discourse of trust becomes almost automatically subsumed within a broader
conceptual category of civil society which constitutes an alternative in contradistinction to propositions
formulated by adherents of the ancien régime.

Such an analytical perspective, nevertheless, is in league with early modern inquiries into the sphere of
bilateral relations between the Self and the Other which became conceptualized under the common
denominator of «moral sentiments» or «natural benevolence». What was glimpsed at the end of the feudal
era is the fact that effective as well as dynamic social organizations cannot be based upon the rationale of
vertical, petrified structures that are typical of aristocratic courts. Quite to the contrary, societal progress is
necessitated by the development of horizontal interpersonal ties binding individuals regardless of their
position within institutionalized structures of authority, political power or economy.

The Scottish thinkers of the eighteenth century predicted the very existence of society on something
very close to what we have been defining as trust (though to be sure in Samuel Johnson’s dictionary of the
eighteenth century there is no clear distinction between trust and confidence, which are treated as virtual
synonyms) [14; 16].

This argument is far from maintaining that societies cannot entirely be founded upon panoptical
structures of coercion towering above an oppressed and reified individual. Such a structure of authoritarian
domination — as the history of mediaeval Europe teaches us — purports to constitute a plausible model of
societal organization. However, the evolution of political as well as economic structures of modern Europe
can be seen as a linear function of the development within the cultural imponderables, such as solidarity and

trust that are indicative of civil societyz. Consequently, the notion of civil society conceptualized, to put it in
a cultural manner, as a realm of relatively unrestricted interpersonal communication rests at the heart of the
notion of natural benevolence.

Summary of the Basic Material. The concept of civil society — to analyze its sociological validity
from the perspective of political philosophy — remains greatly indebted to the legacy of John Locke’s
insights into the departure from the realm of the natural towards the social. The philosophy positioning
society in terms of an evolutionary necessity rendering possible the transition from the disorder of nature
constitutes the salient element of post-Renaissance ontological postulations concerning the idea of general
order and belongs to the avant-garde of the rationalist pursuit of structuring principles in the human-made
universe. The profound feeling of partisanship towards the notion of lawfulness as well as tireless attempts
at finding a golden means that could facilitate keeping balance between human natural dispositions and
social or civil duties might be regarded as crucial factors that contributed to the rise of philosophical interest

' The European Enlightenment aimed at the establishment of a new political discourse that could provide a
common moral denominator for the bricolage of national states which were socially disintegrated after years of
religious warfare [5, 7].

? The hypothesis has been empirically verified by scholars constructing modern theories of social capital [7; 11].
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in reciprocity and trust as general axioms of human behavior. Furthermore, the idea enabled scholars to
conceptualize both the position of mankind in the universe as well as the origins of society and culture
without a necessity to consult mythologies or theology referring to the transcendental order based upon any
form of deity-driven teleology [19, 60—63].

Locke’s considerations seem to run parallel with insights made by Scottish Moralists, especially with
Adam Smith’s early liberal doctrine. As opposed to Thomas Hobbes’ pessimistic view on the bellum omnia
contra omens, Locke believed that people are rational enough to uphold a rudimentary form of social bond
in the state of nature. Smith pushes the argument further on. In the latter context, the notion of innate
interpersonal sympathy is a function of self-interest and becomes subsumed within the boundaries of so-
called «propriety» — an essential element of civic virtue.

The characteristic of propriety is by no means a purely psychological phenomenon. Quite to the
contrary, the term is sociological in its meaning and refers to the idea of morality represented by the
imaginary figure of the third party observer (the «impartial spectator») whose presence is a source of
internalised morality capable of structuring relationships between the Self and the Other. As Smith teaches
us: «We endeavour to examine our own conduct as we imagine any other fair and impartial spectator would
examine it. If, upon placing themselves in his situation, we thoroughly enter into all the passions and
motives which influenced it, we approve of it, by sympathy with the approbation of his supposed equitable
judge. If otherwise, we enter into his disapprobation and condemn it» [17, 110].

The idea of impartial spectator constitutes, needless to say, a predecessor with reference to the concepts
of the «looking-glass self» and the «me-self» developed respectively by Charles Horton Cooley [4] and
George Herbert Mead [10]. From this perspective, it may be assumed that mechanisms which create moral
bonds within civil societies are functional with regard to the features of inter-subjectivity and trans-
personality of societal, communicative and cultural reality. Similarly to economic markets — in which
multilateral economic relationships are organised by the internal principle of the «invisible hand» — the
realm of civil society depends on the authority of a generalised spectator who scrutinises interpersonal
relations and renders obligation-fulfilment and cooperation possible: «Before we make any proper
comparison of opposing interests, we must change our position. We must view them from neither our own
place nor yet from his, neither with our own eyes nor yet with his, but from the place and with the eyes of
the third person, who has no particular connection with either, and who judges impartially between us» [17, 135].

The impartial spectator does not have to assume a form of real public scrutinising one’s deeds
performed on the arena of the social. As a consequence, the discourse of civil society conveys a
representation of a commonwealth which is not governed by an absolute and external authority, but rather
by the rationale of internalised morality that steers individuals towards participation in the accumulation of
the public good. Smith’s philosophy, to conclude, is deprived of the naive conception of a «noble savage»
and gestures towards the interpersonal emergence of a common axiology of social exchange which, as the
organisation of free markets teaches us, structure individuals without the necessity of institutionalised
control.

The conception of civil society as a remedy for the biologically intelligible human wickedness and a
means of restoring social order without introducing the figure of the Leviathan gestures towards dilemmas
of a public good accumulation illustrating diverse inter-personal conflicts restraining the cooperative
attainment of socially productive objectives. Locke’s and Smith’s considerations paved the way for a whole
array of theories attempting to provide an answer to the most challenging question of civil societies: how to
motivate autonomous individuals to repudiate their own portion of political as well as ontological freedom
for the sake of a community and its prosperity.

In the context of civil society, the duration of social order is to a large extent a function of individual’s
willingness to participate in all sorts of collaborative enterprises that do not seem to convey direct profits for
individualised partakers, but are nevertheless indispensable for the survival of a community conceived as a
coherent trans-personal entity. This is indicative of public goods which, by the very definition, constitute
resources that do not belong to any particular agent contributing to its accumulation, but, at the same time,
are beneficial as far as a community is concerned [3, 315-318].

The theory of public goods is based upon insights into the nature and dynamics of collective action.
Collective endeavours may be conceptualised in terms of a series of theoretical premises referring to cultural
conditions under which autonomous individuals become willing to work in conjunction with one another for
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the sake of a larger community (the transgression of self-interest) in the face of the lack of a terrorizing
«third party» — the authoritarian regime. Nevertheless, the mechanisms of collective action are furrowed
with at least two kinds of perils. The participation in the creation of a public good is often endangered by
«free-riding»: the subjective perception of self-interest motivates egoistically rational individuals to benefit
from actions undertaken by others.

Another dilemma of public goods accumulation was predicted by David Hume, a philosopher
associated with the Scottish Moralists. «The tragedy of the commonsy illustrates a situation when
interpersonal cooperation cannot become actualised due to the lack of mutual reciprocity as well as trust.
While quoting from David Hume’s work, Robert D. Putnam recalls the following words: «Your corn is ripe
today: mine will be so tomorrow. Thus profitable for us both, that I should labour with you today, and that
you should aid me tomorrow. I have no kindness for you, and know you have as little for me. I will not,
therefore, take any pains upon your account; and should I labour with you upon my own account, in
expectation of a return, I know I should be disappointed, and that I should in vain depend upon your
gratitude. Here then I leave you to labour alone. You treat me in the same manner. The seasons change; and
both of us lose our harvest for want of mutual confidence and security» [13, 1].

Much rustic as it may sound, the parable conveys an essential truth suggesting that human autonomy
(and agency) does not necessarily transfer itself into well-organised structures of collaborative actions. Quite
to the contrary, human inborn predilection for rationality often causes distrust towards the Other who begins
to be conceived in terms of a self-centred homo oeconomicus.

Encounters with Other(-ness) are steeped in moral dilemmas which become, nevertheless, indicative of
a larger class of phenomena, not only those referring to a collaboration for economic purposes, which
constitute the core problem of civil society. In this specific context, a collective action resembles a kind of
entrapment set against rational actors. As Putnam comments on the situation delineated by Hume: «failure to
cooperate for mutual benefit does not necessarily signal ignorance or irrationality or even malevolence, as
philosophers since Hobbes have underscored. Hume’s farmers were not dumb, or crazy or evil; they were
trapped» [13, 1]. A remedy for this kind of entrapment is related to the development of robust structures of
mutual reciprocity, solidarity as well as trust. This viewpoint signals, to put it otherwise, that teleologically
legitimised rationality has its own limitations and the process of cooperation depends upon such intangibles
as well as imponderables as trust. Hence, the shift of paradigm associated with the rise of academic interest
in trust may be represented by the assumption of the personality model of, to use Howard Becker’s
illustrative notion [2, 1], homo reciprocus, rather than the utilitarian, classical understanding of an individual
as the homo oeconomicus.

From the perspective of the tragedy of the commons, the discourse of civil society becomes, first and
foremost, an ethical edifice. As a socio-political category, this term is endowed with cultural connotations
and, as Seligman observes, «it was this moral sense that assured mutuality, compassion, empathy, and so a
basis for human interaction beyond the calculus of pure exchange» [16, 110]. Consequently, the notion of
civil society has become associated with diverse forms of horizontal societal ties — such as public spheres
and the robust tissue of associational life — that form and reproduce themselves in a certain distance from the
strict, vertical order of bureaucratic hierarchies and the economic calculus of free markets. In this sense,
civil society is widely discussed as a necessary but not sufficient condition for the emergence of modern,
democratic societies. This observation can be traced as far back as to the work of Alexis de Tocqueville who
was among the first scholars to recognize that the vivid associational life constitutes an unparalleled arena
for civic learning: «In their political associations the Americans, of all conditions, minds, and ages, daily
acquire a general taste for association and grow accustomed to the use of it. There they meet together in
large numbers, they converse, they listen to one another, and they are mutually stimulated to all sorts of
undertakings. They afterwards transfer to civil life the notions they have thus acquired and make them
subservient to a thousand purposes» [20].

In the light of the passage quoted above, reciprocity and trust must be structurally institutionalised in
order not to become meaningless terms whose analytical significance may be valid only at the level of
theory. In this context, the tissue of associational life may be seen in terms of the crucial condition for the
construction of trust cultures.

Conclusion. The legacy of the «Scottish Moralists» teaches us that the discourse of civil society
unveils its dissimilarity with reference to the rationales of political hierarchies and free markets. The latter
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are based upon the all-pervasive reign of self-interest and the rational, often numerical, calculus which is
best conveyed by Smith’s ideas concerning the rational nature of social bond within the framework of
advanced societal division of power: «It is not from the benevolence of the butcher, the brewer, or the baker
that we expect our dinner, but their regard to their own interest» [18, 13]. Yet, at the same time, the
structuring principles of civil societies are different from the rationale of institutionalised hierarchies where
this economic rationale is somehow reproduced and becomes transformed into the sphere of interpersonal
relations. This observation is especially evident in the case of the courtly culture where, as Norbert Elias
teaches us, the economic calculation gains the upper hand over reciprocity as well trust. Let us adduce his
remarks in extenso:

The court was a kind of stock exchange; as in every good society, an estimate of the «value» of each
individual is continually being formed. But here his value has its real function not in the wealth or even the
achievements of ability of the individual, but in the favour he enjoys with the king, the influence he has with
other mighty ones, his importance in the play of courtly cliques. All this, favour, influence, importance, this
whole complex and dangerous game in which physical force and direct affective outbursts are prohibited
and a threat to existence, demands of each participant constant fore sight and exact knowledge of every
other, of his position and value in the network of courtly opinion; it exacts precise atonement of his own
behaviour to this value. Every mistake, every careless step depresses the value of its perpetrator in courtly
opinion; it may threaten his whole position at court [6, 476].

This peculiar position of civil society, its alternative function with reference to the discourses of
markets and institutionalised hierarchies suggests, to conclude the article, that this particular form of societal
organisation is founded upon a distinct type of cultural «currency». If the two institutional settings depend
on a kind of rationalisation and interest-seeking (be it of economic or political origin), the realm of civil
society tends to be founded upon moral commitment. As a consequence, the devotion to efficiency becomes
replaced by the attachment to values of purely communicative or dialogical origin: in this particular type of
societal environment, the logic of corporate endeavours seems to gesture towards the issues of moral
sentiments and interactive sympathy as the remedies for tragedies of the common.
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Byxuncbkuii Tomam. I'pomagsHebKe cycniJIbCTBO B il «IIOTJIAHACHKI MOPAJIiCTH» Ta KyJbTYPHi pyHaa-
MeHTH cydacHocTi. LIs craTrs € cripoboro kKoHuenrtyamizamii (yHKIIT, Ky Bilirpajso MOHATTS «TPOMaJSHCHKE CY-
CILUIBCTBOY» JIJIsl CTAHOBJIEHHS (D1JIOCOPCHKOr0 IUCKYPCY CY4acHOCTI. Y KOHTEKCTi IYMOK TaK 3BaHHX IIOTIAHICHKHX
MOpAJICTIB» Cy4acHE CYCIIBCTBO PO3YMINIOCS, MepenyciM, y BUMIpI TOJNITHYHOI KyJAbTYpH: SIK KYJAbTYPHHHU 1
TIONITUYHUHA OpraHi3M, SKUH KOHCTUTYEThCS 3aco0aMM CYCIHIJIbHOI JOBIpM Ta OAHOYACHO € 0a30BUM €JIEMEHTOM
IpOMaJITHCHKUX 4eCHOT. OTXe, CYyTHICTh TPOMAITHCHKOTO CYCIIILCTBA BUILIMBAE 3 HOTO BiIMIHHOCTI CTOCOBHO peatiit
BIJILHOI'O PUHKY, a TAKOX 1€papXi30BaHOTO anapaTy IHCTHTYHIHHOT momiTuky. ToMy 1ie TOHATTS MOXke OyTH TOB’sI3aHe
3 TMOSIBOI0 HOBOYACHOI KOHIEMNIii IpOMajsHUHA: 0COOM — aKTHMBHOI'O yYaCHHMKA Ta CIIBTBOPI CYCIIBHOI Mepexi
JoBipH, 0a30BaHOI Ha y3araibHeHil B3aeMHocTi (homo reciprocus).

KirouoBi cioBa: f0Bipa, «IIOTIAHACHKI MOPATICTH», TPOMAITHCHKE CYCIIBCTBO, CYIacHICTh.

By:xunckuii Tomam. I'paknanckoe 001mecTBO B JeCTBUM: «IIOTJIAHACKHE MOPAJMCTbBD> U KYJAbTypHbIE
(pynamamMeHTBI coBpeMeHHOCTH. CTaThsl SBJSICTCS IIOMBITKOM KOHIENTYaJU3alluk (YHKIIUH, KOTOPYIO CHITPaio
MOHSATHE «TPaKIAHCKOE OOIISCTBO» JJIsA CTaHOBJICHHsS (raocodcKoro MUCKypca COBPEMEHHOCTH. B KOHTekcTe
MBICJICH TaK Ha3bIBAGMBIX «IIOTJIAHICKHUX MOPAJIMCTOB» COBPEMEHHOE OOIIECTBO MOHUMATIOCh MPEKIE BCEro B
HU3MEPCHUH TOJIMTUYCCKON KYJIBTYpPhI: KaK KYJABTYPHBIM M TMOJUTHYCCKUH OpraHW3M, KOTOPBIH KOHCTHTYHPYETCS
CpeacTBaMH OOIIECTBEHHOI'O JOBEPUS M OJHOBPEMEHHO SABJIACTCA OA3MCHBIM DJIEMEHTOM TPaKIAHCKUX JTOCTOMHCTR.
CyIIHOCTh TPa){TaHCKOI'0 OOINIECTBA BBIXOAWT W3 €ro OTJIMYUSA OTHOCHTEIBHO pEanid CBOOOJHOTO pBHIHKA U
HEPapXU3UPOBAHHOTO ammapaTa WHCTUTYI[HOHAIBHOW TIOJIMTHKH, IIO3TOMY MOXET OBITh TaKke OOBEIMHEHO C
MOSIBJICHMEM COBPEMCHHOW KOHIICIIIUU TPAKIaHUHA: JIMYHOCTA — aKTHMBHOTO YYaCTHHKA M COTBOpIIA OOIIECTBEHHOM
CeTH A0Bepus, 0a3MpPOBaHHOI Ha 0000mEHHON B3auMHocTu (homo reciprocus).

KiroueBble cjIoBa: T0BEpHE, CIIOTIAHACKAC MOPAIUCTBD», TPaXIaHCKOE OOIIECTBO, COBPEMEHHOCTb.
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CouianbHuii Mig sIK 00’ €KT COLIOJIOTIYHOI0 aHATI3Y: TEOPETUYHHUH ACHIEKT

3amysl BUCBITICHHS MPOOJIEMHU NOCTIKEHHS COIMIaabHOrO Mi(y SK COILIOKYIBTYPHOrO (DEHOMEHY PO3IJISHYTO
OCHOBHI TEOPETHYHI HANPsIMH COLIOJOTiT Miy, MpoaHali3oBaHO TXHI CHJIBHI Ta cllaOKi CTOPOHH, OKPECIIEHO MepCIIeK-
THUBU TOMAJBIIAX TOCTIIKeHb. Bil3HAYeHO HETaTUBHUI BIUIMB XapaKTEPHUX I NPEJACTABHUKIB PI3HUX ITiIXOIIB
TpamuIliil CpUAHATTA Miy Ha Pe3yIbTaTH JOCHTIHKCHHS. 3BiJICH OOIPYHTOBYETHCS HEOOXIMHICTH KPUTUIHOTO IIC-
PEOCMUCIICHHS KJIAaCHYHUX POOIT 3 03HAYCHOI MPOOIEMATHKH i pO3pOOKH 1HTETPAILHOTO MiIXOY.

KirouoBi ciroBa: corianbHa MidoItoris, comiansHui Midh, MiOTBOpEHHS, 11€0I0Tis.

IMocTranoBka HaykoBoi mpodjemu Ta ii 3HavyenHs. OCTaHHIM YacOM CIIOCTEPIraeThCsl 3POCTAHHS
iHTepecy 10 GeHOMeHy Midy B PI3HHX Trally3sx COI[IOrYMaHITapHOTo 3HAHHSA, Y TOMY YHCIi H y colionorii.
BusHatoun 3Ha4yHy posib collialibHUX MIi(iB y (QYHKIIOHYBaHHI CyCIIBCTBA, JOCTITHUKH BCE X HE
BUPOOWJIM €JIMHOTO MiIXOAY JO0 PO3YMIHHSI IIOTO MOHATTS. Bapiamii moHATTS «comianeHuil mMid» myxe
MIMPOKI — «BiJ] BAKOPUCTAHHSA SIK CHHOHIMa Mi()OJIOTeMHU JI0 CITiBBITHECEHHSI 3 PO3BUHYTUMH CBITOTIISTHUMH
CHCTEMaMH, 1110 aKTHBI3YIOTh OKpPEMi IUIACTH MEHTAJITeTy, CYKYIMHOCTI KYJIbTYpHHX (PEHOMEHIB Ta BEIUKI
IpyIHN SBUII MaTepialibHOTO CBiTY» [8, 78].

Taka cuTyallis 3yMOBJICHa HU3KOIO MPUYUH: MDKAUCIUIUTIHAPHUMY KOPJIOHAMHM; BIIMIHHOCTSIMU B M€-
TOMOJIOTTYHUX CTPATErifAX MOCITIAHMKIB; CKIAIHICTIO CAaMOro JOCIIPKYBaHOTO (DEHOMEHY; HEOAHO3HAYHOIO
OI[IHKOI0 poJi Mipy B Cy4acHOMY CycmijbcTBi Tomo. Lle, 31 cBoro OOKy, CYTTEBO 3BYXKYE W OOMEKye
MOJKJIMBOCTI JIOCJIIJHMKA TOBHICTIO OXOMHUTH CYTHICTh Mi(y SK COLIOKYJIbTYpHOro (eHomeHy. Tomy
BHHHKA€ HEOOXIHICTh y3arajJbHCHHS OCHOBHUX IOJIOKEHb HaWOLIBII TOIMIMPEHUX Y CYYacCHOMY
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