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[This note is towards a discussion on method – method of political study, in that sense of politics. It does not aim to present any specific method for discussion here. – R.S.] 

1. In the beginning of the twenty first century when the latest spurt in capitalist development of the world, known more popularly as globalisation, has been redefining class relations in a major way, affecting inter-state, inter-region, and inter-group relations on a global scale, we are in some sense back to the basics of class struggle. In the sense of course we know why this so:

(a) The triumphal euphoria of the victory of capitalist ideology and bourgeois democratic system after the “miraculous year” of 1989 is over;

(b)  All reformist strategies towards inculcating socialist values or ideas have failed, and the little peace of mind or welfare these strategies have seemingly succeeded in injecting in societies are more the work of the bourgeois systems than the fruits of reformist strategies; at the same time in vast sections of this world, more than ever reforms form the ground on which people are struggling and learning the primaries of strategies of politics;

(c) Similarly the reformist strategies are powerless to control or stop class struggle, more so because the protective umbrella of the Soviet Union and the Socialist Bloc is gone, and the constraints of cold war are over, they cannot dictate the terms of struggle in conformity to their interests, which they persisted with through the entire post-War years leading up to 1989;

(d) The entry of millions of people into the arena of wage labour is unprecedented both in scale and level;

(e) Politics in the form of conquest and war has become one of the dominant forms, with the consequence that the shine of legitimacy of bourgeois parliamentary system has vanished in the eyes of many;

(f) Importantly, rule of law so long the main pillar of bourgeois democratic rule is being interrogated more than ever in terms of democratic deficit;

(g) What appeared as “primitive forms of accumulation” have re-emerged as the constant feature of capitalism;

(h) Finally, and all these features of the situation add up to this, namely that the post-colonial agenda has now inserted itself in the global agenda of politics; similarly all those aspects that post-colonial realities brought in, such as, immigration, partition, borders, racism, underdevelopment within development, core-periphery phenomenon, and most important, the “primitive mode of accumulation” in a way constitute the agenda of global politics today.

All these features combine to make the current situation one of encounter. Nothing more validates this point than the emergence of the several points of encounter with the ideology and the reality of capitalist accumulation, such as women’s struggle and struggle over approach to nature. These points of encounter demonstrate how much our lives have been biologised, by which I mean how much life-controlling issues have come to occupy stakes in our political life. The characteristics of this age of encounter relate to the variety, newness of some of the features, and an overall mixed profile of new and the persisting; above all these characteristics show that the encounter is on at several levels of institutional power, namely, state, government, law making, educational and cultural institutions, family, community structure, natural resources management, borders as instruments of identity formation, and more than anything else at the level of forms of labour. More than ever, social institutions are becoming locations of encounter, because to a hitherto unsurpassed degree these institutions have become involved today stakes for life. Therefore while we can say that with globalisation the basics of class struggle are being renewed, the struggle is being waged on an extremely wide and varied front and scale, in microforms, and waiting to be theorised.

2. In such context, confusion over method of inquiry is natural and widespread. It becomes urgent therefore to pose the first question: Method of inquiry for what, for whom, and why is the question of method urgent today? The answers are around the realities of encounter. The use of the word “encounter” is deliberate, at the same time inspired. Althusser terms the entire agenda of militant materialism (a phrase used by Lenin in his essay, “Under the Banner of Militant Materialism”) as the philosophy of encounter. I agree. But for me its implications are deeper, it signifies the need to bring the historical and political experiences of one of the greatest encounters in modern times into what Althusser termed as “the philosophy of encounter”. I mean thereby that today there is the need to make the anti-colonial encounter as one of the key pieces to resolve the closure of militant politics.

3. Briefly, what are the features of the two hundred years long history of the anti-colonial encounter? Some of them are the following (I am of obviously guided here by my extremely local experience, and I select these features mindful of the context of our discussion):

(a) The stress on actions in place of a theory of the self, as the clue to the emergence of the political subject;

(b) The collective political subject in place of the citizen as the core of contentious politics;

(c) New angles to the issue of democracy that owe their origins to the earlier two points;

(d) Finally, the fantastic development of a range of ideas - concrete at the same time subtle – around the theme of politics as the mass vocation of autonomy. Concepts such as freedom, independence, agency, sovereignty, rights, claims, or, say, dignity and justice – have taken their particular post-colonial forms in the context of politics as the route to claim autonomy. This is a context where human rights indicate in the first place the right to do politics. 

The anti-colonial (post-colonial) experiences together with the experiences of the nineteenth and early twentieth century experiences of working class revolts constitute the core of the philosophy of the encounter today.

4. So, we are faced with the question of method now: How do we effectively encounter the enemy? How are our studies to be guided towards that purpose? What are the experiences we can draw on today? Where are those deposits in which the experiences lie in congealed form? How can we find them? How do we detect those insurgent ideas and experiences, the “minor knowledges” so to say from among the layers of social archives and memory? We need a method to encounter, and not a philosophy of crisis – which the philosophy of historical materialism had unfortunately become. Thus, this philosophy was forever engaged with ideological themes whose contemporary weight owed more to economics as discipline and anxiety as state of mind, such as development, zero growth, risks, cultural means banking on the phenomenon of hybrid existence to escape harsh realities, etc. etc., rather then telling us the secrets of domination, resistance, flight paths, and return to encounter. Neo-liberal economics-inspired philosophy and globalisation-inspired cultural studies converge in this aspect. They both avoid encounter. Therefore their methods may not be similar between themselves, but they exhibit the same feature, namely that, they are not methods of encounter. One looks at politics as market with trade offs, bargaining reserves, etc.; the other substitutes politics with culture, and defines political strategy as negotiation, mimicry, etc. as Homi Bhaba does in Location of Culture, and transforms a theorist of the post-colonial political subject, for instance Frantz Fanon into primarily a cultural theorist.

5. What will constitute the method of encounter, or the methods? This is a big question, beyond my capacity and this note. But we can have a primary discussion in the light of the experiences of the post-War world as to what constitute its core, or at least what will not constitute the core of the method of the encounter being waged by the political subject. The core is built around the hermeneutics of the political subject. Was the transformational philosophy ready for this? To judge that question properly, we must first be aware of the following: 

(a) The formulation that in the practice of transformation and not in philosophical speculation the programme of encounter inheres shows its practical shape in the particular political experiences and theoretical developments of the last thirty/forty years. The huge anti-colonial repertoire of experiences prepared the ground for the break in the relation between philosophy and politics, and thus for politics to finally assume the role of being the science of resistance (hence the other of war);

(b) We do not want to sound extremist here, hence we can say that this break is supplanted by what some calls “metapolitics”, or, we can say, “politics may have its philosophy”, but certainly it has to de-link from state ideologies or Philosophy in order to attain its potential;

(c) The emergence of the collective political subject makes it possible that actions in place of some “subject” become the object of study; consequently there is a change in the epistemic enterprise;

(d) The theoretical developments also show how we can avoid the trap of the closure that a single-minded attention to discourses always brings in its wake. In the re-formatted method of study discourses too become unfinished things, constantly in struggle, as apparatuses or as some call “dispositif”, and not finished system of representation. Discourses not only show how they constitute the mechanism for representing realities, but also the historical conditions of their own constitution as discourse, therefore their conditional, contested, and quarrelsome nature.

(e) Finally, the method of encounter immensely enriches itself by paying attention to several approaches to comprehend reality (and critique it) - of which knowledge formation is but one part. These approaches constitute the link between the historical and the materialist. Significantly these approaches enrich dialectics. These approaches may be – historical, structural, paradoxical, genealogical, archaeological, analytical, or textual-hermeneutical. It is important to realise as to how these routes have emerged and have in the final run only enriched dialectics.

7. Let me explain the last point, which is important. We know that Athusser in his late stage was unhappy with Marx and “Capital”, and saw the book not as the mark of break with Hegel, but the reaffirmation of a continuity, hence in a way the source to the idealism and metaphysics that finally ruined working class politics. Negri voices partly the same sentiment, and he sees in the Grundrisse Marx finally emerging (providing us with a revolutionary theory), not in Capital. Negri however is more sympathetic or understanding in his approach. But this is the Althusser who made reading – of course reading Capital – a honourable vocation. The question may arise, why labour over reading so much? Why burden the task of reading with so much expectation? Why invest it with so much potential? For whom were those comments intended? Will reading ever lead to a discovery of breaks with idealism that transformational struggles are always engaged with since eternity? In other words within history the struggle continues, within actions the actors betray the traces of this mortal conflict, and it is imperative that we problematise the vocation of reading itself, put the obsession of textual reading in historical context (partly view it as the “arrogance of intellect”, which assumed that intellectual rigour could substitute for rigour in material strategies; but that is a separate point we can discuss on a later occasion) and place the study of actions (I am deliberately leaving out here the word “practice”) as the “other scene” of materiality we are forever trying to reach. It is important to notice that in large societies particularly in the post-colonial world, struggles drew a different kind of inspiration from the great texts we all read again and again, treated them as manifestos - that is, texts different from the usual kind in which (that is in the books treated as manifestos) the author, intention, text, historical destiny, readers’ presence, avowal of causes, all are bound by a deployment of rhetoric with its persuasive power -and went ahead in the hamlets and barricades to live or to die.

8. Yet Althusser, his colleagues, and all other critical thinkers, Michel Foucault being the foremost among the critical thinkers of that generation, showed us some of the ways in which the closure brought about by the union of philosophy and politics could be prised open. They borrowed ideas from the vocabulary of war, from the histories of minor sciences, geography, heretical knowledges, and several other sources, and taught us how to enrich our historical understanding of materiality, concreteness, universality, and all other issues related to time, scale, and place. All these enable us today to approach politics with a deeper understanding of the phenomenon of contradiction. It in a sense takes us to back to Mao’s three great texts, On Contradiction, On Practice, and, Where do Correct Ideas Come From? By enriching our understanding of contradiction, these thinkers have also shown that we cannot renounce dialectics, even though we may leave by the wayside if the phrase sounds too vulgar today owing its abuse, namely, “dialectical materialism”.

9. In other words, if we say that dialectics is the science of contradictions, we must also leave it as an open book, and admit that if dialectics helps us to have a critical approach to politics, we must retain the same critical and inventive attitude to the so-called science of contradiction also. That is to say, the approach to dialectics cannot be metaphysical, bound by a commitment to some a priori laws, enunciated by some great masters, and contained in some holy books. It has to be dialectical, in other words, it has to be aware of the contradictions this so called science must permanently suffer from, or be subject to. Ironically Althusser was the one to show us the way out. When he used the word, overdetermination, he was I think suggesting a far more effective way to enrich our knowledge of how contradiction works in life and history, than he ever managed to spell out in his repeated efforts. This is not a tidy concept, and I cannot claim to have understood it well. To the extent I have understood, it can be summarised as: Overdetermination can conceive the social whole as a sum of relatively autonomous levels, one of which is the determination “in the last instance”. Hence we do not have to harbour a theory of “contingent survivals” from old society, or a theory of superseding by a higher necessity, etc. to understand the trajectory of politics. Overdetermination can account for the necessities of “these accidents themselves”, and explain the “terribly positive and actively structured reality” bred by the “circumstances of conjuncture”; and now let us listen to Althusser’s words towards the end of that famous essay in For Marx,

…Marx has at least given us the ‘two ends of the chain’, and has told us to find out what goes on between them: on the one hand, determination in the last instance by the (economic) mode of production; on the other, the relative autonomy of the superstructures and their specific effectivity. This clearly breaks with the Hegelian principle of explanation by consciousness of self (ideology), but also with the Hegelian theme of phenomenon-essence-truth-of. We really are dealing with a new relationship between new terms.

Listen to the old Engels in 1890, taking the young ‘economists’ to task for not having understood that this was a new relationship. Production is the determinant factor, but only ‘in the last instance’: “More than this neither Marx nor I have ever asserted". Anyone who ‘twists this’ so that it says that the economic factor is the only determinant factor ‘transforms that proposition into a meaningless, abstract, empty phrase’. And as explanation: “The economic situation is the basis, but the various elements of the superstructure the political forms of the class struggle and its results: to wit constitutions established by the victorious class after a successful battle, etc., juridical forms, and then even the reflexes of all these actual struggles in the brains of the participants, political, juristic, philosophical theories, religious views and their further development into systems of dogmas – also exercise their influence upon the course of the historical struggles, and in m-any cases preponderate in determining their form ..” The word ‘form’ should understood in its stronger sense, designating something quite different from the formal… 

Here, then are the two ends of the chain: the economy is determinant, but in the last instance, Engels is prepared to say, in the long run, the run of History. But History ‘asserts itself’ through the multiform world of the superstructures, from local tradition to international circumstance. Leaving aside the theoretical solution Engels proposes for the problem of the relation between determination in the last instance – the economic – and those determinations imposed by the superstructures – national traditions and international events – it is sufficient to retain from him what should be called the accumulation of effective determinations (deriving from the superstructures and from special national and international circumstances) on the determination in the last instance by the economic. It seems to me that this clarifies the expression overdetermined contradiction, which I have put forward, specifically because the existence of overdetermination is no longer a fact pure and simple, for in its essentials we have related it to its bases, even if our exposition has so far been merely gestural. This overdetermination is inevitable and thinkable as soon as the real existence of the forms of the superstructure and of the national and international conjuncture has been recognised – an existence largely specific and autonomous, and therefore irreducible to a pure phenomenon ... 

In short, the idea of a ‘pure and simple’ non-overdetermined contradiction is, as Engels said of the economist turn of phrase ‘meaningless, abstract, senseless’… 

Allow me one last example. Marxist political practice is constantly coming up against that reality known as ‘survivals’… What is a ‘survival’? What is its theoretical status? Is it essentially social or ‘psychological’? Can it be reduced to the survival of certain economic structures, which the Revolution was unable to destroy with its first decrees: for example, the small-scale production (primarily peasant production in Russia), which so preoccupied Lenin? Or does it refer as much to other structures, political, ideological structures etc- customs, habits, even ‘traditions’ such as the ‘national tradition’ with its specific traits? The term ‘survival’ is constantly invoked, but it is still virtually uninvestigated…  The concept it deserves (and has fairly won) must be more than a vague Hegelianism such as ‘supersession’ – the maintenance-of-what-has-been-negated-in-its-very-negation (that is, the negation of the negation). If we return to Hegel for a second we see that the survival of the past as the ‘superseded’ (aufgehoben) is simply reduced to the modality of a memory…

I think this is enough to show that, though the word is still meaningful (in fact, not rigorously meaningful), Marx’s conception of ‘supersession’ has nothing to do with this dialectic of historical comfort; his past was no shade, not even an ‘objective’ shade – it is a terribly positive and active structured reality, just as cold, hunger and the night are for his poor worker. How, then, are we to think these survivals? Surely, with a number of realities, which are precisely realities for Marx, whether superstructures, ideologies ‘national traditions’ or the customs and ‘spirit’ of a people, etc? Surely, with the overdetermination of any contradiction and of any constitutive element of a society, which means: (1) that a revolution in the structure does not ipso facto modify the existing superstructures and particularly the ideologies at one blow (as it would if the economic was the sole determinant factor), for they have sufficient of their own consistency to survive beyond their immediate life context, even to recreate, to ‘secrete’ substitute conditions of existence temporarily; (2) that the new society produced by the Revolution may itself ensure the survival, that is, the reactivation of older elements through both the forms of its new superstructures and specific (national and international) ‘circumstances’. Such a reactivation would be totally inconceivable for a dialectic deprived of overdetermination... But there is obviously much theoretical work needed here as well. By this I mean more than the historical work which has priority – precisely because of this priority, priority is given to one essential of any Marxist historical study: rigour; a rigorous conception of Marxist concepts, their implications and their development; a rigorous conception and investigation of what appertains to them in particular, that is, what distinguishes them once and for all from their phantoms…

Does this reasonably clarify overdetermination? Is this the way we have to grasp the materiality of our world and our politics? It does, but only to some extent. But I think his suggestions along with those of other “formalists” are enormously significant in this perspective, for they instruct us as to how to attend to forms, properties, how to throw away the idea of origin, or the trend of projecting our history to a “historically pre-determined past”, how to look at “margins” only which can tell us what the specific form in question is, how to look into the dynamics of the formation of knowledge, and tear the mysteries of interiority. 

10. Finally, there remains the question of how do we look at politics, its possibilities and impossibilities, its foundations and their sudden and gradual dissolution till new foundations make politics possible again…It seems to me that the question of method or appropriate method is linked to the issue of how we look at power (power/resistance), strength (strength/power), and potency (desire/strength). Power preserves into all kinds of relations, politics shows how this preservation (in the form of honour as in the middle ages, or as money, law, landed property, information, capital, space, etc.) is eternally challenged by strength and desires of other kinds – the potencies that power cannot destroy. It is this constitutive role that politics takes on itself in order to study and make it the reason of its own existence. The theory of the encounter must lead us to the materiality of the encounter.

11. To appreciate that materiality of the encounter, we must understand the process and conditions of the emergence of the political subject (which was once upon a time the state or the nation, or a legal entity called the citizen), in whose biography the clue to the mysteries of encounter lie.

12. The issue of the political subject allows me to close the discussion by way of going back to the point (cf. paragraphs 2-4) of what seems to me the historically inexhaustible corpus of the experiences of anti-colonial politics. To closely look into the process of emergence and the form of the collective political subject in the colonial world would immediately enable us to discover a trajectory different from the one taken in contemporary western critical discourse on this theme. Let me point out a few:

(a) The dispute between humanism and anti-humanism as a factor in the emergence of the political subject was in the West largely a scholarly debate. It was resolved here long back in course of political practice, namely in the form of the question, why should the early nationalists who were the early modern political activists kill aliens and fellow countrymen if necessary in the interest of attaining independence? From the principles of Wahabi preaching to Gita and the Mahabharata – everything came for discussion in the political search for a suitable doctrine of action; and this was accomplished in the beginning of the last century, in case of the Wahabis another half a century earlier;

(b) The anti-colonial struggle was a long process with all the characteristics of protracted war, lasting often more than a century; hence there was no need to link the emergence of the subject with one event, for instance the French Revolution, whose mystery would be never resolved, and eternally debated over;

(c) To become part of the collective political subject, the individual man stood as no barrier; neither he had to be discovered, nor had he to be rejected;

(d) The collective political subject emerged in the post-colonial scenario on the fissure of politics between (a) the juridical man (the juridical instrument for the demand for power) – the instrument by which the bourgeoisie would claim power, and thus created by laws and the constitution, and (b) the disciplinary man who would be the result of the technology employed by the same bourgeoisie to constitute the individual in the field of productive and political forces, and thus created by extra-legal modes of domination, such as school, temple, factory, sexuality, media, etc. In the West, the political subject suffered as a result of this split nature of composition (hence the still relevant debates over citizenship, universality, link to a charter of rights, etc.); in the post-colonial world the political subject emerged from this split which constituted the core of colonial domination. Hence law and constitution never bound politics here, and liberal democracy has to always begin from the beginning after every crisis of the bourgeois system here. 

13. What do all these mean? They mean a heavily empiricist attitude to politics, an action-oriented account, a natural estrangement or distance with the Kantian notion of a subject in command of practical reasoning, a less laboured solution of the riddle of the two connotations of the subject – subjectivation and subjection, and finally a call to pay attention to the form, to the concrete, to the realities of the encounter. These realities marked by deeply physical circumstances make – and here I come back to the first point - politics as a field of activity related to life-controlling stakes. Could Foucault ever imagine that his ideas of bio-power and bio-politics would be translated in reality in this manner, and that resolution of the bio-political issues would become one of the great questions for democracy today? That this is now a question is a result of struggles in the post-colonial world particularly in the wake of globalisation, whence politics seems to be returning to its contentious form more clearly than it was in the recent past. Finally it means that the rise of the political subject occasioned by the encounter means that once again there is in the air the romance of transformation. It had happened in the nationalist time also, when romantic spirit had helped the anti-colonial platform to define an ethico-political agenda. Thus the order of methods as we see in the West may not hold here, for instance, romanticism, historicism, positivism, phenomenological, constructivism, structuralism, etc. may not have appeared here in the order they appeared in the West. We can witness in India a co-existence of romanticism and neo-realism, or formalism and a historicist attitude. The reason is once again the peculiar conditions of colonialism and neo-colonialism. What is important is not to be trapped into language or phrase games, but accept the co-existence of several lines of inquiry, and keep the spirit of critical inquiry alive, while remaining romantic at heart. This provides the impetus for inquiry. Edward Said once called this attitude as “pessoptimism” – pessimism of intellect, optimism of will. 

14. What implication does it have for politics and political inquiry? Political inquiry as a particular pursuit (in the interest of certain values or power) developed in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries along with the development of two other inquiries – scientific inquiry into the nature of objects and philosophical inquiry into the history and nature of rationality. Political inquiry was thus heavily influenced by the mode of these two other branches. However, it is only of late that political inquiry has shown its own mode; and here once again we have to look for the lead either in the workers’ revolts in the last century, or in the protracted anti-colonial struggles, where political inquiry took shape almost independently of these two influences. It borrowed much more from religious, ethical, community-oriented anthropological, and most importantly action-oriented thoughts, and was purposive from the beginning. I think, criticality in this case has less to do with formalist thinking (in the sense of attention to forms), but to the action-oriented thinking that has characterised the emergence of the political subject. In this sense, the break with phenomenology came here perhaps more decisively, yet in a different way, because the theme of the subject here did not convey any transcendental presence (though the Right here is not tired of telling the world of the timeless Indian, Indian wisdom, civilisation, etc.), but a concrete collective poised against colonial power and rule. Post-colonial experiences have shown that without being phenomenological we can pursue the theme of the political being. To do so of course means to pay attention of concrete forms of power, resistance, institutions, and relations. 

15. For this as I have indicated, while political inquiry because of its specific history of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries may still have to borrow from psycho-sociological vocabulary, or a pseudo-military vocabulary, which is no better, or it may still oscillate between obedience to a general regime of truth or extreme relativism that comes from an exaggeration of the microphysics of power, yet its goal has to remain consistent, namely to discern the structure of sovereignty, the relations that compose the sovereign forms of power, and the ways of resistance that upsets the system of sovereignty – and towards this to devise any method that suits this goal. It means that we can borrow from wherever the source is found rich and offering insights into the realities of domination, suppression, and resistance, in other words the morphology of sovereignty. Yet once these insights have entered into the political method of inquiry, they become political – in that sense we have to return to Lenin again and again to see how a “pure” language of politics can become a possibility. A pure language of politics offering all through an uninterrupted and tireless study of actions, and through that study ideas, etc. 

16. The discussion of the political subject under the emerging conditions has to begin from such an idea of politics. Here we owe to Etienne Balibar, who has honoured us with his presence in this workshop, for an analysis of the impact of earlier anthropological ideas on the emergence of man as a political being. Balibar had once argued that the idea of the political and the citizen was conditioned in the old ages by the anthropological difference between (free) man and the slave; then came the long efforts to purge the idea of citizen of any such anthropological reference, and now we are confronted with the limitations of a politics based on the abstract idea of man. Balibar I believe takes the cue from Marx who had said that the anthropological difference between mental and physical labour afflicts the politics of freedom, and private property is the greatest marker of such freedom based on anthropological difference. Now the question will be: in this world of globalisation producing even more extreme divisions while unifying all of humanity in one market / one world, how do we negotiate the anthropological differences towards a politics of transformation? I suggest, here we shall have to draw more than ever from the reservoir of experiences of practices (such as anti-colonial building up of a rainbow nation) that will tell us the way to negotiate the subject/object bind, and make political subject-hood a matter of concrete conditions (which had produced political subjection in the first place), one may even call it a process of the concrete universal, yet with an ethical side to it. I shall go even further taking the cue from Etienne: The challenge I believe at this time will be how to move politics from the arena of simulation (and thus the transferred images and the constant efforts to wrestle with those images and pierce them) to its contentious core, where the earlier simulations of individual freedom, identity rights, multiculturalism, legal comprehension, and juridical rationality, are challenged at their face value, shown through contest what they are, and move towards an ethos or programme of physical emancipation, bodily defined freedom for the millions, enjoying the sunshine of thousand truths. If you allow me to go little forward along the line suggested by Etienne Balibar, politics carries with it the after image of an oscillation between the scene of simulation where politics appears clean of the anthropological conditions and the scene of raw power and contest where the disciplinary functions are being constantly challenged. In other words, in politics power is challenged and resisted in both of its forms: psychiatric power and bio-power (including the subjection of the body to labour process). The issue of method is related to this dynamics. In this way we can avoid what is largely a useless debate today, namely, whether this method will produce a subject or not. What is derided as “eclectic” will be rediscovered as plural, attuned to multiple levels of reality and analysis, practical, and of course empiricist. I do not know how Professor Balibar will respond to these suggestions.
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