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THE CONQUEST OF SELF?
INTIMACY AND THE OVERCOMING OF BOUNDARIES

Afnanta Giri

Sexuality  and reporoduction in  the past structured one
another... when directiy bound up  with reproduction,
saxuality was a medium of franscendence. Sewual activity
forged a tie with the finitude of the individual, and at the
same ftime Zarrisd the promis= o2F 1t3 irrelevance; for seen
in relation ta a cyoie2 of generations the i1ndividual lifs
was part of a eore 2mbracing svmbolic order. Sexudalitv far
s gt1ll carries an =2cho of the transcendent. Yet given that
such 1s the case, it is bound to be survounded with an aura
ot nostalgia and zivilization. A sexually addicted
civilization is ane wheres dgath has become stripped of
meaningy life politics at this point implies a renswal of
spicituuality.
' ~ Anthany Giddens,
The Transtorwation of Intimacy

Human Sociefy 13 a ceaseless growth, an unfaldment in terms
aof spirituality. If so, 1t must be based on ever increasing
demand upon fhe restraint of the flesh... Above all a life
af raestraint presupposes an  intense loving desire  for
reunion with God. : ey
' : : -M.K. Gandhi,

Conguest of self

s .

A clased government 1s bounded in a way that the s2lf is
supposad fo be bounded and undisclosed in the individualist
modal of un=thical fresdom that, permits us +to victimize,
appropriating and acguiring power of wealth behind our
boundaries, withouwt disclosing and assuming relational
responsibilitv.... -

~Miczhael Rvan,
Polritics and Culture:
Working Hypotheses Yor a Post-Revolutiornary Sociaty

i

Commenting  wpon the  sewuwal revolutian taking place  in
Amarican Society, Fritrim Sorockin had weitten in 192546 “Since the

‘marriage-~Ttamily schonl incrsasingly failas  ta graduate  weli-

7

—



3
adjustad individuals and since there ssems to be no ather agency
which can batter discharge this task, the natxpn and mankind at
large 15 bound fto be made up mare and more 0% individuals less

and 1285 Zapable of gatting along with others... Charity or lova

heEgins aft home, at the cradle of fthe helpiess babyv. If there is
na baby, no cradle, there can ba no loving and caring parents“‘
Anthony Biddens™ The Trarstormaticn of Intrinacy, which comments

upon the samse American condition but in its later phase of
development, provides us not only a different——an affirmative—-
answer  to the nagging doubts Sorakin had raised but alsa a

different meaning aof the elementary terms of conversation such as

homa, family and marriaga. Giddens shows 1in this engaging book
haow changes taking place in the realm of intimate relations in
American saciefy in particular and Western socisties in general
tave broken as-under the supposed teleclogical uwniiy among
sexpsality, marriage and reproduction. Recent develapments in
saxual relations, faor Giddens, show that it is possible to qet
along with each other in companionate marriage, while fighting
with each other in heterosexual marriages, and nurtﬁre gach other
without having the nesd of the oppasiéé s and .having a child as

a medium.

Basing wpon the ethnographic ohservation oF men and women,
bovs and girls, Zarrizd aut by ressarchers swuch as Lilien Rubkin
and athers, Giddens ArGUEaE “Hataro-zarual marriage

superficially appsars to retain its  Zentral position in  the



a
social oraer, maiking the prior discussion af izsbian
raelationsnios at  best rather marginal. I raality, it has been

largaly underminad by the rizse »of thz pure ralationship and

=
garxuality".Y Fae Siddens, “Flastic saxuality 15

be
n

pilasti

deczenfiered ssuuality, frasd from  the needs of repeoduaction... 1%

.;

fraes s2megality from  the rule of  the phallus. Trom the
ovarwhalming 1nportance of mals  s@2uual Txgerience.“b This is

manifesiad in ay, lasgbhian as well as in heterosswusl relation

all

where sSsuuality i1s an act of intimacy 10 i1tz2lf and is not ftimd
to reproduction and 1s not servant of  an imposing  long-term
commitment. I+ goes hand in hand with the +ris2 of "pure
ralationships” in the regalm of sexual inftimacy where one enfters
inside a relationship as an auvtonomous and free individwal,
without any constraint. Fure relationaship does not presuppose
sexual purity——in fact it considers this as a liability—-—and is
capable of accommodating multiple sexual relationships. Giddens
calls this episodic sexuality. In the words of Giddens:

A pure relationship has nothing to do with sexuwal purity,
and 13 a limiting cancept rather, than only a descriptive
one. It rafers to a situation where a social relation is
anftered into for its own sake, for what can be derived by
sach persan  from a swustained association with anothet, and
which is centinued only in so far as it is thought by both
parties to deliver enough satisfactions for each individual
to stay within it. Love used to be tied to sewxuality through
marvriags, but now these2 are connected mare and more via the
putrae relationship... The pure relationship, to repeat, is
part of a generic restructuring of intimacy. 1t smerges 1o
nthar contexts of seuuwality besides heterosexual marriage,
it is in some casudally related ways parallsl to the
development of plastic sexsality.’

Episodic sexuality earlisr was the presserve of the males.

Giddens arguas that recznt developments in the sphere of intimate
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trelations show  That girls have reconguered this sxclusive male

DLl Lage. o tact. the sigoiticance of Giddens pressnt work
lims  1n oringling  to fthe core of  the discussion the sayual
2uparinents of fthe giris  1n The recent ftimes. The padrsgond agirl
disTinction 13 not total anwy longear and girls  fasml that "they
have an 2ntitiament fIo angags  in sewwal achiviiy, incivding
sEvusl lntercourss, At whatmver ags2 s22ms Ippropriliats to them'.

Girls now don % have "%n  Tight o achisve sewual freaedom: such
freedom exists, and the npreblem is tno maks samsthing of 1t 1o tna
facse of male attitudes which still carry agre than an echo of the

<

past. The girls ftherafors 2narge Aas tha main sncial

enperimentera.“g

But when girls pursue sexusl superimentation 1t is no longer
a raiteration of the earligr male "romantic love!” but it is a3
oursuit of what Giddens calls ‘Ycenfluent love." While "in
romantic love attachments, the element of subiime love ftends tno
predominate over sexual ardmr,“q confluent love 1s contingent in

i ot 3

G

which 3 parson s sexualibtv...has ftoilbe negotiated as p

" . . i{
Pﬁiatlmﬂshlp.”J

For Grddens, in tha fransformation of inftimacy underway in

o and gav-relatioanships are
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Europa and North amarica,

aramples of reviesive ssrualifty-—"Sswuality as a guaiity or
— I S . . . . I
progacty nf the sali'. Bt in this transtormation of intimacy

thare has been LtTransmotstion of the biclogizal categorias aof male
/



and female, inclueding the fransmutation of phalivs 10t "mars

. 2 ) . , . o
DEﬁlﬁn”h Hhile +thig tranaswtation has made seBvualiiy “tora

betwean assertive saxcal dependenos, 1z luding the use of

H]

vialenc2, on the one hand, and constant 3anuietiss abuh potency on

17 . .
the  othae! ™ oo the part of women 1% has S2rtainiy Lad fo

Libaration. Accaorgaineg o Siddens.  “Wonen can now saa2  aen, at
le2ast on 2 cogniftive  lavel, as  just a2z auch a2  fanciionless

it

Giddens describes for us both the limits and possibilitiss
in tha rise of such plastic sexuality. The limits are mainly the
problams of compulsive sexsality and pathological co—dependancy.
With the public lagitimatian of lesbian relationships and sexual
treedom the sexuwal addiction of girls has caome to  the fore. But
Biddens offers a normative criticism of sevual addiction, whethesr
it is in thea male ar in the femals, by arguing that it is a
"defensive reaction" and a "negative index of the degree to which
the reflaxive project of the s=l1f maoves Fu centatr—stage of late

mudernity.”ls Serpal addiction is a fiarm ot “compulsive

behaviour!" wheare the "integrity of the s=1f as a whols is
menaced”‘é The same praoblam of Yeeaverse retlevivity" is  also
at waork in the riss of co-dependsncy in the field af a2nergs=nt

plastic gsexuality. A codependent is someon2 who is depandent upon

anothar paerson for his  or hae definition and "zannobh feel selif-

confident without being devoted to the nseds af others.® o ami
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ot selt est=zem," primarily oDecausa2 a7 abusive parentage, is a

primatry resson for co-dependency and theretftors oo dependent

o {8

W

parsnns are advized fto "heal the child withina

Tha aromise in cont2mparary changes in intimats relations
lies in fthe gaerms of a2 non-repressive’ socisty that 11 carries
with itsalf. It i3 also & harbinger of a cospanionats marrciage
whersa marriage i1s wsed as a homes base by both nartners who have
"only a slight emotional investment” with each othae. ¥ The rLSE
af fraes and non-coercive engagement in saxuality is an  index aof
"vevolutionary processes, already  underway in the infrastructurs
ot personal life,” which presses for fpsychic as well as weall as
social change."onransfarmaticn of intimacy carries with it the
promise of 3 "democratic personal order" not only in the area of
sexuality but also in those aof parent child relations, and other
forms of kinship and friendship.ZI According to Giddens, “"the
prahibition of violence! and Yavoidance of emational abuse" are
continuing challenges that current transformation has to face.

A\

Though BGiddens locates the transtormation in  intimacy in
social and culiural transformations taking place in  the recent
past he does not agree with the Foucauldian acecount af  the
history of modern sexuality. For Giddens, contra-Foucawlt, modern
praesccupation with s2i has not been sat by  the regime of power
and 163 origins are nodt merely institutional, rather 1fts otrigin

liss in the reflevive project of the self--a project helped by
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zhanges 1n  reproductive techrologies no doubft, but 1s naot
puhaustad by *these Conftra-Fougaulit, Siddens argues that o
arplain changes in sexualiity “we have Hto nove away fraom  an
overwhalmning emphasis an diEEQuPSE”EE Faor Giddens, "...sexuality
has thes importance for us today that it doss, not because af 1ts
significance far itha conitrol systems of modaralty, but because if

15 3 point of connechtion oatween tTwd other processest the

23

sequastration of evperience and tTranstoraation of intimacy.”

L1 PHIAR SARABIA UBRARY
wulaN INSTITUILE OF MANAGRMRE
VaSIRAPUR, AHAMED
Giddens traces the emargence of an "ethical fTramework for
the fostering of non-destructive emotion' i individuwal and
communal” life in  the non-coercive intimate sexual relations
wnderway in our times.24 Such intimate relations provide for the
"‘possibilities of a revitalizing of the groftic” through mutuality
rather than through unegusal pawer.zs Giddens has also brought
the autonomy of individual action to the center of intimacy but
h2 leaves unanswetred the question of negntiation betwesn avtonomy
\

. R . . N
and mutuality. In his guick characterization of all codependsnt

tr2lations as pathological Giddens argues that Y"defining persanal

boundaries 1is raegarded as  fundamental for a nonaddictive

g 0 1126 3 ; ] 3 1 ] g

realationship. For Giddens boundarias mountar the effect of
27

projective identification.™”® But  withouwt the avercoming of
boundarisms is real inve, far +fthat matter anvy  love, possible™

Siddens privileges parzonal bBoundaecrias, thus UnkEnNOWing iy



C?
ralterating tha wvocabulary of possessive individualiasm which is
‘ ‘ : - - i - R
in urgent nesd of ftrsnsformation ftodawv. Therefore, he can
wuneritically accept the curtent ftherapeutic . labslling of

codependency as pathological. It codependency also means being

[y

depandant on the2 athsr and giving vnoonditional love to a3 partner

despite f=21t abuses, then why shouwld 1% b2 viawed as

ical sngag=2nent is  also to

pakthalogical? If the +task of sacionlo

1o

subisct  the dominant style of fhinking o a criticsl soerubiny by
bringing different accounts of non—-institutional styles of salf-

raflaevion then is 1% nat important for Giddens, who iz interestsd

~t

in treflewive maobilization of self, to explore different
alternatives possible within a labelled type. After all, what is
the meaning o2f self-confidence wh2n one is part of a
relationship? This exploration would help us raise  furthare
gquaestions to the cantemporary discourse tather than just
celebrate i%, such as: Is it is also not a challenge for pure
ralationship to erass the distinction between self and non-—

.,
Efal‘t"f"q

With a «view of intimacy based upon invinlable houndaries
and zmalf-confidence how do we coma tu\tewms with our centuries

old wisdom that love makes us vuilnerable rather than powarful®

In his account of ftranstformations of intimacy Giddans
himself pointz cut the contradictions in pure relatinaship. He

shows uwus  the fension e=2xisting even in  lesbian reiationship

becsuse of promiscuity and tha wse of violenca in  such

¥

B

relationships. Tharefore on the part of womzn ilesbian sewuality
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can at best be looked wupon azs a step towards more demoacratic sex

but 1t can not be ftreated as an end in itself. Giddens himsel?

speaks af the "reifurn of the phallus” 0 soma of the sauual
activities lasbians are angagad In such as hair puiling and
peating. tHars along with the challenage nt  ovarcoming of

bBoundaries the real challerge is  also one atf overcoming ona ' s
2go.™ Children, females, mal=sas--all have egos, and the distortions
ago can bring ta the work of m “"pure relatiansnip” e anarmous.
Thaugh modern feminist scholarship has looked at  the problem of
gandar at  the conjunction of race and class it has also by and
large leftt the problem of =go0 untouched.30 But in my view,
whether we speak of infimacy or demogracy or  intimacy as
democracy, the next battles are to be fought wvig—-a-vis the
problem of 2ga. Overcoming one’s egolstic boundaries can
cetrtainly constitute an arena of "life palitics,” which is
concarned with generativity rather than distributive power, in

Giddens’ sense.31

Giddens looks at the trangformatagn of intimacy as an
instance of bhoth i1nstitutional reflerivity and sel%—weflemivity.
But though Siddens is very good in shawing the ratlexivity of the
s2lft vig—a-via modern institutions he doses not provide the
account of refle|xiviiy of the selt vis—a—-vis i1tself. wWhat is the
nature of the ssl{ and what place intimacy and sexuality have got
in 1ts total scheme of things——itz sch2me of being and becoming?

How does a sexuval sagaganent relatse to the sesking of ma2aning of
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the selt i1n aother eangagements™ At what polnt sakuality iteelf
becames an addiction $0 be distantiatad from in the meditation of

the self? Thae asditation of s2lt, sccording to Charles Tavlaore,

involves discowvering and  ra2alizing a et of gualitative

) . . ko, - N _ _ . ,
distinctions.”” Recently aven pnolitical scientists have begun
gpeaking of higher desire and lowsr desirs-—fthe "inner conflict

betwesn what the individuaiz themseives a2wvpsarience as thair aore

desirable and iggs desirable desires.

H

I am not presuypposing
that sauual sngagement is an instance of lowser desire but does a
reflexive mobilization of self come to term with such questions
at all at any point? Writing of sexual oaver—indulgence Sorokin
had argued:" .. over—indulgence atf sex uwrge tends to undermine
the physical and mental health and vitality of the individual,
destrays his sense of morality, diminishes his creative
energy?”34 One can ceriainly disagtree with Sorokin’'s assartion
but does a raflexive s2lf at all confront such guestions in its
gnjourn? Does a reflexive self totally discaﬁnt what Sorokin
calls "the ponssibility of transmuting an unsatisfied sexual drive
into 2 form af creative achievement”35 These questions
\
inavitably bring ws to the izssue of nature aof  the seif-—its
gources, and 1ts manifold aspirations. Though Biddens had told us
in his Constitution of chxety-'that he is more interested in
guestions of ontology than epistemalngy he really dossn’t probe

deeply 1nto ecninlogical guestions such as the nature of zelf and

77 ~ U] i = 1 9
culture. Y Without = deepar ratlection on the nature of the self
1t 13 no wonder that Siddens can anly work with the visible



-

e

boundarimss ot thea salf.

37 many coantradiciions  in pura  ralationship that Siddens
tallks of what iz consplrcunus by 163 asbsence 13 The gusshioan of
putrity of action and intantion in a ralationship. Biddens says
that pure relationship can accommodats multiple spisodic  sexual
ancounters. put Giddens himselft  sawvs that such multiple sewual
ancCounta2rs bring tensions to A relationship. & processal analysis
of resolution of such tensions would have made Giddens grapple
with the guestion of purity of action and intention af  achtors
ratiher than dismiss 1t as a non~-issue. Giddens savs  that
confluent love Zan revive the "aesthetic gqualitiss" of actors as
L _ L B . .

participants of ssauual activity. But does this aesthetic

wperience nat have at l=azt the potential to make actors
raflexive abaut ‘“eroticism as culiivation of feeling, expressed
t 39

thtrough bodily sensation and wuse it as basis for a

transcendent spiritual realization? In other words does not

/
gaxual pleasure, beginning with the denudation of body, in its

agsthetic turn end with its cultural and fpivitual adoarnment? 40
Do these momants of aesthetis realization not initiateé a2 process

of wveflection within actors to purifty theie  instrouments of

25 that Giddens is describing is 2%

1]

pleasure? I¥ the kind of chan
best a step to future thzn the issue of gurification aof intention
and action cannot  be dismissaed +totally. By speaking of

purification nere I am not asserting the valus of sewcal chashity

but I am raising the reflexive guestion of purity of purpose,



commitmant, ard atiention to a relationship of intimacy. I have
aiza 1o mind the bkind of issues Sri Auraobindo raises when he
weritag Y. owe st suppose that  there 13 a divigg desire other
than the vital craving, a God-desire of which this othar and
iowar phenomanan is an obszure shadow and into which  this has to

he transfigured““l

The delinking of sewuality from reproduction is probably the
most impartant feature of the transforaation of inftimacy that
Giddens ftalks about. Giddens makes a reference to contraception
and other reproductive technologiss in this regard. Giddens looks
at kthis delinking in the context of tethnological changes as well
as 0t shifting mentalities. But Giddens takes for grantad the
non-contzatious articulation of this delinking as affered by the
dominant discourse. In the Aamerican heartland itself a serious
idealogical battle has been going on around the 'issue of abortion
where the participants are noft only those pleasure-—-seeking women
wha celebrate fthe freedom of sexuvality from reproduction. Women
in pro-lifse movements, for instance, have kansistenﬁly guestioned
the delinking of savuality from reproduction. In fact, they have
affered a cultural critigque of such delinking. Faye Ginsburg’s
argaging =thnography of the abortion debate presents the voices
af mome such gritics of contemporary culturs of sewuality. 2
Sinsburg wreibtes about the vision that animates pro-lite women in

the Amarican community that she studied.

Fro-life activist, on the other hand, [compared +o the pro-—
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choice activistsl accept diferencas, buit not necsssarily
higrarchy, in the 4Social and bionlogical roles of men and

wom2n., Tneir ratorm 2fforis are directed btoward Sreating and
proamoting 3 social and politicsl contest that fthay fesl will
protect  and Eﬁhanca one ssssntial  condition that, 10
BEneral, dishinguishas man from women pragnancy  and
motherheood., Iy their visw, social mhanges that could D=
intarpratad 23 casting repraduction and childbesring ars
ant i-woman. Qbmrtlon iz  thus a condsns=d sveobol far the

davalusatinmn of mothetrihoos and She cantral atsributs assigned
to it in fhis culTuese-tna gsalfesacrificing ndrturance of

o

dapendents.

-

Dinaburg also ftells us now, in thair Tight agairst abortion,
pro—~life activishs ara  fighting against the Torces of
"materialism and narcissisa” that are “displacing the nurturant
tiems of tin and community' and to “refoarm the oore dehumanizing
aspacts of contemporary capitalist cualture.” “ They strive to
coantrol destructive male sexuality and transfarm "raw
masculinity” into a nurturant power. They associabe abortion with
the profit making motive and liken aborticon cliniecs to "7-11¢

4

conveniance stores In their attacks againzst ahortion, they

are not only concarned with women and womanliness, gendsr and
sexuwality but also with the ‘'selft-production of society, u 46
the reproduction of American culfture as a whole. In tha right to
life view, abartion comes to signify "not only a withdrawal of
unconditional, self-sacrificing aurturancsa,  but the devaluation
of culture itaelf.“47

The above account of Ginsburg shows that therse arve s5£ill
many women in American culture  who value motherhood and would
likte f2 take responsibility for tha fstus that is born of saxusl
LI

relation. hiz eariiar wark on modecnity and selé¥-identifty
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Giddens had tolad us that reflesive mobilization of the salf,

which 15 nat an evtansion of the Zontrol systems o7 modarnity,

takes plac2 primacily, though nat =suclusively, in the fieid of

cantemporary sooial  and ceitural eovemsnns. It Giddens had

orowvaht  som ralated s=ncial  eovements suchl as the pro-—-lifs

1
1!}

movament intn the arbit of crscussion he wowld have encountersd a
moara ditferentiated ideoisgicai landscaps, whers his unceriticalily

acceptad thesizs of the delinking of sauwuality from reproduction

15 itsald subiect to intense ideolaogical ceiticism.
It is of coursae trus that the predaominant role of a2 woman in
Amarican Mastarn cutl ture 15 wife. Theretfore man—woman

relationship is thought of predominately through the modal of
husband—-wife or fthrough some model of sewkual partnership. Though
such multural alternatives as conceptualization of anathar woman
as mother and sister don’'t exist seriously in American culture,
in comparison to a culture such as Indian, what about other
alternative conceptualizations of a wumén such as that of a
friand? arse all friends sexually engaged? Can one b= intimate
without bheing sexuaily related? Even if\gemually ralated, then
dogs touch from sexual intercowrse carry th2 same meaning for the
Aactors and interpreatars?

These are some of the gquestions that arz2 mizsing in Giddens

aAccount. In another contewh Siddrnes has writt H fall =oci
=Yool t in mti % k. Sidd had rithen el oc1al

o &9

[y

rasaearch presumnes Shthnogeraphiy. In nis study Giddens has based

upon the so-~cailed sthnographiss of others but now 1t 13 high



S
time that Giddens, the socinlogist, becomes a critical and cross-
culturally sensittive ethnographer Yor tackling the guestions such

as the above ones which logically emerges from his own acoount.

D

-

COLrER thae genius at GSiddens lies in elevating
aocinlogical analyvsis to a leval of normative criticism, which 15
evidant from his critigus of sexual addiction., I am sure Giddens
wauld be opsn to  the possihility of taking such normative
criticism fo still greater heights and state along with FRobart
Bellah and his caolleagues: "Attending means to concern ourselveas
with larger meaning of things in the longee run, rather than with
shart-term pay offs. The pursuilt aof imoediate pleasurs, or  hha
promise of immediate pl=asure, iz the essence of distraction. A
gand socisty is ang in which atfention takes precedence over
distractiun."50 Bellah et al. state unambiguously that they use
"attention normatively in the sense of ‘mindfulness’, as  the
Euddhiats put it, or openneszs to the leadings of God, as the
Quarkers say”s1 Thus religion and spirituality are important
horizons here. In hiszs own account GBiddens many times refers o
the manifold relationship between religion and .tha =2;mergent
plastic sexuality. In fact ona of the conciuding Llines in  his
smok speak of "ranawal of sgpirituallv” Therefare to agk such
guestions as can sazuwality be a source and field af “renewal of
spicvituality” wouwld not be unfair fo Giddens. But o come to
tarme with thesse Giddens would nave to meditate an the fraontisrs

‘v

ot spirituality at the prasent junciure. Feram The Class Structure



In  Addvanced Societies 32 tos The Transtormation of Intimacy

Siddans caresr has baen a gquest of remarkable creativity and

continuous transgression ot boundaries. Th2 next thing we can
rFd

sxpect fram this remarkabls intecrprater of our Times 135 a work on

spiritualiiyvy, whtich 1S in  fact liong overdae givernn his
preoccupstion with what he himseif calls the "transformative

capacity of tha actors."? But for this Siddens would have £o be
not anly an  ethnogeaphner but a spiritual seseker guestioning not

«B 5¢ the time but also

anly the Y"post-mstaphysical  fthinking
ghing beyond th=2 rational foundation of modsarn  Eurapsan

philosophy.
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