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Introduction

Genocide is the highest and most extreme form of violence perpetra-
ted against a group of human beings on the basis of their national, ethnic,
racial, or religious identity with the intent to destroy, in whole or in part,
their very existence. It is committed in the name of nationalism or ethnic
and racial superiority that is used to justify the systematic and deadly use
of force against a particular minority population.

This paper examines the use of such brute force against the Arme-
nians of the Ottoman Empire that led to the massacre of 1.5 million Arme-
nians in 1915 — the first mass genocide of the 20th century committed against
a people with the premeditated purpose of exterminating an entire ethnic
population.?

Why were the Armenians singled out from among a large number
of ethnic groups residing in far corners of the Ottoman Empire — from
Albanians and Bulgarians in the West to Arabs and Kurds in the East, as
well as numerous other ethnic groups, including Circassians, Lazs, Alevis,
Greeks, and Jews? What were the factors that led to this selection that cul-
minated in attempts at the extermination of an entire group of people? What
structural conditions contributed to the execution of a planned genocide of
an otherwise peaceful people who had been the inhabitants of vast territo-
ries in Eastern Anatolia for centuries? Why did the Turkish government
resort to such extreme measures to wipe out an entire population in its drive
to annihilate the Armenians of Ottoman Turkey?

There are a number of specific explanations addressing these ques-
tions — ranging from pan-Turkic expansionism to that of retaliation against
armed uprising in the east, and a combination of other factors peculiar to
the position of Armenians in the Ottoman Empire, such as the strong pre-
sence of Armenians at high levels of the Ottoman state bureaucracy and
the prosperous economic position of some segments of the Armenian popu-
lation tied to Europe and other centers of Western imperialism. Nationalist
ideology promoted by the late Ottoman (Young Turk) state which emerged
in the early twentieth century is generally viewed as evolving within the con-
text of a combination of these factors.
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The implications of the analysis presented in this paper go beyond
attempts at understanding the Armenian Genocide as such; they help place
in proper perspective the subsequent rise of nationalism in post-Ottoman
Turkey and the continued oppression of the other ethnic minorities in Tur-
key, including the Kurds, the Greeks, and the Jews, as well as the Arme-
nians. Moreover, an analysis of the sources of extreme nationalism and ethnic
conflict in late Ottoman society and modern Turkey may help us under-
stand the phenomenon of nationalism in general and its rise in societies
undergoing a similar experience elsewhere in the world today.

The Position of Ethnic Minorities in Ottoman Turkey
with Focus on the Armenian Community

Ethnic minorities, made up of Armenians, Greeks, Jews, and nume-
rous other national groups situated throughout the Ottoman Empire, played
an important role in the Ottoman social structure. Concentrated mainly in
Istanbul and Izmir, the Greeks, the Armenians, and, to a lesser extent, the
Jews, had already obtained a commanding lead in Ottoman trade and finance
by the late 18th century.(” As the ethnic population grew in size over the
decades, their position further improved and began to play a dominant role
in key branches of the Ottoman economy by the end of the 19th century.
In the Ottoman capital, Istanbul, Armenians, Greeks, and Jews together
constituted upwards of half the population of the city during this period.
Of the one million inhabitants of Istanbul, 500,000 were Turks, 400,000
Armenians and Greeks, and 100,000 Jews and Europeans.(‘”

The number of Armenians in the Ottoman Empire during this period
has been estimated at about 2.5 million, with over 80 % living in rural areas,
mainly in eastern Anatolia and in the Adana and Marash regions in the
south.® In the main urban center, Istanbul, Armenians numbered some
200,000 at the beginning of this century. [zmir on the west coast, Erzerum,
Kars, and Van in the east, Sivas and Amasya in the northcentral region,
and Adana, Mersin, Diyarbekir, and Marash in the southeast were other,
less populated urban centers of Anatolia where Armenians were concentra-
ted; they ranged from 10,000 to 100,000 in each of these medium-sized cities,
with many more residing within each of the vilayets, or provinces.® The
remainder of the Armenian population lived in small towns and villages
throughout eastern and southern Anatolia, where they made a living by til-
ling their small plots of land. Only a small percentage of the Armenian popu-
lation was made up of large landowners, while the vast majority was made
up of peasants cultivating their own few acres of land.”

e .In the c_ities and urban centers, such as Istanbul and its adjacent muni-
cipalities, a different class structure prevailed: here, merchants, bankers,
manufacturers and middlemen played an important role, despite the fact
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that most Armenian city dwellers were either small business owners, crafts-
men, or common laborers.® Among these, «the real power», writes one
observer, «was held by an oligarchy comprised of wealthy conservative ele-
ments». ... «This oligarchy», we are told, «was drawn from the amira class,
which consisted of bankers, rich merchants, and government officials».
By the early 19th century, the Armenian elite played a dominant role within
the Armenian community, and was very influential in the Ottoman power
structure as well, due in large part to their strategic position within the eco-
nomy and state administration. The bankers, constituting the dominant ele-
ment of this elite, played a direct role in the empire’s economy: they collec-
ted taxes, made loans to the state, insured funds against losses, and domi-
nated foreign exchange and commercial operations, which brought them into
close contact with Europe and the West."'?

Another group of Armenian magnates consisted of high government
officials in charge of various state institutions or departments and as head
of numerous economic enterprises (e.g., the customs, mint, powder works,
mines, army supplies, etc.). The presence of Armenians in various bran-
ches of the Ottoman government was widespread and extended to different
professions directly under the jurisdiction of the central government."" It
included the Imperial Palace, the educational system, health, public works,
and foreign affairs, to mention a few of the key administrative posts and
professional assignments sanctioned by the state. The pivotal position of
this select segment of the Armenian population in the Ottoman state, eco-
nomy, and society brought them to centers of power and influence within
the Empire.

Ethnic Rivalry and the Rise of Turkish Nationalism

The expansion of the economic power of ethnic minorities — in par-
ticular, Armenians — during the 19th century began to be felt by the Tur-
kish population in both urban and rural areas, as the non-Muslim ethnic
groups — Greeks, Armenians, and Jews — began to dominate the com-
mercial and financial activities of the empire and bought up much of the
cultivatable land in the rural areas, while outcompeting their Turkish busi-
ness rivals in the cities and towns where Turks were the dominant force pre-
viously.“z’ As wealth was transferred from Turkish to Armenian or Greek
and to a lesser extent Jewish hands, the widening gap between the Turks
and these minority ethnic groups led to resentment against the prosperous
sectors of the non-Muslim population who increasingly occupied the center
stage in the economy and society.

In eastern Turkey, M. S. Lazarev reports that «Armenians occupied
key positions in trade and business, which facilitated anti-Armenian agita-
tion among the ... Muslim masses, and in the first place the Kurds. For exam-
ple, in the vilayet [province] of Sivas (where Armenians formed 35 percent
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of the population), out of 166 large importers 125 were Armenians; out of
37 bankers 32 were Armenians, and out of 9,800 small traders 6,800 were
Armenians. Armenians owned 130 of 150 industrial enterprises. In the vilayet
of Van, Armenians held 98 percent of the trade, [and] 80 percent of the
agriculture ... There were 18 large merchants, all Armenian, 50 moneylen-
ders (30 Armenians and 20 Turks), 20 money-changers, all Armenians, 1,100
craftsmen (1,020 Armenians and 80 Turks), 50 rentiers (20 Armenians and
30 Turks), 80 vegetable merchants (50 Armenians and 30 Turks), 200 fruit
merchants, all Armenians. All members of the liberal professions — physi-
cians, pharmacists, lawyers, etc. were Armenians»."”

In the western region of the empire — in Izmir, Brusa, and else-
where — the situation was similar. According to a report by the British
Foreign Office, In Izmir the general improvement «however is more gene-
rally to the advantage of the Christian races who are ... buying up the Turks.»
... The Turks, handicapped by conscription, «fall into the hands of some
Christian usurious banker [Armenian, Greek, or occasionally European] to
whom the whole property or estate is soon sacrificed ... in the immediate
vicinity of Smyrna very few Turkish landed proprietors remain.»'¥

Further west, «every one who has any familiarity with the Aeolic and
Ionian coasts,» reports British author W. M. Ramsay, «knows of many a
flourishing Greek village, which not so many years ago was empty or peo-
pled by Turks. The Turks are losing, or have in places lost, their hold on
the coast and on the valleys that open on the coast... As the railway goes
inland, the Greek element goes with it and even in front of it.»"">

«This feeling of being overwhelmed and driven out caused much
resentment among Turks,» writes [ssawi, «and helps to account for the
intense bitterness and violence in the struggle between Turks, Armenians,
Greeks in the period from 1895 to 1923.»"'?

The prominence of the Armenian amiras within Ottoman society led
to much bitterness among broad segments of the Turkish population, espe-
cially the nationalist elements within it, based primarily among the natio-
nalist intelligentsia and generals and officers in the military. Such bitter-
ness against wealthy Armenians soon turned into a generalized resentment
against the Armenian community as a whole and gave rise to the brutal
repression of Armenians that led to the massacres of 1894-96.(7

The periodic looting and destruction of Armenian neighborhoods,
the killings of large numbers of Armenians in selective and orchestrated mas-
sacres sanctioned by the government,'® and the absence of Western inter-
vention to halt the atrocities committed against the Armenian population
set the stage for full-scale repression of the Armenian community with the
rise to power of the Young Turk nationalists led by Enver, Cemal, and Talat
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Pashas in the first decade of the twentieth century and thus cleared the way
for the final solution to the Armenian Question — the extermination of 1.5
million Armenians in 1915.?

Ultra-Nationalism and the 1915 Genocide
of Armenians in Ottoman Turkey

Although numerous attempts in bringing about an Armenian natio-
nal uprising in the east led to severe repression and massacres of thousands
of Armenians at the end of the 19th century,?” the turning point for the
very survival of the Armenian community in Ottoman Turkey was the Young
Turk revolution of 1908. «From the revolution’s beginning,» writes Paul
Saba, «oppressed nations within the empire seized the occasion to declare
their independence, while foreign powers sotht to take advantage of Tur-
kish internal disorder for their own gain.»?"

In 1908, Bulgaria announced its independence; soon after Crete revol-
ted to unite with Greece. Austro-Hungary annexed Bosnia-Herzegovina, and
in 1911-12 Italy invaded and conquered Libya. Finally, in 1913, a united
Balkan alliance drove the Turks out of Macedonia. Within the remnants
of the empire other oppressed nationalisties, including the Armenians and
the Azg?b peoples, were demanding greater autonomy or self-determina-
tion.

It was within this context of the disintegration of the Ottoman Empire
and the rise of the Turkish nationalist forces to salvage the pieces of the
crumbling empire that the Young Turk reaction took its most ruthless form.

Turkey jolted toward military dictatorship, and Turkification became
the dominant ideology in leading CUP [Committee of Union and Progress]
and government circles. Pan-Turkism, as theorized by the CUP, was an
extreme expression of the contradictory and ambivalent response of Tur-
kish nationalists to Western penetration and its destructive impact on the
unity of the Ottoman Empire... Racialism, chauvinism, militarism, and dis-
regard for much of traditional Islam were all features of Pan-Turkism. Taken
together, this combination of ideological elements foreshadowed a similar
ideology which was to emerge in Germany in the 1920s: Nazism.®)

«Pan-Turkish theorists», Saba points out, «conceptualized Turks as
a master race, and envisioned the forcible creation of a great empire
(«Turan») of all «Turo-Aryan» peoples throughout Asia. Russia, the Sla-
vie peoples and Armenians were all seen as obstacles to this goal.»‘w

The Turks were to be united in a new purified state in which there
would be no place for «alien» peoples. The CUP’s efforts at popular mobi-
lization of the Turkish masses on the basis of nationalist appeals, racial into-
lerance and Nazi-like cults of the Turk’s pagan past created a climate of
growing intolerance for all minority peoples within the empire.‘zs)
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Within this context of the ideology of Pan-Turkish nationalist expan-
sionism to the east, the Ottoman Empire entered World War I and hoped
to overrun Russia as part of its strategy to reconquer ancient Turan. «Within
two weeks of the campaign, however, 80 percent of the troops [of the Third
Army] had been killed either by Russian forces or by the terrible Caucasian
winter.»*®

Defeated in battle, the Young Turks determined to strike at an easier
target. In early February 1915, the Central Council of the Committee of
Union and Progress decided upon the systematic extermination of all Arme-
nians within the Ottoman Empire. Armenian sympathy for Russia and their
illegal possession of arms provided the pretexts, while the absence of allied
observers in the area, as a result of the war, provided the opportunity for
Turkish reaction to strike its blow virtually unobserved.

Saba continues:

«Planned, supervised and directed at every level by the Committee
of Union and Progress with a fierce blend of racial fanaticism and 20th cen-
tury rationalism, unrestrained by remorse or conscience, the same pattern
of extermination was employed throughout the Armenian provinces. It was
a pattern which, in many respects, foreshadowed the holocaust visited upon
European Jewry by Nazis.»?”

Thus the first genocide of the 20th century unfolded in full force and
continued until it consumed the lives of 1.5 million Armenians. One of the
bloodiest massacres in history, the Armenian genocide witnessed the rape,
assault, plunder, and murder of an entire population with the premedita-
ted, ultra-nationalist objective of wiping out the Armenian community of
Ottoman Turkey.®®

This act of planned genocide perpetrated against the Armenian peo-
ple nearly achieved its stated aims, as most of the estimated 1.5 to 2 million
Armenian inhabitants of Ottoman Turkey were exterminated through mass
murder or marched to their death in the Syrian desert and the eastern pla-
nes. Less than 15 percent of the prewar Armenian population was able to
escape the horror of the genocide and take refuge in Russia or other sur-
rounding states, while after the final collapse of the Ottoman Empire and
the emergence of the new Turkish state in 1923, there were less than 100,000
Armenians remaining in the entire country.?”

Some Concluding Observations

The questions raised in the above analysis lead us to draw some con-
clusions on the nature and causes of ethnic conflict and rivalry between
Armenians and Turks at the turn of the century that came to be defined
as the Armenian Question.

.The Young Turk government’s ultra-nationalist projection of power,
extending to territories beyond that controlled by the Ottoman central state,
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was an attempt for the establishment of a greater Turkish Empire that reclai-
med its historic central Asian heritage. The question of pan-Turkic expan-
sionism to the east, then, must be seen in this context of the nationalist pro-
ject, where ethnic conflict and rivalries were promoted to achieve imperial
ends. It is, therefore, entirely logical to view the hostilities generated bet-
ween Armenians and Kurds in eastern Turkey as part of the Young Turk
campaign to suppress ethnic rebellions by way of setting the two groups
against each other and thereby to clear the way for further Turkish territo-
rial expansion.

The Armenians became the first victims of this political design; the
Kurds, too, were to follow as victims of this plan in due course. The argu-
ment that the Young Turks used the Kurds against the Armenians and then
planned to move against the Kurds to clear the way for Turkish expansion
to this territory and beyond, as part of their campaign to establish a greater
central Asian Turkish Empire, seems to make sense within the context of
the actual developments there during this period.

Caught between these currents of global, regional, and national
power-politics and standing in the way of the parties who wanted to use
them to advance their own interests, the Armenians paid a heavy price for
this political design in the form of mass deportations, massacres, and anni-
hilation of nearly all of their people. It is clear that outside powers were
heavily involved in the final phase of the collapse and disintegration of the
Ottoman Empire, whose territories were later directly occupied by the Wes-
tern imperialist powers during World War I. The particular position of the
Armenians in this power struggle, identified as friend or foe by one or ano-
ther of the contending forces in this conflict, cost the Armenians some 1.5
million lives.

The Greeks and especially the Jews, mainly residing in large urban
centers like Istanbul and Izmir did not have any territorial claims; nor were
they seen as standing in the way of Turkish expansionist plans. Likewise,
the Ottoman provinces in North Africa and the Arabian Peninsula did not
interfere with the Young Turks’ ultra-nationalist vision, as they were too
far from centers of power and control in this period of Ottoman decline
and decay; hence these regions were easily acquired by the European powers
and turned into outposts of Western imperialism — the spoils being divi-
ded between France and Britain, the two dominant world powers at the time.
The Greek invasion of western Turkey and the subsequent defeat of Greece
in bloody battles in Izmir and elsewhere along the western coast of Turkey
did result in the deaths of a large number of Greeks in Turkey during the
war, but the existence of a Greek homeland provided «a way out» of a similar
situation by mass deportations of Greeks to Greece, hence escaping a large-
scale massacre.

115



The Armenians were accorded no such protection from the advan-
cing Ottoman forces, who, through direct government orders frorp th_e cen-
ter, moved in with full force to remove the Armenians from their historic
homeland. The forced marches, killings, and wholesale massacre of entire
villages populated by Armenians marked the beginning of t.he first geno-
cide of the twentieth century — a genocide planned to exterminate an entire
ethnic population who, according to those in power, stood in the path of
the Turkish natioanl project.

All the accusations of the Young Turk government leveled against
the Armenians in Ottoman Turkey («collaboration with foreign powers»,
«disloyalty to the state», «widespread armed uprisings», «conspiracy to
overthrow the Ottoman state», and so forth) are refuted by Armenian scho-
lars and the Armenian community at large, who point to the peaceful nature
of the Armenian population of Turkey — an ethnic enclave that made great
contributions to the Ottoman state and society for centuries and were his-
torically acknowledged as such even by a succession of Ottoman govern-
ments until the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. Thus, whatever
the motives of the Turkish government at the time, the Armenians were not
and could not be the source of any such hostilities and had no reason for
being so, as they occupied a prominent economic, political, and cultural
position in the Ottoman domain; the deadly predicament of Armenians
during this period originated in and was the result of an emergent nationa-
list force that used the excuse of «the Armenian threat» to control and domi-
nate a fragile empire which had entered a period of decline and decay due
to its own insertion into, and the resultant contradictions of, the world eco-
nomy and polity.

The mass killings of some 1.5 million people in a premeditated man-
ner, violating every precept of human morality, could not be justified under
any circumstance, for whatever reason. The Turkish governments over the
past eight decades have, as has the present government of Turkey, denied
that such a massacre ever took place; the hundreds of thousands of Arme-
nians who died during this period in various eastern provinces of the empire
are said to have been the victims of war that inflicted casualties and death
on both sides.®” But the 1.5 million Armenians who died in 1915 — an
undisputed fact widely accepted in the international community — could
not have vanished into thin air. Just as the premeditated genocide of some
six million Jews by the Hitler regime in Germany during World War II can-
not be accepted as «casualties of war,» the massacre of one and a half mil-

lion Armenians cannot be washed away as the consequence of «wartime
hostilities.»

: Today we commemorate the 80th anniversary of this bloody episode
in modern history and honor the memory of those who lost their lives in
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the hands of the perpetrators of this systematic massacre that came to be
known as the first mass genocide of the twentieth century. If we are to learn
anylessonsfron1sucheventsand;neventashnﬂaroccuranceofrnassgeno-
cide in the future, we must become cognizant of the ill use to which the
excuse of war is put as a cover for nationalist or global designs to disarm
and exterminate a people who block such self-serving ultra-nationalist and
reactionary objectives in different historical and geographic contexts — whe-
ther in Bosnia, Nazi Germany, or, as in the case of the Armenians, in Otto-
man Turkey.
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U.j1 dnnnynipyGbpny nkd h gnpd gpniwd ghnuuwwline-
philip pnpugn)G by wdbGEG fuyfuyhs JEY dbil £ wyl ppune-
pbwG, np Yp gnpdungpnih phr jud Jwubulh Yhpynyd* fuligbin
hwdwp whnlg gnyniphilp, bpp winGf Yp Ghplwjuglbl gbnu)hl,
dnnnypruyhb, Ypolwlwb jud nbnbuwljul wbhwnuljuliniphil:
U.juyhuh gnpéniGinipbwl fp wupugujhl top p junwpwlg
jnpafp hupgnulGbpniG, npnGf Ynu qul Thwanynibine 0’ JEY
hwwnhG Uty — hlsn® wyju gbnuuywlniphilp dh Lhwjl hwybpn
gnynipbwl pkd':

Mbpé Mbpwbponnil Yp hnpak yunwupwlbby JEY hwwnhl
wju hupgnudhG* fGGn pbwb bGpwupybiny pGibpujhl, whnbuw-
Jub, YpolGwlwb b fpwynipwyhl npniphilip Oudwlbwl Ywju-
poipbw@, npnil Jpul jhnwquyhl Yoo quy wibjbune plnghpp
Oudwlbwl Ywjupnipbwl wpbudnunfh gty fpwd hnnujhG Yn-
pnrunBbpniG, npnil npyku hwhungupéniphif’ funufuljul,
wlwnbuwlul, hnquyhl, dngnypyuhG by wjpmqul niphy ywn-
funGbpt pppwlniwd phjunpulfp wpbibfh oty hhUGbjh Foupu-
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Guwlwl Ywjupnmpbwl Jp: U ju JEYG wpn EG gbnuuywunuljul dpw-
ghpl t Gphunwuwpy-ppfn pbwl’ ppuyk bnf dpughpp hwdhunbwl
funufwlulnipbwb, np Yp Lhnkp oudwlh wypwphtl Gbpu winbn-
ol gbnujliopktl by Ypolimljub Gbpyny gnun ppfuljul ujupni-
phiul Jp:

U.ju dpughphb hpuwgnpdnudhb hpwpfp 4p uph wibjh finf-
pwdwulinuphiGGbpnul by Ywlwiwln hwynipbwul niibgud winb-
uwlul gbphunn nudhl b wilk junwpugud wbwnwlwl, wnbi-
wpwlub, fupnupupnibunulul b YyulnipwjhG yuwnbiunlbpny
wp, np gnigk GnjGfwl wnljw) k Gubu jnjGhG hwdwp be hpbwjhG:
UwlwjG bpp hpbwG Yp jugnnh Yoynthy hp Unpp bl Gbpu bu jnjlp
hp ntdfp Yp nupdGt pp whjup ywhbunwljulnipbwli® wihpudbwn
wupwqujhl Jblibne hwdwp hp hw)pbGhfp® hw)p Yp Lhw) wi-
wuywnwwl b wpbudnunfh dbé whunniphiGlbpp sbG np whnh qu
wwnwwul julglbint wlnp, hpululnippil fp np pnunny §'pl-
uinih pnupfhlG hnndt, np hhdw wpbirdnunfh hp hnpniunibpniG
Ypkdp |nudbinu Yhp dbnGwplk gunGwyny wpbib)f: UwluwjG hw;G
E np Yupgbjulk pp junwgplpwugp, ntunh whplw §’npn)k Jwf-
pb1 hpwywpulp by pwlw) ninhG gpkyh Popwl’ Ybgpnlwlwb
Uupw: UpnphiGfp plwglgnidG b wpbidwnwhwynmipbwl® Ynpniu-
unyp pnipfhupluly bpyny Jhihnlk wibjh hwynipbwl St nu fku
UhihnGhG: Uju JEhp gbnuywinniphil k wpntl, by fuwlbpnpy
nupnt whunwlwbopkl juqluljbpyniwd wnwehli ghnuuywuline-
philp, npnil Jhgngny £ np pnupfp Yp thnpak hplb) ghlininpu-
Yulopkl pk wlhwnbuwlwl Ybhpyny wllnm gt wllynud Sblling hp
Y jupnipholip:

UGwgbwp jpouf k Jhwyl, by ju) n's JEY yunwnwpwlin-
phil ywjnwpupbine wjuop, pt Ut nt htu LhihnG hwjbpn Yn-
pnrunp wphoGEG Ep wunbpuqluljub YnpniunGbpnuG, by ng wy
Yupbh kwlnb), pt wGhiw hbnbiwGfG bp wunbpuqluljwl ppy-
(wdwGfh: Ppuljulinipbw ULy " wuunbpuqUdhl hpwlwulniphilp
gwa UpG kp ufonbiny hwdwp hpwlwliniphiG6 ne ydwpnniphe-

n:
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